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                                                CHAPTER ONE

                                                          Trial  

  At exactly 1PM … it seemed to happen most often at that time, the 13th hour …  Graham arrived at the vacant and rarely used classroom. It was at the end of a long corridor next to the furnace room, an out-of-the-way place. The emptiness of the location held a suggestion of foreboding. Upon entering, he noticed that the desks had been pushed back to leave a mini-courtroom in the center. In front of the blackboard, there were two student desks pushed together, behind which sat the commandant, Williams, and beside him, the civilian supervisor, Alys Howell. Together, they both stared at Graham stone-faced.     

 To the left and a little in front of commandant and supervisor’s desk was a lone chair upon which sat the local teacher union representative like some court bailiff. It was this “bailiff” who directed Graham to a lone chair that had been placed directly in front of the “presiding judge”.  Graham had not expected this. He had been ushered unto what could be described as a hastily created movie set. He walked in as if he were watching himself being filmed.      

Graham had wanted to confront the problem and so end it. He had walked by the main office on the way to his class. He had dropped into the main office where William’s office was located on a regular basis, yet he wasn’t invited into the office to talk. He half expected it after he had written a complaint letter to both his administrators. Williams had refused to talk to him and had responded without dialogue but sent instead a letter,  one that ignored what was to Graham a violation of law besides the many incidents of bullying.  Later he would find out that his complaints ought to have been forwarded by Williams to the DO, the Designated Officer for harassment. There would be lots of procedural oversights.

 Graham  had asked to be heard; he had not been and would not be. He had wanted to discuss and remedy the problems; he would be not permitted.  

Graham in desperation quickly decided to take the local teacher union representative’s unsolicited advice that he should apologize.   

“Can I say a few words?” 

No one gave him leave; no one answered. 

 The commandant flattened his lips and narrowed his eyes. Ignoring the warning, Graham rambled on talking to the walls, “I realized that we are here because of the letters I have written pointing out that I am being punished in my workplace because of my conflict with the union over replacing  the term “marriage” with “spousal union”. I realize that you may be feeling incensed about these letters; nevertheless, I was justified but do apologize for any hurt feelings.” 

“Are you finished?” inquired the commandant, dismissing the short monologue with his raised voice, his face expressing an utter look of disdain.  Graham nodded. His petition evaporated just as quickly. 

“Today,” spoke the commandant, “we are here to discuss a situation which has caused a great deal of grief for our supervisor, Alys Howell.  He briefly looked at the supervisor. “Ms. Howell has been frightened by the content and tone of a letter written to her by you, Mr. Ragsdale.” 

 “What happened to calling me, ‘Graham’?” Graham thought. “And what happened to my very objective, fact-citing and politely sensitive written letter?” Graham was mild mannered. He wrote well and wrote to communicate not to threaten. “What happened to the subject of my letters? There’s a different spin being created to camouflage the issues!” In short, “What happened to my letter of complaint?”

“Ms. Howell has been forced to take very dire steps to protect herself against this tirade. She has sought the solace of her neighbours and left with each a detailed description of Mr. Ragsdale and his automobile. She has done so to protect herself against stalking.” At this point, the supervisor jumped in, “I will be holding  Major Williams responsible if these attacks on my work performance and my character go unchecked.”

“What is going on here?” thought a now speechless Graham, who did not even understand what Howell was going on about. She spoke with a feigned conviction as if she knew what she was talking about. She spoke with lots of emotion,  her instrumental anger giving supposed credence to the apparent lack of sense. 

The union representative, a fellow teacher, remained silent, not bothering to look at Graham.  

There was to be no jury, no defence lawyer. It was trial before judge only. Presiding was Judge Williams. The prosecution was Howell. She also acted as parole officer.  His magistrate continued, “Furthermore, we suggest you use the services of our EAP person at Employee Assistance Services to assist you in finding help for your anger problem. Meanwhile, you will hand in until further notice, your week’s worth of lesson plans to Ms. Howell by eight AM each Monday (This would go on for over a year.)”

 “We are doing this as a precaution knowing that your emotional difficulty could spill over into your work performance.”  

“We are doing this to help you. Also, please move your office from downstairs to the empty one at the top of the main stairs just down the hall from Ms. Howell, Room 202. You will use the classroom right next door, 204. Ms. Howell will provide you with a sheet with the details written up.”

For over ten years in his other school, Graham had received job appraisals, both meeting all and exceeding  performance criteria.  The newly assigned classroom’s view was a parking lot. The newly assigned office was to be found at the top of a very busy and noisy stairwell.  It was a tiny, cramped space, more like a large walk-in closet with a small window overlooking the same parking lot. Presently, outside his classroom window, Graham had a large blossoming cherry tree with a large office space conveniently connected.    

“Mr. Ragsdale, you may speak now.”  

 The prisoner found the strength had suddenly gone out of his legs. He remained seated. From his place before the judge, he managed to squeak out a statement. “ I protest. I want to be treated with respect not harassed because of my orthodox stand on marriage. Regarding classroom and office changes. I protest.” 

Graham imagined this scenario being spun into gossip against him. He visualized Williams and Howell shaking the ripened dandelion of rumour where every seedling is a lie. For Graham to even attempt to stop the spread of hundreds of floating seedlings would only help to spread them. The frenzied, anxious and pained Graham reaching heavenward to impede the seedlings’ flight would only drive them all even further and higher. Any further complaint or defense, any seemingly plausible explanation would only multiply their number. 

The target cannot control gossip, his attempts would drive each propeller-ed seedling further afield to another bit of rich, gossip-mongering soil found everywhere and anywhere on any and each military base. Besides what is a personal defense against a national one? 

Williams stared through Graham and past him. William’s face squeezed his eyes, freezing his jar line, distorting everything in between.  

“Protest noted. Mr. Ragsdale I suggest you get the help you obviously need.  Meeting adjourned. Thank you, everyone!” 

He rose along with Howell and quickly left.

The union representative and fellow teacher, stood, reached for her briefcase and turned her back towards Graham. She busied herself with papers from her valise. She would never speak to Graham of this incident, look him in the eyes, nor help him in any way.   

The next morning, Williams opened the door to Graham’s class, entered and sat down at a vacant seat to the left of the blackboard. He had a clipboard in his hand and began watching the class. Graham was in the middle of teaching a writing class.

Williams did not speak, kept a sour face and observed the class. Every quarter minute or so, he would scribble notes on his pad. After forty minutes or so, he left the class never to mention his reason for the visit or to discuss the contents of his notes or to give feedback in anyway.  

                                          CHAPTER TWO

                                                 Patterns 

Graham had just left his class for the first break of the day. It was 10AM. 

“Good morning, Graham,”

Williams’ voice rang loud, cheery and clear.  

At 4 o’clock the day before, Graham had handed in a formal complaint of harassment against Williams. It had been a year since the trial by judge only. 

The school commandant just happened to be next door at the precise time Graham was leaving his first class. William’s voice rang merrily.  

 William’s full attention was on Graham for that instant despite his being immersed in conversation with a student.  He just happened to be in the classroom next to Graham’s. He just happened to be there at the time Graham finished his first class. He just happened to be facing the doorway. It just so happened that the door had been left open wide. Completing the miraculous coincidence of factors, Graham just happened to appear in front of that same open doorway for a split second. All the stars had been lined up and the universe unfolded accordingly. There were many witnesses to attest that Williams had not lain in waiting to ambush Graham. On top of that, as any of the many witnesses would attest, Williams’ behaviour  had been so kind, his voice so cheery and his thoughtfulness unparalleled.   

The following day, the DO, the designated officer for harassment, who was also the present Base Administration Officer visited Graham.  He met Graham as he was returning from the gym. Following the DO was Williams. It was a memorable scene: the DO strode out from the corridor doorway on the right and at the top of stairs at the same time that Graham was rounding the landing to skip up the last flight of stairs. Instantaneously the two military officers were peering from the top landing as Graham was taking the last ten steps. One step and he saw them both. Step two and he noticed no one else was about. Step three and Graham was taking in the distorted face.  Step, four, five, six and the twosome were moving to meet him.  Williams miraculously continued with his distorted face. Step seven eight, nine and ten consolidated the ying-yang of harassment with one officer holding the promise of action against harassment in the envelope being delivered while the other officer was holding out the “ugly face”. 

Ying-yang, hot-cold, round-square, up-down, resolution-retribution,  DO-Williams. The ying bellowed with linguistic eloquence, martial style and solemnity; the yang screamed back cat-and-mouse, good-cop-bad-cop, broom and dirt.  

There was a blank stare from the DO, but in dress rehearsal fashion and in fine orchestration was also Williams a few steps just behind. Williams was staring hard at Graham with locked jaws, a face full of rage with the ugliest grimace imaginable.  

Over the next few years, every time the many different Base Administration Officers, who would  also be the DO, brought over an acknowledgement of Graham’s harassment complaint against Williams, charade-parade would repeat itself. Graham would hit the landing at the same time the DO strode to the top of the stairs to meet him, followed by the same if not uglier look on Williams’ face.  There had been four different designated officers of harassment, and each time the staged event was the same. 

 Here was the present  “designated officer” in charge of handling harassment complaints showing how serious the complaint was, showing up very quickly with an official response that stated the matter would be looked into, all nicely typed and sealed in an envelope with the proper designation of confidentiality written over the back of the envelope. This was strict protocol. This was a respected part of  process.

On the other hand, walking right beside the person in charge of investigating bullying behaviour was  the bully, Williams, scowling at Graham. 

Graham couldn’t get passed the incongruence that presented itself as “round squares” or maybe “square circles”. In order to deal with this, Graham had to understand it. He didn’t. 

Reaching the top of the stairs, the DO introduced himself and asked if he might speak with Graham in his office. Graham shook his extended hand and walked to his office, which was directly across the landing at the top of the stairs. All this time, Graham could see  Williams’ glaring face as he stood just out of the DO’s peripheral vision but directly in line with Graham’s.    

Oh but the beauty of it. Neither officer had said anything. The DO had been looking the other way. There was never another soul on the stairs or in the hallways.  

As Graham welcomed the DO into his office, he, in turn, said a thank-you to Williams. At which point, Williams’ face took on a neutral look,  nodded, turned and proceeded to his own office. He was a big man and as he walked, he swaggered. He leaned forward, arms askance, tilting from side to side down the curiously empty corridor. No one  coming. No one going. No witnesses. 

                                             CHAPTER THREE

                                                 Pig in the Poke  

 “Good morning, Mr. Graham,” barked Terrier as he came through the door into an office not even the size of a good kennel. It sat adjacent to Williams’ office. It originally must have been a place to hang coats or to store filing cabinets. Years before, it had been used for the commandant‘s large dog. Today, it held a snappy, young officer, Terrier,  with his small desk to the left and a row of chairs on the right with a filing cabinet against the wall. There was no window. “An improvised closet,” mused Graham to himself, “not unlike my new office”. 

Terrier began  pawing the papers on his desk. He turned his whiskered snout up towards Graham and snarled, “Yes, about this student, here,” said the young officer as he pushed a form, called the 377, towards Graham.

“Yes?”

“Well, as a result of mediation for harassment between your supervisor, Ms Howell and the grieving student, it had been agreed that there will be no further mention of it, explicitly or implicitly. So, I have taken the liberty of saving you the extra work and edited your student’s performance appraisal accordingly. I tried to keep the spirit of your original. If it is acceptable, all I need is your signature,” begged Terrier.

Graham had responded in agreement and had leaned over Terrier’s desk to read the edited version before signing the 377 as it was called, when suddenly, there was a shout from the doorway. 

“What incident are you referring to in that 377?!!!”

Someone was yelling at Graham from the doorway. Graham turned his head to the left. He saw William’s frame blocking the doorway and once again yelling. 

“What incident are you referring to in the 377?!!!”

 Filling the doorway was the 230 lb., 6 foot 2 inch Williams, Graham couldn’t walk away if he had wanted to. There was one way in and one way out.  He was blocked. He was cornered. 

Graham had not expected this. He had been ushered unto what could be described as a hastily created movie set. He walked in as if he were watching himself being filmed.     

Graham’s mind raced, “What to do? What to do? He stared in disbelief. Had the man lost his mind? But out of the corner of his right eye he could see the young Terrier leaning on his left paw, scratching his right ear with his other and  smiling broadly from ear to ear. Terrier had a front seat to the ensuing show.  

“What incident are you referring to in the 377!” yelled Williams for the third time. 

Graham continued to stare but said nothing, his two eyes like kennel water bowls, still and waiting, his jaws agape but without appetite.

What incident are you referring to in the 377!” yelled Williams for the fourth time.

Moving slightly closer to face him, Graham said quietly, “What are you trying to do?”

“Are you going to answer me or not?” yelled the senior military.

With Graham’s exit being blocked, Williams had his pig in the poke.

 “I will not speak until I have union representation!”  blurted Graham.

Williams suddenly disappeared from the doorway. In order not to be disturbed again, Graham shut the door and turned to finish speaking with Terrier and to sign the form.

  Again, in mid conversation, Williams interrupted again, attempting to open (without his knocking) the closed door. 

Waiting a full minute, Graham finally opened the door through which sprang Williams.  

“Here is your union representative!” yelled Williams. He was once again taking up the entire doorway. Standing  just behind was a small woman who had squeezed part of herself into view just under Williams right arm. Williams towered above her.  

“She cannot represent me,” quipped Graham.  Deep down, he actually meant that he could not trust this woman who had been used to falsely represent him at the March 17th meeting a year ago. She was clearly on the side of Howell  and Williams. “Anyway,” mulled Graham,” didn’t both write her yearly performance appraisal?”

“I need union representation from outside the school,” Graham explained.

“She is with the teacher’s union!” yelled Williams.

“Yes, but I need outside representation! I have the right!”

With a gesture, Williams sent the female rep back from where she had come. 

Turning towards Graham, he growled something under his breath and flashed the “ugly face” of which the intended message was always clear and to the point. Then Willams stormed off to the DO’s office.

A few days passed by and there was a knock. Graham opened wide the door to his office to see Howell smiling. She stuck her head across the threshold, looked at Graham intensely, ran her eyes down his shirt, past his belt and unto his pants. Then she laughed gleefully out loud, sending her personal mirth down the corridor. She then turned abruptly and walked away. 

Graham stepped unto the top landing outside his office, looking quickly both ways, he saw  no one save his supervisor disappearing down the length of one corridor with no one in the corridor  to the right. Bending over the banister, he looked below. He found no one.    

                                            CHAPTER FOUR

                                                         Stones 

In those snowstorms of the mind, each downward moving flake of concern has its own unique complex shape. Each is a story in itself. The downward spiraling of so many concerns pommel the eyes, blinding them. The continuing onslaught so besieges the mind that it eventually fatigues from the strain of trying to see through it all. Losing its bearing, it moves in circles, not finding its way. Despite the fear of continuing blindness and despite the extreme fatigue crawling up the legs, down the arms and across the back, the mind keeps trying. Eventually, the exposure takes its toll and the mind stumbles. It stalls, then shuts, leaving a delirious mind tracing and retracing the steps of a lost man. 

 Getting out of the car, Graham looked about, chose a direction, locked the car, strode to the sidewalk and turned left. 

 “What am I going to tell her? I really don’t want to tell her anything!”  It wasn’t that Graham had something on his mind, but rather, Graham had something in his mind. Whatever was in his mind blew a ceaseless storm of unease. 

Regardless of inner blindness, Graham Ragsdale could navigate his outer world, finding the university with little trouble.   He had never visited a counsellor. He had a lot to say but more not to say. He closed his eyes. Somewhere deep below within himself, he felt hard, dark stone.                                            

The counsellor was in her early thirties, slim, wide-eyed with straight, dark brown hair that fell straight, caressing her high cheekbones and spilling unto her shoulders.  She was wearing a jacket and pants, black except for her beige turtleneck that rose high on an already long neck. Her name was Carolyn, and she had been smiling pleasantly ever since Graham’s arrival.  

  “Well, it’s so good to finally meet you,” she said through smiling teeth. Her voice and gestures came across as sincere. Graham felt his shoulders slip a notch and his chest open up. He took a deep and satisfying breath. 

  Graham smiled agreement. He was feeling desperate and just jumped right in.

 “I don’t know where to start. I feel so confused. I feel that I have made a huge blunder. I’ve been so stupid. I …” Somewhere mid-chest, Graham felt the tangled knot of his experiences and grew silent.  

Maybe, it was this knot that stopped his understanding the entire picture, causing it to stall the learning process. Being unable to make sense of it in his minds eye, he couldn’t understand it, couldn’t find a shelf on which to put it or a file into which he could store it.  If he could learn, then he could move on.  

Carolyn spoke into the silence.

“Who hasn’t been stupid? You haven’t cornered the market on stupidity.”

Graham smiled, then he laughed.  

“You’re laughing?" 

“Well, it's funny that I thought I was the one-and-only stupid person in the world.    

 It’s so… so…”

“Stupid?”

Graham laughed again. “Yes, off-base, out-in-left-field.”

“I am glad that you recognize the fact that often our beliefs do not match reality. It helps to have an objective opinion. That’s my job.”

Graham’s thoughts were banging up against others that he had hidden away, or worse, had buried. He had tried digging on his own, but a wall would always jump up. It wasn’t a real wall. It was a wall of emotion or maybe more like a floor that came up and pained him whenever he tried to reach deep below himself to understand. 

“Carolyn, I need help.” For a moment, Graham felt overwhelmed with that simple statement.  No, it was an admission. He had tried for so long, all alone and feeling so alone. The words were hot and the feelings flowed forth like a long trail of escaping steam.

“Concentration eludes me,” Graham hissed out abruptly.

“Scenes and faces from the past continually appear in my mind’s eye,” Graham released his thoughts in a continuing and steady cloud of steam. He had been boiling so long, not so much in anger, but in tightly squeezed thoughts that had rubbed and rubbed, their friction creating a deep, intense inner heat.

“Everything is out of order in my head. I can’t make heads or tails of my past experiences. I feel confused. I want it to be as it was before – normal. Does that make sense?”  Graham’s kettle of worry had released one long, final hiss. 

“You are telling me that you have had experiences that have left you in psychological pain.”

“Yes.”

“And you find it hard to verbalize the experience.”

“Yes.”

Then Graham quickly added,

 “And I keep reliving the experiences. They come in my mind’s eye. I keep going over them, trying to make sense of them.”
“Graham, before you can experience any event you must process it with your mind and give it meaning.”

“Any meaning eludes me. When those bizarre situations come at me from the past as they do time and time again, I cannot at that moment, put any understanding to them.  Such bizarre acts!”

For a moment, Graham stopped in some state of reverie, repeating a few times, “Such bizarre acts.” Carolyn waited patiently, knowing the silence was often as important as the talking.

“Such bizarreness,” continued Graham, “leaves me feeling lost, as if  I am out-of-touch with myself. This creates isolation because when I am lost within myself, I begin to disconnect.”

Graham had finished his thought and looked at Carolyn, giving her the cure so-to-speak. 

Carolyn had been listening very intently, “Yes, you begin to disconnect. You are by yourself with this experience without validation. You cannot share this experience with anyone. Who would understand you? And if you feel disconnected, then you cannot connect socially, mentally, or spiritually with those about you. This leads you to a deep and very personal aloneness, separation, and isolation.”  

“That’s it. That’s it,” Graham managed a smile toward Carolyn. He approved.

Graham and Carolyn discussed his situation further, then she summed it up with, 

 “Graham, you may well have been overwhelmed by so many small stressful events that their size and weight might equal one single, serious traumatic event. Added to its heftiness is the fact that workplace harassment is not an occurrence of nature. Rather, it would be a planned one, directed especially to cause harm to you specifically. That is one hard fact for many peace-loving folks to get their head around.”

“So, if I look in my past, I could find a line of smaller events that could add up to one big event like Hurricane Katrina and this line of smaller events would have me as a specific target?”

“Yes. Even smaller but multiple negative incidents over a period of time can cause trauma. A good example would be workplace bullying, a kind of mental torture.”

“Bullying?”

“Especially bullying, because as hard as it is to accept a hurricane, it is not any individual’s fault.  But in bullying, an individual or a group of individuals deliberately set out to destroy you in particular, you especially, which includes your entire life, your loving family, your inspiring career, your breathing, blood-pulsing life. This is very hard to understand or even accept, much harder than a hurricane. You see we have our individual reactions to traumatic stressors and we automatically structure our perceptions of other people’s behaviour. We create a framework for interacting with the world at large. When you experience malicious, devious and often bizarre behaviour such as bullying, it is difficult for some individuals to incorporate this into their worldview. It doesn’t make sense. You cannot possibly imagine anyone being so cruel, so consumed with destroying you.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” said Graham repeating one of Carolyn’s last lines.

“It doesn’t make sense?” asked  Carolyn.

“No, it makes perfect sense that certain experiences do not make sense.”

Carolyn smiled. Graham continued. 

“ Before our appointment today, I was walking across the campus and noticing the many trees and the wide open green spaces. I especially noticed the stone fences.”

“Aren’t they beautiful!”

“Yes, well, I love the fact the fences are built of stones that fit into each other using no mortar, just a massive interlocking combination of shapes.”

“They are the pride of our university.”

“Well, I like them a lot. In fact, these fences spoke to me.”

“You got meaning from those fences?”

“Yes, I felt as if I had a kinship with them. As I have told myself many times, I just don’t feel lost; I am lost.”

“You mean you don’t quite belong in your own skin?”

“Yes, - a most uncomfortable feeling.  Much like this campus, I am too hemmed in with stone fences. I have limited myself. I cannot grow”

“You are having trouble moving on.” 

“Yes, you see a university campus full of stones suits me.  Any fertile land is not arable with too much stone. Perhaps, ‘infertile’ would best describe me. Because even though I crave moveable, pliable, rich soil, I am grossly swollen with a seemingly infinite number of stones.”

“So, if I understand, you feel less than your real self. You potential is restricted.”

“Yes, Yes. In fact, I am an existentialist’s nightmare, lacking not only the courage ‘to be’ but lacking ‘being’ itself. I am more ‘no one’ than someone. I am non-being in search of being. I am more stone, than earth.”

 For a brief moment, Graham closed his eyes and felt what lay behind his eyes, under his skin. He could not define it, but it felt hard, cold, heavy, and impenetrable. If he could only make a road of these stones, a road to somewhere! 

It seemed that he could analyze his thoughts, talk about injustice and even explain the process – but all from a distance. When his thoughts came to the surface and he became upfront and personal, matching the analysis intimately to the perpetrators, he faltered. There arose this wall or better, this floor of dark, hard stone that literally stopped him in his tracks. He could go no further. He was stuck.  

   Only moments before, Graham had walked along the stone walls observing them. Now even in her office, he could see himself walking slowly but determinedly along the street and under the trees that seemed to be everywhere. He passed those interminable piles of stones that formed walls about the campus. Looking closely, he examined their odd proliferation. What a confusion of stones! Not one was alike another. Not one section of the wall could be said to be uniform. Each was odd with each stone oddity placed differently. There was no mortar that held each stone to another. There was no interconnecting seam that made the wall into a single unit.  Where was the “rhyme and reason?” wondered Graham. But to the discerning eye, there was rhyme to the rhythm of stones and therefore, reason. Every odd stone had been measured, weighed and placed using a carefully planned sequence.

Later  from across the street, Graham would look back at the stone fences trying to grasp their significance. 

A target of harassment experiences the total event but is drawn toward the particular, losing the big picture. So Graham’s attention fell on the single, individual stones of harassment. He might do this especially with each stone being so irregular and odd. Simply taking the stones and piling them into a pile of evidence resulted in their falling over. It was an act of frustration. Try as he might, Graham could not set his understanding of the harassment straight. Perhaps these dense, hard, impenetrable oddities needed a system in which Graham could create this unifying image. If he could step back, he might grasp the unifying image of harassment as a carefully built wall of stone, built to cut him off, to encircle him and to weigh heavy in his memory.

“Carolyn, when can I see you next? I am all out.”

“Graham,” Carolyn looked directly into his eyes, “here is the contact information for Father McGivney. A devout Catholic can benefit from the spiritual dimension of your experience.” 

Minutes later, Graham left Carolyn’s office and walked up Robie Street. He stepped aside for students hurrying to class. In contrast, he was hurrying nowhere, going nowhere. Shortly, he left the boulevard with its canopy of trees and followed the paved pathways that like spider webs connected all over the campus. He took one and then another breathing in the March air. He didn’t feel so deeply cold now. Maybe even that hard impenetrable feeling was less rock and more like hard, heavy but malleable clay. 

Maybe the paralyzing snowstorm of the mind was starting to settle. Maybe, he could somehow piece the events together. Maybe he might be able to retrace his steps through the fallen white, finding a path to somewhere. Graham picked up his pace, lengthened his stride, and chose a new path.

                                          CHAPTER FIVE 

                                                Summons 

 As per the invitation on a small, yellow sheet of paper, Graham arrived at the commandant’s small office at one o’clock. 

Graham suspected a reprimand, which would have been his first. Given Graham’s excellent job performance, the most he could expect would be a verbal warning from his supervisor in her office. If there were to be another serious violation, there would be a Memorandum to File or letter to be filed in his personnel file. If he continued his inappropriate behaviour, there would be an investigation into his conduct and witnesses called. To date, Graham had a spotless record. He had surpassed his performance criteria ten years in a row. He had received two letters of praise from his superiors further up the chain of command. He had nothing to fear.

A large desk took up a good quarter of Williams’ office. To the far left in the corner was a high filing cabinet holding five drawers and to his immediate right another but much smaller filing cabinet . Under the window on the far wall, was a small loveseat, on which sat alone. a fellow teacher. To the right of the commandant’s desk sat Howell, her face, chiseled stone. Behind the large desk sat Williams, his face tight, lips squeezed shut, eyes narrowed, back straight, shoulders square. He sat expectantly, ready to start. It was a small cramped office already full with four people. 

Between his thumbs and forefinger, Graham had tightly stretched the small, yellow sheet of  note paper on which was scribbled the summons. He pulled at it from both sides; he then wrinkled its surface by tugging it up on the left and then down on the right. Despite its size, it was significant. Graham had read it twice, then three times. As usual, Graham’ s summons to meetings were always hand-written on the same small saffron sheets. There was always a date, a place, a time but never an agenda.  It was always a smallish piece of paper. Its note-size, its scribbled hand, its informality belayed its real size, its most careful planning and its utmost seriousness. 

Graham’s right hand rested on his right knee. The hand rocked. The fingers held the note playing with its texture, feeling around its edges and flipping it over and over again. He then passed it to his left hand repeating the same game. The back-and-forth continued.  Graham   sat waiting, seated next to his fellow teacher. No one spoke.

At the door stood a young officer. He ushered in those privates whose capital offence was having left a boring medal ceremony early.  The five recently recruited soldiers claimed most of the remaining space, standing a couple of feet from the wall behind and a couple of feet from Williams’ desk in front. 

“Attention!”  

Simultaneously, ten feet stomped the floor; ten eyes looked straight ahead; five chins froze; five sets of shoulders pulled back with ten arms tight to their sides; ten heels clicked.  

There was momentary silence with the commandant waiting a moment before speaking. Then looking at a list before him, he called out a name. The first private stepped forward with his two feet stomping, his two eyes ahead, his chin frozen, his shoulders pulled back with two arms tight to his sides, his two heels clicking. 

“Private  Tremblay, Sir!”. 

“Private Tremblay,” yelled  Williams, “You were absent from the field trip!” 

“No, Sir. I left early!” 

“Private Tremblay!” yelled the commandant, sitting straight and square. 

“Private Tremblay!” repeated the commandant. “When you are not where you should be, you are absent. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir,” quaked the private, looking as if he was ready to throw up.

“You may face charges! As you were!”

   With five ordinary soldiers to yell at and with each receiving at least three yells, Williams managed to squeeze into the limited room space a total of fifteen yells. With the target of the proceedings being Graham, Williams was having a field day.  

Private Tremblay stepped back into the line-up and the procedure was repeated. The other English teacher was flushed and hot.  Unlike Graham, she had attended the ceremony but had been unable to find her students in the crowd. With the students bored and hungry, they too had all left early.

She remained flushed, jumping at each shouting, understandingly so, as the small office was choking with people. The shoes of the private to the far right were touching Graham’s own.  Furniture and people crowded the floor space;  widened eyes stared out from hot faces; raised voices completely engulfed the remaining office space beyond the  furniture and bodies,  stretching from wall to wall right up to the ceiling. It was quite the performance. Everything had been planned, packed, packaged and performed.

 After each private had been berated in turn, everyone had to experience further yelling from the young officer as he led them out of the office and back to their classes.     

With the privates departing, Howell slowly turned her head toward Graham’s colleague, her palms-up with outreaching supplicating hands tilting at the wrist ever so gently, a personification of some saint’s statue from an ancient church.  

    Graham’s colleague’s statement was clear, concise and clean. She explained what had transpired between Graham and her, about Graham asking her to supervise his students. 

“Major Williams,” piped up Graham, “ My colleague has no responsibility in this affair, I take full responsibility for failing to join my students. Instead, I decided to work here at the school.”

“You were not at the school!”

“I was. In fact, after I finished photocopying I dropped into the office for my mail at exactly 3PM, I saw you sitting at your computer.”

Williams had not expected this.  He dismissed the colleague. Then turning to Graham yelled. 

“Get out of here!”  

Graham stood. In his left hand between his thumb and forefinger, he held the saffron note loosely, the one with only a date, a place, and a time but no agenda.  It was always a smallish piece of paper, belaying its real size, its most careful planning and its utmost seriousness. Graham folded it once and then again. He then carefully slide it deep into his pocket and left.

  Two weeks later, there was a letter in Graham’s mail box. It was a Memorandum to File. It outlined the negligence in duty in failing to accompany his two adult students to Buck’s Point; however, it also reported that Graham had lied when confronted with his behaviour and had tried to implicate his colleague  in a cover up.  It also stated that the memorandum would stay on Mr. Ragsdale civilian personnel file for a period of two years. 

Graham took it on the chin.  As he had the note, he stuffed the whole experience deep within. He stayed out in the storm that raged. Graham thought of something his mother had  told him repeatedly, “Don’t lose your soul. Have a direction and a code. If not, others will create one or both for you.” 

  Despite his mother’s warning, Graham closed his eyes, stuffed the pain and attempted to survive.  However, survival is not a plan, leaving Graham to follow in the direction laid out for him as per the invitation on a small, yellow sheet of paper.

                                              CHAPTER SIX  

                                                    Breach  

It happened while Graham was at the blackboard. He’d just introduced some new grammar. Sometime during his lesson, Graham  looked up and gazed the length of the double-sized classroom,  suddenly seeing a person whose presence was not expected, sitting, watching him and taking notes.”  

There were two doors, one at the back and one in the front adjacent to Graham’s desk. The sergeant, who kept an eye on recruits and catered to Williams every whim, had slipped in the back door. She had come in without a sound. If Graham had been facing the length of the classroom, he would not have seen her. There is something about a person entering a room without one’s knowledge. 

First, closing the door, the Sergeant had taken a seat against the back wall.  With a notebook and pen in hand, she began observing the class. No greeting. No apologies for interrupting Graham’s class. 

Now a classroom is not private, neither is it public. It is the teacher’s ‘office’, so-to-speak. Quickly, Graham finished his presentation and handed out worksheets. Slowly he made his way to the back of the class. The sergeant gave Graham a blank stare. Graham sat next to her.

Good morning, Sergeant. How are you doing?

Fine.

That’s great.

So, can you tell me what is going on?

I am simply observing the class as ordered by Major Williams.

Sergeant, I am used to military personnel coming into my class; however, it is courteous to ask for permission to enter my classroom. It is understood that I am responsible for the students while they are in my class. 

There was a pause. Then came a smile.  

Going back over his teaching career with the military, Graham had remembered military coming in. There was usually warning. If not, there was always a follow-up discussion. 

 In another time and in another place, another sergeant  had told Graham he would be coming into his class that afternoon to monitor  a troublesome student. While Graham taught, the sergeant with his back to Graham sat in front of the class watching the students. Graham had no idea which student was in trouble. Perhaps none of the students knew at which student the sergeant was staring. 

“I’m here under orders from Major Williams, ” replied the sergeant. She adjusted herself in her chair, leaned to one side, looked around Graham and continued to observe the class. Graham felt his stomach tighten. 

“Take it easy, Graham,” he thought to himself. “It’s only a game. You can rise above such childish behaviour.” 

 Graham would take notes of all classroom visitations. He wrote a formal complaint of harassment to the DO. 

Wolf, the union rep, told him there was nothing he could do. 

“What? Is someone blind? Can’t anyone understand what is really going on here,” fumed Graham. “Isn’t there a basic right – the right to be left alone?”

By that time Graham had a union representative named Wolfgang Peters  or ‘Wolf’. He was decidedly German with an accent like Arnold Schwarzenegger, but as tiny as the former was huge. With his perennial baseball cap on backwards and his continual dress-down style and unshaven face, Wolf enjoyed his “look” as it was an affront to the ‘spic and span’ dress code of the military, Wolf’s tiny eyes would squint, leaving an almost eyeless face marked by a large grin. In the corner of his mouth was the ever present toothpick, another barb against military decorum. 

When Wolfgang Peters had first phoned Graham, he had yelled fairly loudly in the phone, “Don’t worry. We got him by the balls! Another time, it was, “You are a mover and a shaker! Graham Ragsdale.” Much later, he would have meetings with Graham at coffee shops and restaurants, “You are the best! You’re a winner”  

 Wolf never came close to “getting” anyone. On the contrary, Graham was on a different tack, for he wanted something much less. He wanted the harassing to stop, so that he could teach in peace.   

“Sorry, Graham,” he began, toying with his toothpick. It was a green one. Wolf had a variety of  colours and a selection of flavours.  He was a walking menagerie of flying toothpicks

“No, can do.”

“Listen, Wolf. I have just made a harassment complaint, several of them. It is as plain as the nose on your …  as that toothpick in your mouth. Williams is trying to get a reaction from me. You have to do something.”

“Graham, Graham, Graham, calm down.” Wolf waved his toothpick around as if it were a magic wand. “It is no big deal. The military are dress code and comportment crazy. It’s a way of enforcing discipline. Let’s leave it at that. No use getting yourself into a tizzie.”

Here Wolf jabbed the toothpick in the air making his point somewhere between Graham’s ears. 

“Listen, Wolf. It is not that Williams’ agents are coming into my classroom. It is how they are coming into my classroom. They don’t recognize my authority, which is based on my responsibility as the classroom teacher. I should be asked. The note taking should be explained. To do neither is to purposely antagonize me. “

“Forget it, Graham. Put it behind you and move on. If the military cannot let bygones be bygones, it is they who are the immature ones. Just keep on being you and doing the great teaching.”

“Listen. I have done a survey. None of the other teachers have received these kinds of visits. I have received on the average of one or more every month for almost two years.”

“Look. Maybe you have some bad hombres in your class. They may be troublemakers elsewhere and angels to you. I say forget it. You are making a molehill out of mountain. I mean …You know what I mean? Well, gotta go. Got another meeting. Ciao!”  

 Graham watched Wolf  leave his office that recently assigned office, that one looking over the parking lot and at the top of a noisy main staircase. Then he sat. Graham had the thought of the next classroom visitation on his mind.  

                                        CHAPTER SEVEN    

                                               Visitations

The regime of classroom visitations continued unabated. The sergeant without asking permission or giving notification, as is the protocol of polite consideration, entered Graham’s classroom. She stayed for about thirty minutes while observing and taking notes, giving no explanation for her behavior.  

The next month was Graham’s vacation time. Despite the same students attending class, the sergeant did not visit. Yet, as soon as he came back, she entered the classroom three times within a couple of weeks.  There were other interruptions concerning different students, regarding different times and about varying issues apart from those regular visitations of observing Graham from the back of the classroom. With time, these classroom visitations had become part of the curriculum. They had become more normal than abnormal.  They were expected making the abnormal normal, making the irregular, regular, all but erasing Graham’s “line in the sand”.

After more than ten years of teaching with the military, Graham knew what was normal for the classroom and what wasn’t.  There was the unnecessary disciplining of  a student in front of his peers with the unsettling raising of voices and the defensiveness of the young private being taking to task. The following day, the sergeant  interrupted his class again, coming without knocking  and without asking permission to enter. She went to the back of his class, sat and stayed from about 11 AM to 11:30 AM observing the class. Three days later, the sergeant knocked on his classroom door about 1:15 pm to ask a student why he hadn’t reported to her. She stayed for about five minutes chatting with each of the students in the class. No, this had never happened in his ten years with the military or his other many years in both private and public schools. 

Graham found this distracting to his teaching. The sergeant had interrupted his introduction to a writing lesson that he was in the middle of introducing. On the last day of the same month, she was still interrupting Graham’s class. She entered the back of his class, looking for something on the armchairs and then left. She interrupted his class despite Williams’ promise he would have her stop. 

Each month thereafter, there were the expected interruptions on September 6, October 11 and stopped briefly while there was mediation at the Dispute Resolution Centre between Williams and Graham in November, December and January. Right after the collapse of the mediation talks, the classroom visitations started up again.  Graham looked up to see the sergeant silently observing him from the back of the classroom, notepad on lap, pen in hand, smirk on face. 

   It was coffee break at 10 AM when Graham Ragsdale sauntered toward his office to pick up some classroom materials for the next activity. A young officer, Terrier met him  outside his classroom in the corridor at 12: 15. He was of good height, dark haired, young and of pleasant demeanour. 

“Hello Graham.”

“Well, hello Officer Terrier. How goes it?”

“Well, not too well. You see Williams says I have to visit your classroom as the sergeant has been doing. She goes on holidays. I take over.”

Graham looked at Terrier wondering why he was saying this to him. This was a different angle.

“I don’t want to take away your credibility. I feel bad about not showing respect to you by the visits. Maybe if you gave me permission?”

Graham stared at him, not knowing what to say to such a strange request.

“Give me permission to disrespect you,” he seemed to be saying. “Odd? What’s the game?” Graham asked himself. Of course, his answer was the expected one and the military’ s response would be the expected one: continuing classroom visitations.  

For a moment, Graham’ s mind drifted to those interminable piles of stones that formed walls around the university. He had always looked very closely, examining their odd proliferation, their confusion of stones. He noted that each section had seemed unusual with each stone oddity placed differently. There was no mortar to hold each stone to another. There was no interconnecting seam that held the wall into a single unit, but there was (He was sure of it.) rhyme and reason. 

To the discerning eye, there was a rhyme to the rhythm of stones and therefore, reason. After all, each and every odd stone had been measured, weighed and placed using a carefully planned sequence.

If he could find the pattern somewhere, it would unlock the mystery of what happened to him.

   Graham had tried to understand what he had  gotten myself into, but it had been an act of frustration. He thought perhaps those dense, hard, impenetrable oddities needed a system in which he could create a unifying image. Then he would understand this carefully built wall of stone, built to cut him off, to encircle him and to weigh heavy in his mind.

                                            CHAPTER EIGHT 

                                                        Warning

Williams had accomplished his scowling as Graham had made his way up the staircase. Cdr Kerr had handed Graham the acknowledgement of his complaint and asked to talk to Graham in his office.  It was a Thursday afternoon. The date was April 11th.

The officer sat down in the only available chair next to Graham’s desk. Graham sat waiting.   
“I didn’t expect such a quick response, “ opened Graham.

“Well, the letter is an acknowledgement.  We can do that quite quickly.”

Graham nodded.

“I noted a lot of emotion in your complaint.”

“I hope that you are not discounting it.”

“Well, it is emotional.”

“Yes, it is. That is what you can expect from harassment. Any unsetting event will cause a plethora of negative thoughts such as anger, fear, despondency, worry, anxiety - to name but a few.”

“That is my point. You were emotional. Emotions are emotions. They get in the way of clear thinking. Emotional reasoning would have a lot to do with your appraisal of the event.”

 “If you are saying my recollection of the event can be discredited because of emotion. I beg to differ. Negative emotion is the natural consequence of harassment.”

“Emotions get in the way of clear thinking, don’t they?

“Yes, they do. But my reaction to an event is one thing; the event itself stands on its own. Demeaning, belittling, humiliating, embarrassing and intimidating behavior aimed at me will result in emotion – lots of it. I insist, however, that harassment and emotion go hand in hand, with emotion giving credence to it. Besides your harassment complaint form asks me to explain how it affected my feelings”

The officer paused and then pursued another tack.

“When I look at your complaint there are categories within it that need to be categorized separately into  administrative negligence and personal harassment.”

Graham didn’t quite understand.

 “ I really think everything should stay together because everything is tied into cause and effect. I couldn’t possibly have a discussion about the harassment when suddenly it becomes other than I complained about.

For the third time, the officer mentioned, “ There is much at stake.”

The officer went on to mention bias.  Graham had no  doubt that as this officer was the next in chain of command to Williams.  He could imagine the indebtedness that such a relationship has fostered. 

Graham, on the other hand, was a new civilian at the language school. Worse, with his complaint, he was a threat.  

The DO left Graham who puzzled over the DO’s repeating,  “There is much at stake”. It spun around in his brain, worrying him, baffling him. “What did it mean?”

                                           CHAPTER NINE

                                             The Counsellor

It was still March cold and Graham found himself staring into the flames of Carolyn’s gas fireplace. He found the warmth welcoming. Also, there was something about staring into a fire that comforted the soul but also awakened the senses enlivening the spirit to poetry and song.    

Carolyn was awaiting Graham’s response.  

“I can’t.” 

“You can’t what?”

“I can’t talk about my pain. “

“Lets not, then. It’s your session.”

“May I make a suggestion?”

“A suggestion?”

“Graham, rather than talk about the pain, let’s talk about the joy.” 

“The joy?”

“Stuff you like. Successes you’ve had. Anything you’d like to talk about.”

 Graham paused and said. Well, I love to teach. 

“Sure. What about teaching? How did you get started?”

Graham smiled. “You sure you want to hear about this.”

“Graham, I feel that you want to hear this!”

“I do?”

“Yes, I saw you light up when you mentioned teaching. It will do you good to hear how great a thing teaching is for you.”

“Well, sure. Let’s see. I’ll start with …” Graham spoke at length.

Carolyn listened and then summarized.   

“You like the feeling of helping people, of feeling independent and being respected for who you are.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yes, you did.”

“Graham, tell me about not being respected.”

“Not being respected?”

“Why?”

“Graham, I know this is going to be hard for you. I will respect your decision, but if respect is such a precious thing for you, I am guessing that its opposite would spell disaster for you. Am I right?”

“Carolyn, I believe that being respectful towards others is what gives life its meaning. I don’t smoke. I don’t drink. Why! Because I respect the gift of the body I have received. As such, I am willing to look after it. It is the same thing with my wife, my kids, my students.”

“Tell me about respect. What does it look like when you see it?”

“Well, starting with human life, crippled, unborn or criminal, I believe we have to show as much respect as we can. We have to protect ourselves, of course, and so I believe in prisons but not as facilities to dehumanize. There are others who cannot protect themselves. Starting with children in the womb and ending with children born with shortcomings whether physical or mental, I believe these children need all the respect for being who they are despite their inabilities in any area. Respect demands unconditional love.”

“That is an interesting concept, unconditional love.”

“Basically, it means they don’t have to earn my respect. People have it because they are born; they are human; they exist.”

“That sounds so different from the military where you worked.”

“Yes, with the military, there is a narrow meaning referring to work and having to earn your respect. I believe that, too. Then in a much broader understanding … if you don’t behave exactly according to military expectations, you will be disrespected.”

“Tell me about disrespect in the military when you disappoint those in charge.”

“The military is a family. You are embraced and supported by those around you. For those who strongly identify with it, though, there is a cost. It is the consequences of the power of culture. When an individual is not permitted to assimilate, there is a strong negative impact on health and psycho-pathology. When people adhere to a system and band together, the band-of-brothers syndrome, the loss of those supporting persons and the purposive disintegration of the system become traumatic. The military have been trained to need each other and usually from a very young stage of adulthood or late adolescence. If the military culture decides an individual does not fit, the impact is powerfully negative. ”

“Give me examples of the penalty that can be paid if the military decide you have not earned its respect.”

“They nit-pick.”

“They what?”

Graham paused in thought for a moment.

“Funny. It was a military manager who gave me that term. A Mr. Dodd, a retired military officer working as a civilian manager, came right out and used the expression while playing “good cop” to my military manager’s “bad cop”. 

“Do they nit-pick?” Mr. Dodd had asked. It was like a door opening. What a crafty way to minimize the awful torture the military put people through. I guess that is part of its own mind game, the minimizing of the act. This would lessen the responsibility the military might feel for the harm done. 

“Nit-pick?  Yes, the military will criticize everything you do to everyone it can find. Yes, nit pickers.”

 “Graham, in counselling we flip concepts over to see what’s underneath or what’s on top. For example, we looked at the coin of joy and found that together with joy  was respect. It is important to you. Now, I am going to flip the coin over to look at the other side. What am I going to find?”

“Well, disrespect, for one thing.”

“Yes, that is true. Remember what went with respect on the other side?”

“Yes. There was joy.”

“Well, on the other side along with disrespect, you will find what you did not want to talk about. Is that right?”

“You are talking about the ‘pain’. I didn’t want to or rather I wasn’t ready to talk about the pain.”

“You know, Graham. You are positively right. You are in charge here. It is your counseling session. You are your own best expert. I agree that it is in your best interests to avoid the pain of sharing certain experiences. In fact, I feel a little embarrassed. You don’t need me. You can cope. You have done it. You are doing it. Why don’t we put an end to the counseling. You are really doing so well. Graham, you don’t need me.”

Graham didn’t know what to think. He hadn’t expected this.

“Well, I am still working and doing positive things with my life,” he said agreeing with Carolyn.

“Yes, you are. You are on your way.”

Graham hesitated. He lowered his head, closing his eyes, he slowly said, 

“I am not on my way. I am stuck.”

“You are stuck?”

“Yes, I need your help to move ahead.”

“Graham, I am only the coach. I need a player who wants to play more than anything.   Graham, are you ready to tell me something about the pain. Maybe just a little of the beginning. I know this is hard, very hard. But here we are on the threshold of  ‘making sense’ of it all. If we can get that door open just a little bit, we can start. Are you ready? I will stop at anytime, Graham. I won’t go any faster than you are able. We are working together on this. I am with you on this long path within this dark forest. Now you guide me and together we will find the road to ‘the land of making sense’. ”  

Graham stood up and walked towards the fireplace. Resting his hands on the mantel with his head bent, his eyes closed, he allowed himself to reach deep, ignoring any thought, any understanding, going for feeling, pushing through whatever resistance came up as a thick wall or a hard floor. Deep within he seemed to be wrenching at something, something that held him, but something he held, too, ever so tightly. 

Like something dead needing to be aborted, he could not force it out. It had him; he had it. Like some parasite, it had a life of its own at the expense of Graham’s, sucking his blood, and breathing his air. 

He was dying and living simultaneously. He didn’t want to be some entity with some alien owning him, sharing him, disenfranchising him.  He wanted to cut it out, tear at it, destroy it before it completely owned him before it became him.

Suddenly, Graham’s entire body was rocking to and fro. With his head still bent, Graham had wrapped his forearms across his belly. He was crying from the gut, vomiting emotion, belching foul dark odours from the past, and retching forth whatever putrid residues were left over from wounds, spiritual, mental and physical.

Like a primed old-fashioned water pump, the cranking, the jerking, the pulling and the pushing finally reached the top of the water cache below. Its waters, now pulled to the surface, came gushing up in a torrent. The release caused Graham to break into a heavier sob. With his arms were still wrapped across his stomach, his shoulders were moving rapidly up and down. His tears ran profusely, dampened his face and running unto his collar.

 Carolyn waited.  She said nothing. She was with him, but Graham was alone, so alone. 

Minutes passed, then Graham lifted his head slowly, wiped his eyes with a tissue from his pocket, then continued to stare far away. He felt momentarily calm. He took a deep, deep sigh and let out a long, long release of breath. Then silence. Then another deep sigh. 

Exhausted, he began observing the slow flame flickering in the fireplace, his mind taking a new tack. He stared in wonder at the miracle of warmth and light. He considered his own feelings. Feelings are wonderful, too. Falling in love, feeling proud, feeling loved and at the same time there is feeling out of love, ashamed and unloved.” 

He turned toward Carolyn and said, “Shame.”

“Shame?”

“Yes, that is a biggie.”

“ Tell me about shame, Graham.”

“Like the coin symbolism you used, shame has two sides. It is good and bad. As a good, it stops me from being unfaithful to my wife. I couldn’t stand the shame of it all. It tells me when I am behaving wrongly. As a bad thing, it is a lie. It is a rumour. It is failing when you haven’t failed, falling when you haven’t fallen.”

“Now, lets be specific. Give me an example from the past. Is it about the military?

“Yes, I had complained in writing to my manager about both him and my supervisor.”

“You complained?”

“Yes, they weren’t giving my students the certification for English proficiency which slowed their careers up. The manager had no right. Also, my supervisor was bullying me.  The year before I had gotten in a spat with my union. My supervisor was at the same meeting when I questioned the union on their attempt to change “marriage” to some other expression. I didn’t agree because adults in live-in relationships break up four times more often than married people do, hence, the importance of the expression, “marriage”.  When I complained to the union, the president threatened to send my name to some civil rights tribunal. It got in the national newspapers and the union was not happy.”

“How do you know it was bullying?”

“Well, you know I didn’t. Not at first. I remember feeling so angry. I rarely get angry. I hadn’t liked the way the supervisor had treated me. I presumed it must have been because of the union business. Certainly, when I started to work at my new school, she was the only one who hadn’t welcomed me, choosing instead to refer to the union,  “We know each other from the union,” she had said and then stared through me.”

“Graham, anger is a secondary emotion. If we can look at the primary emotions, we can begin to understand more. What were you feeling when the supervisor first did whatever he did?”

“She. It’s a she, Alys Howell. Well, she was using incorrect lists of students names with inaccurate training times to tell me that my students should have succeeded with higher marks. It was all rubbish.  She was playing games. It was her way of trying to hurt me by creating a situation from which the only conclusion was my incompetence.”

“What feeling did you have?

“Well, I was angry.”

“What was behind the anger? First, you had a thought, which gave you a feeling and then you got angry. What were you feeling before the anger?”

“She showed no diplomacy. She came down and loaded me with negative feedback. Never in all my years have I been subjected to such unprofessional decorum.”

“What were you feeling when she was doing all this?”

“She was not showing me any respect. There was no respect for my station, my abilities or for my intelligence. “

“She disrespected you.”

“Yes.”

“You have already told me how important respect is in your life.”

“What happened  next?”

“First, I spoke to my supervisor. She only laughed and told me to forget it. Then later, I wrote a letter to the military manager. By then Howell, was my supervisor.”

“Then?”

“Eventually, I was called to a meeting and bullied there. It seemed to get right out of hand. “

“Out of control?”

“Yes, like a wildfire. They made me fill out weekly reports for a year. I lost my office. They accused me of emotional instability. They even implied that my supervisor was fearing for her safety and that the possibility of my stalking her was a grave concern.”

“How did you feel?”

“I felt bullied.”

“Bullied is not a feeling. What did you feel?”

“What with the malicious rumour about stalking, the accusations of mental problems on top of the initial bullying – well, I felt ashamed.”

“Ashamed?”

“Well, I was in such a predicament. I had never been bullied.  It took a while to figure it out. I went to some on-base civilian harassment advisors.  I described the behaviours and they confirmed the bullying. Still, I felt that I should have stopped them, stood up to them. I felt I had been such a wimp. I had never been a loser, never been so disrespected. I didn’t want to tell my family, my doctor. I was too ashamed!”

“Graham, with your strong commitment to respect. It is understandable that you would not want anyone to discover that you had been treated so and had felt so helpless in dealing with it. I can understand your not wanting to be seen in that light. And you had the strong feeling of shame. So to capsulate, you felt disrespected, which made you angry. In addition, the experience of not stopping the act of being disrespected left you feeling ashamed, ashamed of being so bullied. ”

“Yes.”

“I can understand your need for respect and the resulting anger in not being respected. However, I don’t understand the shame.”

“ What don’t you understand? I was disrespected, bullied!”

“Yes, I understand that and the anger, but shame is different. If you did something wrong, you feel ashamed for not living up to the respect you want and you deserve. But you did nothing wrong to feel ashamed about.”

“But I felt it! I couldn’t talk about being bullied to a soul!”

“Yes, I know the shame was real. I am not denying your feeling and the pain in having it. But was it necessary?”

“Necessary? I don’t understand.”

“Graham, if you did nothing wrong, you don’t feel shame. You feel something else. What?”

“What? I suppose I have my dignity, my sense of pride, don’t I? I can’t let people walk all over me!”

“Okay! Good. You are really exploring here. Let’s look at pride, real pride and false pride. Tell me the difference.”

“Well, real pride is when I am a good father. I can be proud of that or I do a great painting job on a room in the house. False pride is when … it is when…,“ Graham stopped. He scratched his head and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know.”

Carolyn waited. Still, Graham offered nothing. “Okay, let me help you get unstuck here. To quote a popular bible verse, “Pride goeth before a fall.”

“I see. When you are too proud to admit a mistake that would be false pride and if  you don’t admit it, you will find ruin.”

“Is that it?”

“Let’s keep going. Tell me about false shame.”

“Well, that would be feeling ashamed about something that you should not be ashamed about.”

“Okay. Answer me this, Graham. What do officers expect of everyone below them when they give a command?”

“Well, they do it or else.”

“Or else, what?”

“I guess they get charged. They can call in the military police or something. I don’t know. The military can make your life miserable by targeting a person by constant criticism of behaviour, accusations of wrongdoing, blame for things going wrong  -  often with raised voices. Their demeanour, their uniform and the power inherent in rank gives the message that the  person in uniform has all manner of power over you. He can hurt you. Exactly how is never explained. It is part of the smoke and mirrors.” 

“Graham, just last year there was a story of a Japanese train engineer whose train had not kept time. Management brought him into main office and for three days from 9 to 5, took turns humiliating him by yelling insults and throwing accusations at him on the hour. After three days, he did not return to work. He had hung himself.  Is it something like that?”

“Pretty well.  The military’s constant nitpicking builds up and eventually traumatizes the person. If the target is not helped and believe me the target is not helped, the target can become violent, and anxious, unreliable and easily distracted, turning eventually to drugs and alcohol to cope.“

“Okay, Graham, why did you go along with the bullshit they gave you after you wrote the letters?”

“They put the fear of consequences into me. As I said, they will nitpick you to death and ‘to death’ is to be taken literally.”

“Literally, yes. The military target a person so well that these individuals develop deep anxiety. This happens because the target cannot handle the belief that these military people are in fact out to hurt him. The target hides his feelings. He banishes these socially unacceptable and exceedingly painful emotions from the consciousness because he cannot change the conditions that are causing the ongoing stress, anguish, rejection and, abandonment.”

“So, Graham, you chose not to have a miserable life delivered to you on a plate thanks to the military.”

“Is that something to feel ashamed about?”

“No.”

“Did you have any control over the way the military conduct themselves towards you?”

“No.”

“Graham, this looks like false shame to me. You were embarrassed to admit the fact that you were being bullied. There is no shame in it.”

“Your not telling anyone. What was that about?”

“I didn’t tell family, friends, my doctor. I felt embarrassed.”

“Is there anything wrong with feeling embarrassed.”

“I don’t like being in that situation.”

“Yes. You have a right to feel that way. But about feeling embarrassed? Is it wrong to feel that way?”

“No, it is normal.”

“Yes, but is it logical? If you didn’t do anything wrong, you  have nothing to feel embarrassed about. The bullies mobbed you. Could you withstand an attack by a crowd?

“No.”

“When you feel embarrassed, what are you thinking? That answer will be for homework. Still, it is a common feeling, an ordinary feeling?”

“Yes, it is.” 

“Graham, the first time you came to me you said something about wishing, wanting to feel ordinary again. Well, you have just admitted to having ordinary, everyday feelings. I would say that  you have made a great start today. You‘re on the  road to being and feeling ordinary again.”

 Minutes later, Graham had said his good-bye and was strolling about the campus as had become his habit. As he walked, he reached up and stretched toward the tops of the trees. Swinging his arms down, he caught the sight of the buildings hemmed in by those long waist-high walls of stone. It was so much like a park, a lovely park. He’d worked hard with Carolyn today. Still, he found the experience a little perplexing. Basically he had admitted to having feelings that everyone else has, which made him ordinary. Yes, he wasn’t alone and he had felt so very alone.  The dark, hard stone had cut him off, had imprisoned him, leaving him feeling abandoned, rejected, unwanted, and lonely. 

But who had hauled these hard, dark stones? The military had led him to the various fields previously prepared with all manner of stone; it had given him the tools to work the stones alone. Then, it had watched as Graham, the ever-faithful student of military harassment, had exhausted himself building walls, stone by stone. 

Graham had also absorbed its cost, the painful, eviscerating cost. He would remain in the field for a few years. He actually believed his union rep Wolf who insisted that they were moving ahead in the process. Yes, Graham mistakenly saw accomplishment in the pain. After all, did not the walls rise despite his being unable to explain how each stone fit into another? 

Even if Graham had tried to explain the fitting, how each and every stone formed a wall, its choice, its direction and its position, he could not. He would not find his way back, stone after stone. He would need another pair of eyes, honest eyes such as Carolyn’s. Meanwhile, Graham was slowly adjusting to the glare of the distance of the wide, open field, a departure from the close, narrow confines of those stonewalls that seemed to follow him everywhere.

                                          CHAPTER TEN

                                                          The Form

As Graham reached the top of the stairs, the most recent Designated Officer for Harassment was stepping forward to greet  him. Standing directly behind the visiting DO as he had many times before was Williams. The DO introduced himself and asked if he might speak with Graham in his office. Graham shook his extended hand and walked to his office, which was directly across the landing at the top of the stairs. All this time, Graham could see Williams’ glaring face as he stood just out of the DO’s peripheral vision but directly in line with Graham’s 

As Graham welcomed the most recent DO into his office, he, in turn, said a thank-you to Williams. At which point, Williams’ face took on a neutral look,  nodded, turned and proceeded to his own office. He was a big man and as he walked, he swaggered. He leaned forward, arms askance, tilting from side to side down the curiously empty corridor. No one coming. No one going.    It was always the same pattern.

 Reaching into his briefcase, the DO pulled out a retort to one of Graham’s complaints of harassment. Then he left.

Graham examined it closely. It was a diatribe against Graham. No feelings were mentioned. There was nothing that spelled out the officer’s fragility. However, it confirmed his suspicion that each of his harassment complaints was not just shared with the DO but subsequently with the alleged harassers, too 

“Why share another officer’s retort against Graham?” First of all, rather than deal with the issue of the incident of form 377, it attacked Graham personally. It was a unique way of harassing Graham. With another read through, a warning was evident. The military are instructed to write one way; the civilian is encouraged to write another.  

The young officer’ s complaint contained a lot of points that hammered away at Graham. The officer did not mention his feelings.  This complaint written by a military officer did not contain any disclosures of personal vulnerabilities unlike Graham’s soul-bearing testimonies. 

Then again, maybe the letter was a hoax. After all, the Memorandum to File had been a hoax. Wasn’t the young officer’s complaint an ingenuous way of attacking Graham, of harassing him? Besides, was this complaint really what had been written? Was it bona fide? Maybe there were two; one for the DO and never for Graham’s eyes (After all, it is confidential.) and another for the DO to share (Pretending to be confidential), one written by a team of nit pickers?

Once the possible scenarios were conceived based on the games such as the Memorandum to File, Graham only gained more confusion, more concern about what was real and what wasn’t real.”

“What can I trust and what can’t I trust? Who can I trust? Who can’t I trust?” 

The DO had used the expression, “There is much at stake, ” several times with Graham, who believed that it applied to the military’s official complaint process. 

 Wolfgang Peters or ‘Wolf’, the union rep, had insisted Graham put down   ALL his thoughts, feelings and resulting behaviour.  

 “Wolf, this is does not make sense. This is a recipe for disaster. The military are  going to use this information against me.”

“ Come on, Graham. Have a little faith. Nothing is gained without some risk. Honesty is the best policy.” 

“Listen, Wolf, it is common sense. Williams and Howell will know that anxiety is my main feeling. They will do everything they can to increase that feeling. Anxiety can twist a person’s personality.”

“Graham, Graham, like I said, have a little faith in me. I have been doing this a long time. I was caught up in a similar situation myself. I got out of it. I can get you out of it.”

“I don’t know. Look what information they have already. First, there are my strong feelings around anxiety. This means the bullies will continue an atmosphere of danger for me. They will keep up the threats to my well being. With my reputation under attack, with my expressed  discomfort  of meetings, with my fear of being humiliated and shamed, the military will act on that. There will be more meetings. I will be humiliated in front of others. The whole process will be dragged out, thereby increasing my anxiety.”

“Graham, you are reading too much into this. You need meetings to work things out, to talk. Yes, things take time. Stop being so negative.”

“Look at what else I have written. It is one of the complaints of the five  incidents of ABUSE OF AUTHORITY.”

I had written Williams on January 31, 2001 appealing for assistance in dealing with my supervisor, Alys Howell. I waited anxiously for him to take action. Finally, almost two months after I had appealed for help, I was finally invited to sit down with Williams and Howell at 13:15 on a Monday. I was told that I could bring someone, which I did.  

Once there I realized by the staid atmosphere that the encounter was not an overture to mediating my difficult situation but a discipline hearing. I was not asked to express my point of view. I listened while Howell described the pain my letter of complaint had caused her. In fact, I was told by Williams and agreed with by Howell that my letter of complaint was tantamount to being an act of harassment. I was flabbergasted. I had appealed to the school commandant, Williams for help and now in a meeting expecting help, Howell and Williams had threatened me with a charge of harassment if I continued to complain.

“That’s exactly to the point.”

“Thank you, Wolf, but bear with me.” 

HOW THE ALLEGED HARASSMENT AFFECTED ME

I was very upset with the meeting. I felt worthless in not having my concerns addressed. I felt undervalued.  I had asked for help and instead I was threatened with being reported for harassment. I was very frightened by the experience. I feared for my job. I felt powerless without rights and without a venue to change my predicament. I felt trapped. I was also confused by the situation. With no voice, I was left in a quandary, feeling hopeless and at their mercy. I felt alienated, very much alone. As a result, I grew increasingly anxious. I began to have the fidgets. Not being able to sit still, I exercised harder and longer, pushing myself to the point of exhaustion. At work, I was practically running down the hallway out of fear of running into Alys Howell.   I arrived daily at work with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. At work, I was constantly ill at ease. At home, I became a worry to my wife, which has left her anxious.

“ Those expressed feelings are important.”

“Wolf, you couldn’t be more to the point. In fact, it is a death warrant.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look. It is to the military’s advantage to “know its enemy”.”

“You gotta be kidding me!”

“Military is military wherever you go. They use espionage to know their enemy, to plan for attack. Well, this entire complaint form seems to be a written instruction on how to plan future continued harassment.”

Wolf picked up the form and read Graham’s paragraph again. When finished, he slammed the paper down on the desk and clapped his hands

   “Yes, yes, yes. That is really good. That is what we need. How can we get action if we do not let them know how you are thinking, feeling and behaving? This is good stuff, great stuff. Now sign it and I will deliver it. We will get those bastards.” 

             Graham was wary.

“Wolf, let me play devil’s advocate for a while. I told Williams that I don’t like meetings. This is ammunition. Williams will devise all kinds of meetings: meetings-to-set-me-straight, meetings to support me, meetings to catch me and meetings to confuse me.”

“What do you mean “Williams”? Your complaint goes to the DO and he informs Williams about the incident without sharing your deepest fears, feelings and so forth.”

“Sure. That might be the process “officially”. You wait and see. Once they have enough “dope” on me, the DO will off-handedly share someone else’s complaint with me.”

“Why bother?”

“Because if and when they do, it will be a threat to me. I will suddenly realize that all my feelings and thoughts relating to various types of harassment will have been shared with the enemy. The enemy will know me and the enemy will slowly use “me” against “me”. 

“Go on.”

 “Because I feel undervalued with my issues being ignored, the military will never give me the opportunity to speak freely and at length. It will arrange things so that I will never have the opportunity to act self-righteous and point out the mistakes Williams and  Howell are making. The military will never allow me any opportunity to have any upper hand.”

“What about the dispute resolution centre? That will be your opportunity.”

“We will see, Wolf. We will see. I don’t see how any military officer will allow a civilian to speak “down-to-them” so to speak.”  

Another point is “confusion. So whenever the military has an opportunity to create confusion scenarios, it will. Another point is that I am susceptible to over-work when anxious. So, the military will simply load me up with tasks, use up all my preparations times for meetings and demand more from me. I even tell them that the harassment is affecting my family life. Don’t you see? This is what they want. Once the family is affected, there is pressure both at home and at work.”  

Graham thought, “Why was Wolf always talking about ‘getting’ them? I am not interested in revenge. I just want to teach, make sure my students were not discriminated against and have the harassment stop. In short, move on and let bygones be bygones.

Wolf left with the complaint. He left a confounded Graham who now took a few minutes to put this thoughts to paper. 

If a complainant wrote in his complaint that “I am frankly dumbfounded.” 

The military would create bewildering experiences. If a target complains of bullying and if the harasser is a woman, play up the ‘weak woman’ theme. Accuse the target of stalking her by having the female supervisor complain of fearing the target. Whenever the target approaches her and there are witnesses, have the woman supervisor pretend panic, fear. This will validate in the minds of witnesses that something is going on and the target will receive blame.  

“I needed validation”

Never give the target the chance to validate his experience. Deny. Deny. Deny. Never recognize any feeling. Never give credence to the possibility of any harassment. Never give any opportunity to express his feelings or explain his harassment directly.

3. “I waited anxiously for him to take action.”

Take as much time as you can to prolong the emotional state of the target. Use maximum time. Use excuses of any kind to slow the pace.

4. “She personally harassed me by humiliating me in front of the class. She attacked my personal integrity by tearing down my self esteem. “I felt humiliated and ashamed.”

Continue to do things in front of the students that do not recognize the authority of the teacher in the classroom. 

5. “I was immediately blamed.” 

Continue to find ways to blame the target. If something is broken or missing, ask the target about it. Refer colleagues to the target insinuating his guilt.

6. “I have been repeatedly and constantly been harassed by being singled out for the ongoing demeaning task of handing in weekly reports. 

Single the target out. Arrange for a large meeting of teachers. Near the end mention a few household chores. Even when not true, make up an admin duty. Ask the target for his report or administration file that is way overdo. This will single him out. Later one-on-one apologize for the error. 

7. “I was upset with the meeting.”

Continue to have meetings for whatever reason. Always have another person there. Certainly a representative from civilian personnel will give the impression the target’s job is on the line. Always express concern during these meetings, saying you wish to better the target’s workplace performance. If he refuses to attend, threaten him with insubordination. 

“I felt worthless in not having my concerns addressed.” 

“With no voice, I was left in a quandary, feeling hopeless and at their mercy. I felt alienated, very much alone. As a result, I grew increasingly anxious. I began to have the fidgets. Not being able to sit still, I exercise harder and longer, pushing myself to the point of exhaustion.” 

Do not give the target the chance to talk unless it is to answer questions that have the target on the defensive. Run each meeting like a military tribunal.

“I felt undervalued. I was frightened by the experience. I feared for my entire future. I felt powerless without rights and without a venue to change my predicament. I felt trapped. I was also confused by the situation”

Create events that would frighten the target. Crowd lots of military into a room for example. Have shouting happening under the nose of the target.

“At work, I was practically running down the hallway out of fear of running into Alys Howell”.

Mention negative facts to the target. For example, “Oh, you have red eyes”, “Oh, you look exhausted.” “You are almost running down the halls”. This will remind the target of his weakness. Do it gently, so that it doesn’t seem like harassment. Look concerned.

 “ I quickly lost my sense of humor in class, finding no joy in my work and not being able to laugh as I usually did. I lost my enthusiasm for teaching.

Create stress for his students by having the substitute teacher find fault. Use instrumental anger to express being upset. Get the supervisor involved. When the target returns, accuse a student in class in order to make a scene. This will add to the stress of the teacher.

Weighted down with worry, ashamed, and threatened, I was very discouraged about my work place. 

Do anything that might threaten him. Give him terrible job appraisals. Rewrite policy aimed at his teaching and professional style. Challenge him with the slightest fault.

“I buried myself in my work, soon alienated me further from my fellow teachers, losing my sense of camaraderie altogether.”

  Find a reason to send military into his classroom, so that it feels unsafe to him. In order to cope with my bouts of anxiety, encourage him to complain a lot. The more he complains, the more stress he will feel. 

Speak to his colleagues one-on-one. Express concern about the mental state of the target. Express doubt about his competence saying that his inability to teach is causing stress for him. State his own students are fed up with him. Ask for their support in reporting any unusual complaints. Insinuate an investigation on the target is in the works.

“I feel deeply pained and embarrassed in having to refer to my feelings as a result of these incidents.”  

Study his mention of negative feelings in his complaints. Create situations to increase these feelings.

 Graham would write out several complaints of harassment sharing with the military his intimate thoughts and his vulnerabilities, detailing the effectiveness of various harassing techniques. Always the devoted teacher Graham continued building rapport with his adversaries by his detailed and frequent self-disclosures. Graham had become an open book to his enemies.

                                           CHAPTER ELEVEN

                                                         Caveat 

At the other end of the line, the voice was insistent; the message, terse; the speaker, enthusiastic, “Mediation will start shortly to resolve the latest complaint.” 

Graham could still see it vividly, hear it clearly, and feel it viscerally.  

“What incident are you referring to in that 377?!!!”

Someone was yelling at Graham from the doorway. Graham turned his head to the left. He saw William’s frame blocking the doorway and once again yelling. 

“What incident are you referring to in the 377?!!!”

 Filling the doorway was the 230 lb., 6 foot 2 inch Williams, Graham couldn’t walk away. There was one way in and one way out.  He was not only blocked but cornered. 

Graham’s mind raced, “What to do? What to do? He stared in disbelief. Had the man lost his mind? But out of the corner of his right eye he could see young Terrier leaning on his left paw, scratching his right ear with his other and smiling broadly from ear to ear. If he had a tail, it would be wagging. Terrier had a front seat to the ensuing show.

 Graham was puzzled, “Wasn’t this putting the cart before the horse?” he thought.

“Wolf, what about all the other incidents that led up to the form 377 incident?” 

“The DO has suggested this one,” countered Wolf.

“Yes, but the 377 incident only happened as a result of the other harassment complaints. Solve the others and we can solve it.”

  “I’m sorry, but the military want to do the sixth complaint first.”

Graham’s pursed his lips.  His eyes narrowed. 

 “But those previous incidents are already more than a year old.” 

“Still, just this one.”

             “What was it about this one?” wondered Graham 

Graham’s student had told him that Howell had harassed him. There had been mediation. On the final day, Graham’s student and his lone witness had returned to Graham’ s class triumphant.  They had gotten a well fought for apology.

 As was protocol, no one could ever refer to it again as if it were dead and buried. Everyone could begin with a clean slate. It was the magnificent “tabla rasa”. All had been forgiven. All was water under the bridge. It was time to move forward, letting bygones be bygones.    

But it hadn’t. Graham had witnessed the cruel aftermath.  Williams would not accept this humiliation of his supervisor. Shortly after mediation, William’s agent, the sergeant, ordered the young but seasoned military complainants to join the recruits every morning for inspection. It was a nit picker’s paradise. With the two young men being inspected every morning, it was easy to embarrass them, humiliate them, make them appear foolish in front of and along side the recruits. No wrinkle was too small. No stain was too faded. No boot was black enough. No crease straight enough. No stance was proper enough. 

There were chores to be given, too. Much fault would be found with their execution. Appropriate feedback was given publicly. There were admonished in the crowded hallways and often in the inspection area directly in front of the main entrance. It would be show time, a veritable parade for the daily pedestrian traffic of every level of civilian and military personnel.  

 After several weeks, the two military were both depressed and wanting to leave language training never to return. They had been so happy.  

Graham was aware of all this. However, for whatever reason, he hadn’t drawn two important conclusions. Firstly, he knew that his own student’s complaints had been handled within weeks whereas Graham’s own were still waiting after twelve months. Further, Graham had other complaints that were on hold after more than a year. Conclusion, harassment complaints can be handled expediently.  

Secondly, his student’s mediation had turned into a lengthier and worse harassment than which had occurred in the original complaint. Conclusion, if you complain, be prepared to suffer harassment that has been raised several notches. In short, who would ever want to complain of harassment? 

What was mediation’s underlying purpose? Perhaps, it could be a way of hiding previous evidence.  At least in his student’s case it just didn’t resolve it. It buried it so that harassment could begin anew without the target ever being able to use the first harassment to explain the most recent harassment.  

Graham had part of the picture, but the wider picture remained obscured. 

Graham responded once again to Wolf’s urging.

“If good will is needed to resolve the latest complaint, it will be a challenge finding it with the other complaints still festering.  There are also the classroom visitations that have not been addressed.”

               “If the military is giving us this opportunity, we should take it.” 

Graham was buying what seemed to have “buyer beware” written all over it – “Caveat emptor!”  

Graham Ragsdale arrived at the military administration building with Wolfgang Peters, the designated union rep.  It was precisely eight in the morning. Graham would later note Wolf’s familiarity with everything, yet Graham arrived unprepared and surprised.

By the half-hour, they had started into the process.  There were two mediators, a civilian one and a military one.  The former was younger; the latter, older.  The former was a private contractor; the latter, a military.

 “We’ve already met Williams and Howell. Now we get to work with you,” opened the older one.

“Oh! “ reacted Graham. His mouth had slightly dropped open; his eyes had widened; and he shoulders had pulled back.

“Has there been a change?”  

 “No, there has been no change. It will be just you, Wolfgang Peters, and Williams,” responded the younger, more eager one.

Graham remained wary.  “If Howell was not part of the incident to be resolved, then why was she with Williams?” Graham didn’t get to ask the question. 

 “Williams can bring whoever he wants,” insisted the younger, more impatient one.   

“But Howell will not accompany Williams during the mediation,” concluded Graham.

“Howell will not accompany Williams during the mediation,” repeated the younger one. The older mediator smiled benignly, kept one arm over the sofa’s end while consistently and steadily clicking away on his ballpoint pen. 

“Caveat emptor,” was Graham’s ensuing thought.

 “So,” interjected the older one with a bit of a push and two clicks of his pen, “What brings you to mediation? What is your story?”

“What is my story? At last,” thought Graham, “ I can unburden my soul, unload my mind, lean on humanity!” 

Yes, he was on a sea of troubles but his sail was billowing from the new wind. He took the next tack, heading in the direction given.   

“Well, it’s Williams. He has been doing a number of things. For instance, when I’m in class teaching …”

 But Graham never finished his sentence when the younger mediator interjected, “What about Howell?”

“Click!” went the pen of the older mediator.

Graham stopped dead. He looked at the younger one and then at the older one. He tried to say something. He had wanted to share his pain for so long. It took a lot of courage and energy to get to this stage.

“Howell?”

“Yes, Howell,” repeated the older one with a harder edge to his voice, suddenly finding his voice for the second time.

“Click!” went his pen again.

Graham’s didn’t know how to respond. He didn’t know what had been discussed among Howell, the two mediators, and Williams. 

  If there had been any wind in his sails moving him towards resolution, that wind seemed to have suddenly dropped leaving his sails flapping disinterestedly, leaving his vessel of hope, dead in the water. 

Graham scrambled on deck to see what had happened. First, the mediator had interrupted him. Secondly, Graham felt obligated to explain himself. Lastly, he was on the defensive, feeling accused of something without knowing what. Dead in the water, Graham’s craft bobbed relentlessly, ready to be pulled or pushed by the steady, cold current flowing from across the table.

Howell was not officially part of the dispute resolution process. Yet, in meeting with the mediator she was indeed! Yet, she would not appear at the discussion table despite her now being very much part of the discussion. Whatever she had said had impressed or even influenced the mediators who seemed concerned about this person’s testimony. 

Howell was not part of the process. Although there was always to be an empty chair or two in that room, one would for the duration of the mediation hold the presence of Howell’s testimony. She had spoken and would continue to speak “in absentio”.

In contrast, Graham hadn’t heard her testimony, couldn’t speak to her presence, yet he had to acknowledge her presence. He had to deal with her ghost that only the  mediators and Williams saw and heard.  

In deeper contrast, Graham hadn’t given his testimony, couldn’t speak to his presence yet had to acknowledge his own absence. He had to deal with his own ghost that the mediators refused to hear and see.   

 Before the hour was up, Graham found himself signing a letter that had “caveat” written all over it. The letter stated that neither mediator could be used as a witness in a court of law. What would they not wish to be “witness” to? 

Caveat!

                                       CHAPTER TWELVE        

                                             Dispute Resolution 

A week later, the first discussion with Williams took place. Williams was to Graham’s far right with the young mediator seated beside Williams. To Graham’s left sat Wolf.  The older mediator sat to one side on the sofa, his right arm hanging over its back, his left hand lifeless on the couch while his lively right clicked his ballpoint steadily. 

The younger mediator explained the process. 

“Williams will talk for a minute. You, Graham, will paraphrase what he said. Then you talk for a minute. We will do that for a few minutes. Ready?”

Both opponents nodded. 

Williams spoke for a full minute.

Graham could see his mouth moving, hear the words, see everyone listening, but not one word was registering. He was trying hard to take in Williams’ comments, but he found it impossible. He was ill at ease in not having the entire dispute resolution process properly explained. Not knowing his role, Graham grew more confused.  Already, there were caveats. His anxiety continued to grow with his listening shrinking in perfect ratio. 

Now, it was his turn to repeat. He repeated something. 

In simultaneous consort, two raised voices, two condemnations rang hard, firm and pointed.

“That’s not what I said!” 

“That’s not what he said!”  paraphrased the mediator. 

  Williams was triumphant. He gleamed. His shoulders were back. He was sitting straight. He was looking squarely at Graham.

His mediator looked at Graham in astonishment. Williams gloated.

Graham sat without motion. “Was this a contest?” He stared blankly. Feeling attacked but not understanding why he could hear but couldn’t listen.   

Wolf sat looking at Graham. In return, Graham found no support in Wolf’s demeanour and now believed his very intelligence was on trial. He found himself  judged and found guilty.

“This was mediation? ” 

Since starting the process, Graham had gotten dry mouth, hardly able to speak, tongue stuck. He had resorted to carrying a little bottle of water. Once he’d had a panic attack waking up in the middle of the night, heart pounding, breathing fast and hard, wanting to RUN, RUN, RUN from something. But what?  He also had a constant pain dead center in his chest, and his ears did not seem to work.  

“Caveat emptor, Graham. Caveat emptor.”  His body was talking fast and furious, but Graham wasn’t listening to himself. Instead, he listened to Wolf.

The next session was at precisely one o’clock in the afternoon. Graham arrived   quite prepared, for Wolf had explained that getting aggressive with Williams was part of mediation. So Graham obliged. Instead of sitting Williams across the very wide board room table and two sits up, he now sat inches away from each Graham’s  face, Graham and Williams yelled at each other, stabbing each other with criticisms, blame, and accusations. 

“Didn’t make sense to increase antagonism,” worried Graham. 

“Click! Click!” went the mediator’s pen. He was bored of doing little if anything.

Continuing to the next session, Graham would once again see Williams wearing his neutral dress for the meetings, a golf shirt and slacks. He seemed different outside his uniform. Try as he might, the big bad Williams couldn’t huff and he couldn’t puff and he couldn’t blow Graham’s door of defense down.  

For the next session Graham Ragsdale arrived at   precisely fourteen hundred hours. Despite having a union rep, Graham arrived very much unprepared and very much surprised.

This session, Williams insisted on wearing a uniform, where he appeared much stronger, maybe invincible, behind the gold trim on each shoulder, epaulettes extending from each shoulder, exaggerating and magnifying status. Graham insisted Williams follow protocol and wear civilian clothing as required by mediation. Graham pressed for the rules to be followed. He fought the issue. Both mediators remained silent; Graham acquiesced; Williams came thereafter wearing the “forbidden” military dress.  

“Click!” went the mediator’s pen. “How much longer?”  

“ Caveat emptor!” should have been Graham’s thought.

Each afternoon, Graham would return to his classroom to teach. This was beneficial in that he relaxed and enjoyed doing what he liked best, teaching. By the time he had to drive home, he was ready. 

Then the pattern changed. Although there were mediators, it was Williams who decided when the mediation should take place. He pushed for the last hours of the afternoon, but Graham had wanted the mediation even earlier, starting at 8AM when he was fresh. 

Graham had explained, “That is a bad time for me, low energy. I like the early morning.”  Without any mediator present, Wolf had arranged a brief meeting with Graham and Williams, accompanied by Howell. The result: Graham could not use his teaching time for mediation but must use his preparation time for it. This prep time would be the last period of the day. 

 Consequently, Graham found himself in the late afternoon butting heads with Williams. This led to Graham’s leaving disorderly and tumultuous mediation sessions, getting into his car and directly driving straight home. 

An afternoon spent butting of heads was not how Graham had wanted to proceed. He really wanted to find common ground, build bridges and find a way to communicate to Williams on the opposite shore. Instead Wolf  who had a lot of experience at the dispute resolution centre continued to encourage Graham to vent at Williams who vented back. 

Graham remembers getting into his car, driving home. It was the rush hour. At that hour all drivers were tense. Graham was especially tense. The air was warm. The one-way road, leading away from the base towards the downtown, was busy. Then a driver cut in front surprising Graham. To his own surprise, the soft-spoken, ever-patient Graham, already heated, already frustrated from the long two-hour session after a long day teaching and a long purposive, planned, frustrating event called mediation, now two and half years into unresolved harassment, leaned on the horn. The driver pulled over in a parallel lane, slowed up and began screaming and gesticulating at Graham. Then to Graham’s own completed surprise, he screamed, he gesticulated, and he drove aggressively in his lane, getting too close to his new found enemy.

When Graham got home, he couldn’t believe his own behaviour. This was not usual. “This was not me!” This would happen one more time before Graham realized two things: Wolf’s insistence on butting heads plus Williams’ insistence on finishing mediation late in the day were a deadly combination.   

 “Caveat emptor!” Graham had bought it, planned, packaged, packed and performed.

Wolf had remained invisible through the meetings as he was an observer and not allowed to speak. Although required to speak and “mediate”, the military mediator acted likewise sitting there invisible. There were long periods of silence. If Wolf had invited Graham to a pre-planning session, Graham would have had an approach. If Wolf had prepared Graham the way Williams and Howell prepared their meetings for Graham, he would find some success. But this didn’t happen.

Things were desperately stalemated as a result. 

“You must hate me!” exclaimed Williams one day. Graham welcomed the statement. 

“No, I do not. You are probably a well-liked person in your circles. However, I do hate your behaviour, your bullying.” 

This insight could have been an opening. Click! It could have built in-roads. Click! It could have gone places. Click! But it didn’t. The pen-clicker and his partner had several roles to play to advance the situation. Instead, there was silence from both as facilitators, silence from both as dispute-coaches and silence from both as mediators.  

By the next session, the civilian mediator had stopped attending the sessions. This left the lone military mediator sitting on the couch, right arm dangling off its end with pen-clicking, always clicking, continuing to assert his invisible presence. 

  Graham would remain confused trying to understand the process. Wolf and the mediators had bandied about terms like “positions” and “interests”, but had never explained the differences to Graham.   

Graham stumbled upon them by accident one late afternoon when he had asked Williams, “What do you mean by “respect”?

“If you don’t do as you are asked, you don’t deserve respect.”

Graham had finally found a bridge. He reached to place it between Williams and him, “Yes, I understand your meaning. I, on the other hand, understand “respect” to be apart from one’s behaviour. It is innate. I believe that everyone must be respected in  terms of treating a person humanely despite their behavior.”

Graham was liking this. There was something about these two views. He could see agreeing to disagree. He could see perhaps an understanding of two points of view, one civilian and one military. Finally, after months of nothing, Graham had arrived.

Then this voice came from nowhere. There had been an observer, someone to act as a silent supporter, someone who was not even allowed to speak on the goings-on during the mediation. “I think we are getting off track here, don’t you?” 

Wolf had directed his comment to the lone mediator, whose surprised look showed he was miles away. He could be on his upcoming holidays, walking in the waves on a beach in Cancun or strolling the village squares in Italy under the warm sun. His look said, “Oh, sure, sounds about right. We haven’t helped you this far. We might as well continue not helping you. Sure. You are off track. Change the topic!” But  his voice said, “Yep.”

  Not understanding the process and feeling intimidated by the abrupt change of direction, Graham acquiesced. 

 Wolf kept talking about getting the big fish, Williams. Graham didn’t want to get anyone. He wanted to teach without being harassed.

On the other hand, Williams had made it plain from day one of mediation on his interest in coming to an understanding, “I am here only under orders from my superior officer.” 

It was a process of “beating the dead horse” where Graham was encouraged and flattered with how well he beat it. He was encouraged with his progress. He was promised the horse would get up. It would happen at any moment. And Graham had bought it.

Graham was to read this after the fact:

 The process of conflict resolution required that those in conflict shed their roles as manager and subordinate, higher rank and lower rank. The two in conflict must go outside the 'top-down' relationship and become two human beings who are open to change, open to hearing from each other in order to hear the needs of each. This process, therefore, requires 'self disclosure' where an individual allows himself to become vulnerable and therefore open to exploring his personal needs and those of the other person who is part of the conflict. 

One morning late in 2002 just a few weeks before Christmas, Graham decided he had had enough of this farce and quit the process at the dispute resolution process. 

The final step was for all participants to sign a letter, which stated everyone involved had acted in good faith and given their best despite an unsuccessful conclusion. The lawyers signed it. Wolf signed it. Williams signed it, and Graham didn’t want to sign it but did. 

 Within weeks, the DO had made a final decision. It read:  “Based on the submission of a recording of the form 377 incident in Terrier’s office, I find no evidence of harassment.”

Graham’s mind raced.

“A recording!? Are we saying that a film was shot of the entire event?”

 What was it that Wolf had said?

 “I’m sorry, but the military want to do the sixth complaint first.”

 “What was it about this one?”.

If the mediation had been successful, the military would have insisted that  

no one could ever refer to it again. It would have been dead and buried. Everyone would have begun with a clean slate. It would have been a magnificent “tabla rasa”. All would have been forgiven. All would have been water under the bridge. It would have been time to move forward, letting bygones be bygones. 

          Rather, it would have been a blasphemous  “Alleluia!” with Graham’s thoughts screaming  “entrapment!”, “privacy violation!”, “collusion!”  

                                              CHAPTER THIRTEEN

                                                            Security   

Carolyn stared into Graham’s eyes as she paraphrased his words. Their communicative intercourse was planned. Needing each other, both wanted to create something together. 

“You had reasons for staying   in the job. Although it was painful, you endured an entire four years after the initial harassment?”

Silence. Carolyn waited expectantly, for the pause was a nine-month-pregnant one. One moment Graham was silent and then his mouth opened and an unwilling sentence came twisting, kicking and screaming out, full of life. 

  “Yes, I had reasons,” repeated Graham.

 “Firstly, I had seen my own student lodge a harassment complaint. I had even read it. It went to mediation. Then more harassment followed. I saw him in such pain.”

“Why get involved?”

“I hadn’t discouraged him from lodging the complaint. We had discussed it openly in class. By the end of it, I felt somewhat responsible.”

“So, you did something.”

“Yes, I thought I owed it to my student to complain myself about my own harassment. If he had, then I should. I also thought maybe I could write a book about my experience to learn more about being harassed”. 

“Do you still think that way?”

“No, not exactly. This pain has been so great and caused such hardship to my family and me. I also could never write a book.”

“Correct me if I am wrong. You regret taking a stand and you will never write a book about it?” 

 “It is difficult to explain. When I pass those interminable piles of stones that formed walls about your university campus, I always look very closely, examining their odd proliferation, their confusion of stones. Have you noticed that not one part of a wall, not one stone is alike another.”

“ Not one section of the wall can be said to be uniform.”

“Exactly, each section is odd with each stone oddity placed differently. There is no mortar to hold each stone to another. There is no interconnecting seam that holds the wall into a single unit.”

“There is no “rhyme and reason?” 

“Yes. But perhaps to the discerning eye, there is. There may be a rhyme to the rhythm of stones and therefore, reason. Hadn’t every odd stone been measured, weighed and placed using a carefully planned sequence.”

“If you can find the pattern somewhere, it will unlock the mystery of what happened to you?”

   “Carolyn, I have tried to understand what I got myself into, but it has been an act of frustration. I think perhaps these dense, hard, impenetrable oddities need a system in which I can create a unifying image. If I can figure that out then one day, I will  step back, look and  grasp the unifying image of military harassment. I will understand this carefully built wall of stone, built to cut me off, to encircle me and to weigh heavy in my memory.”

        “Graham, besides it being difficult to talk about, your experience of harassment is challenging to understand.”

           “Yes.”

“Then let’s start simply. First, you said that you wanted to file your own harassment complaint  in support of your student who suffered?”

“Yes.”

“And you wanted to write about it.”

“Were there other reasons?”

“Well, once I complained and the harassment deepened, widened and lengthened, I didn’ t want to lose my job.”

“Why not?”

“I loved my job, not my workplace, but my job.”

 “You were holding on. You wouldn’t let go”

“Yes, I wouldn’t let go. I did not want to lose my job.”

“So, you started off with supporting a student through inflicting yourself with further harassment. Then you thought it grand to write a book. Then rather then fighting against harassment, it became – fighting to keep your job?”

“I hadn’ t thought of that. The military had me on the run. I forgot about the initial reasons and fought for survival. Then it became  more complex. I did want to quit because I couldn’ t afford to move back to my hometown,  because of all the time I had put in, my pension, because I didn’t want to be pushed out, to lose.”

“You were fighting to keep your job for many reasons.”

Yes,  Then I couldn’t quit if I had wanted to. I had been beaten so much that I had no energy to move, to get up, to run, to escape. I just lay there, exhausted from the fight, bruised, weak, sore from the beating. Still, I hung on.”  

“Graham, it has been very painful with your wanting to quit and not be able to quit when things got more difficult.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s work on your not wanting to quit, the reasons? Okay?”

“Sure.”

Carolyn leaned over from her chair to a bookcase to her left and pulled a binder off the shelf. Leafing through it, she pulled out a sheet. Then along with a clipboard, she handed it over to Graham.

“I will let you do the writing. We will make a list of the pro’s and con’s of staying with the job.”

It did not take very long and the two of them had completed the left side of the form: one was the advantages of staying on the job.

                                                   Staying with the Job

                               Advantages
                            Disadvantages

I have a paycheck.

I will increase my pension.

I will show my boss that I cannot be pushed around.

I can win by staying and not losing my job.

I don’t have to worry about looking for another job.

I don’t have to make any major decisions.

I have security.

I can continue to blame my boss for making my job unbearable.




“Great work, Graham. Now let’s complete the right side. We will use the left side to help us write up the right. “

“Now to do this, I want you to choose which advantage that you’d like to talk about first.”

“That’s easy - number seven, - I have security.”

“ And what do you mean by that – security?”

“Security? Well, I have a steady income with benefits and pension.”

“ Now, tell me about the word, ‘security’. What does the word mean exactly? ”

Carolyn handed Graham a dictionary. When he found the word, he began to read out loud.

“Secure. It means ‘untroubled by danger’, ‘safe against attack’, ‘reliable’, ‘certain not to fail or give way’. I am just jumping around here. There is quite a bit. ‘secure of victory’, ‘safe from assault’. ‘Succeed in getting’. That’s quite a few things.” Graham sat with the open book on his lap.

“Great, Graham. Now we are writing up a list about what again?”

“About staying with the job – pro’s and con’s.”

“Yes, and we listed ‘security’ or maybe ‘being secure’. Would ‘being secure’ fit the bill?

“Yes.”

“Graham, giving the description of your job and given the definition of ‘secure’, are you ‘safe from attack’”

“No, I am continually being attacked. “

“And are you ‘Secure of victory?’

“Wrong again! I mean how secure of victory am I when my employer is bent on making me lose?” 

“Then how about ‘reliable?’ Doesn’t that also mean you can trust in a person or situation. “

“Well, according to the definition and the situation and right now, I can’t trust my boss and if you if I can’t trust a boss who is against you in every way, how can I  ‘rely’ on anything about the job. If the boss is that much against me, what is stopping him from sabotaging me at every turn? Security?  Maybe I am wrong here, but I really don’t have a chance in Hell.” 

Graham stared at Carolyn for a minute. Then he looked down. 

“I guess you can cross that one out along with a few others. I am being pushed around. I am worrying. I am worried about my situation. I am not feeling secure.”

 “You mentioned a health plan.”

 “Yes, as part of the benefits.”

“Well, what good is health insurance if you could possibly get a heart attack and die, given all the stress you are under? You may have a ‘health plan’ but staying in that job is not a ‘plan for health’, it is a ‘plan for sickness’. You said the situation is filling you with fear and you don’t have peace of mind. It seems your health is at stake. Isn’t it an old saying that ‘if you have your health, you have everything’?  It seems to me that when it comes to advantages of staying with the job, you have nothing. This is what I understand from what I think you are saying across the board. Am I striking a chord?”

With more discussion around the advantages, Graham was able to complete the right side. He then weighted them based on a total weight of 100. He gave the advantages a 10 and the disadvantages a 90.  Together 10 + 90 = 100.

                                                   Staying with the Job

                        Advantages
                     Disadvantages

I have a paycheque.

I increase my pension.

I show my boss that I cannot be pushed around.

I win by staying and not losing my job.

I don’t have to worry about looking for another job.

I don’t have to make any major decisions.

I have security.

I can continue to blame my boss for making my job unbearable.

                                                        
I may have money, but I risk my health.

I still have a thirty year pension. Lot’s of people don’t have that.  

I am being pushed around.

I am losing my health.  I have already lost my peace of mind.

It would be a joy to work somewhere else.

I have no choice but to make a major decision about my well being – to look after it or not.

I have no control over life, especially a job.

If I continue to hate, the hate will hurt only me, not my boss. With hate, my boss wins.

                     10                                       +                                 90            

“ What do you think?”

“This helped a lot. I can see the mistakes I made in my thinking.”  

“Yes, “thinking” that is the key. You want to change. Well, for real change to occur, we have to look at what you are thinking, what you are telling yourself.   If we can help you to change your thoughts, you can change your emotions. If you can change certain negative thoughts  and start thinking positive, realistic thoughts, then the feelings will  become more positive.”

“ Carolyn, I noticed that the disadvantages were not only positive thoughts but also  real thoughts. Carolyn, can you show me how to change those negative thoughts as a course of habit?”

“We can. You can with practice. That’s it. See you next week.

Graham left with some homework to do for his next session. 

                                           CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

                                                  The Assessment 

This one o’clock meeting was different. Williams sat disinterestedly at his desk pretending he wasn’t there. He remained silent. Instead it was Howell who greeted Graham and Wolf. 

Uncharacteristically showing her teeth, Howell’s smile never left her face. She was gracious; she was eloquent; she was buttery. Her hands were lilt, rhythmically gesturing as a dancer might. But Howell was no dancer.  

“I must point out that this is just a meeting between, supervisor, teacher and union rep,” said Howell with Williams evidently present but remaining uncharacteristically silent, pressing himself back from the unfolding scene. He sat as far back as a tiny office would allow. In truth, the small office didn’t allow for any distance. From his “back row” all of six feet away from Graham,  Williams explained, “I asked Civilian Personnel to be here, but no one was available, so Personnel agreed I would represent its interests.”

I glanced at Wolf who said nothing, sitting there acting, his silence screaming through his presence.  “Everything is following proper procedure,” it seemed to say. 

 If Graham had true representation, he somehow believed that this meeting would not go ahead.

Howell continued to say that she was surprised that Graham had not shared his expertise and creativity with the rest of the staff as he often had done in the past. “Now on top of that there is the terrible stress everyone is under here at the school with your complaints and all. Since you haven’t shared, it must mean you are under stress.” 

Graham thought, “Well, there wouldn’t be any complaints if I was treated humanely.” 

“I am not sharing because I have taken my creativity to an educational publisher and I will be an author soon!” There were no congratulations. There was no expression of interest at all or queries regarding his new status as an author, which would mean   positive recognition.  Better the silence. 

Howell started back-peddling on her approach to say she was still worried about Graham’s  health.

“The only problem I have are my supervisor and my manager. They are both incompetent. If you could fix that, both you and  I would have no worries.”

 Williams sat at his desk like stone. After all, he was not participating. He was just sitting there witnessing everything, but not participating. “Hogwash!” thought Graham. “He is here, isn’t he!”

“So, I am asking that you visit a physician at Health Canada to support you if need be. We will also need authorization to examine your medical file.”

Again, Wolf said nothing. Everything was above board,” his silence said. The meeting wasn’t long. 

“That was short on common sense but long on bizarre,” thought Graham.

“You will have to allow them to look at your medical file,” quipped Wolf. 

“Why?” asked Graham.

“Because you are part of the harassment process and that can be required to ensure you are in a healthy state of mind to continue working.”

A few days later, Graham left the downtown Health Canada office with a clean bill of health. “Any problems were purely administrative.” would write the physician. Graham had left the downtown office with something else. It was a letter written by Howell. 
“After lengthy observation, we consider Graham Ragsdale to be a potential threat to himself and to the people working with him. We have observed Graham Ragsdale experiencing: hyper vigilance, the feeling of persecution and paranoia, anxiety, loss of power of concentration, impaired decision making, cognitive ineffectiveness as well as abruptness, errors of omission and commission, increased absenteeism, an increase in hostile and aggressive behavior, decreased productivity and he complained in a harassment letter of difficulty sleeping. Proofs available if required. I believe Graham Ragsdale needs a medical assessment, professional help and treatment…By copy of this letter, CHRSC(P) will provide Graham Ragsdale’s  personnel file if requested.”

Graham read the letter and re-read it.

“Well, let’s face it. I cannot speak for Howell, but if she believed what she wrote, she wouldn’t come out and say it for fear you would go berserk.”

“No, there is more to it than that. Anyone  who has signed a contract to become a professional author cannot be nuts. There is too much discipline, too much focus, too many people skills involved.”

All the way back to Graham and Wolf bantered back and forth regarding the pro’s and con’s of the letter to Health Canada with Wolfgang Peters remaining adamant regarding the sincerity in regards to looking after my well being.

“She was really concerned about you, Graham. That may be hard for you to believe. You have been seeing only their negative side, their fear of being called bullies. I am here to help build bridges. I believe that Howell was doing her very best to build one. Give her a break, Graham.”

“The harassment is real for me; bridge-building is a pipe dream for Wolf,” was Graham’s  thought.

With that Wolfgang pulled over to let Graham out at the front door of the language school. Nothing more was said - that day. 

Later that night, Graham did some research writing, “ In Report on Torture by Amnesty International (p. 32, 1975) it discusses the fact that anyone who threatens the established military order becomes a target.  The person speaking up for human rights, for example, becomes a target because he threatens the established order. Since the military is a warrior class, the member or civilian is now 'at war' with the military. The military begins to use PTSD as a weapon to win that 'war'.

It is this war that becomes 'torture'.  Article 1 of the Convention against Torture  as found in the Istanbul Protocol, a manual of investigating torture, states that the term 'torture' means any act by which severe mental pain or mental suffering is intentionally inflicted on a person. It is done to punish a person for an act he or a third person has committed or is suspected of having committed. It is also done to intimidate or coerce a person. This torture must be committed by, or with the consent or acquiescence of a public official (Member of the military). It can also be done by another person acting in an official capacity (Human Resource Specialists from Civilian Human Resources and/or civilian supervisors acting as agents for the military).   

                                                  CHAPTER FIFTEEN  

                                                Basement 

Between his thumbs and forefingers, Graham tightly stretched the small, yellow sheet of note paper on which was scribbled the summons.  He held his forearms at right angles, high enough to read. Despite its size, it was significant. As was his habit, Graham had read it twice, then three times. Graham felt the light feeling in his stomach, then something turning within it, then that long, drawn out stare took over. Graham was temporarily fixated on the open space in front of him. His mind was running away even if Graham couldn’t. His eyes were unfeelingly staring despite the churning of stomach, despite the tightening of shoulder muscles, despite the unreality of the experience.  

As usual, Graham’ s summons to meetings was always hand-written on the same small saffron sheets. There was always only a date, a place, a time but no agenda.  It was always a smallish piece of paper. Its note-size, its scribbled hand, its informality belayed its real size, its most careful planning and its utmost seriousness. 

 However, Graham knew the agenda now, and he knew the date was the very next day after his visit to Health Canada for a Fitness for Work examination for mental stability. On April 22, 2003, he had gone to the psychiatrist because of his supervisor’s concern for the stress he was under.  Weeks before with Wolf’s declaration that he had no choice but to sign, Graham had signed permission giving Williams and Howell access to his medical records. It was April 23, 2003.   Graham had retrieved the note from his mailbox.   

Minutes

22 April 03

Graham,

Alys and I would now like to see you in classroom 107 at 10:40 on Wednesday 23 Apr. The purpose of the meeting is to discuss established BLTC procedures and policies to which you appear not to be complying. If it is verified that the information we have is correct, then the most likely outcome will be a verbal warning. I have asked Wolfgang Peters and your local teacher union representative to attend this meeting. 

          Williams

LCdr 

OIC BLTC

cc. A. Howell, T. Thomas 

The saffron missive was already in Graham’ s mailbox upon his return from being declared “sane” and “not dangerous” by the very physician, who had sent a letter countering that Graham’s issues were of administrative concern, not a medical one. It was 1PM, April 22. 

Wolfgang as always was there.  He, a little too enthusiastically, led Graham down the stairs to the basement. It was the belly of the building and it held washrooms, a boiler room, two classrooms rarely used and at the far end a language laboratory. Down the hallway, the churning of the boiler could be heard. It was only a slight noise in behind a set of metal doors, but with that part of the building being so isolated, it could be discerned.  The walls were a pale green and the floor smooth gray concrete. 

Right from the beginning, Graham thought about the “warning” mentioned in the note. Nothing significant had happened. 

 Years later Graham would remember the basement classroom. He had taught in many classrooms over the years, perhaps hundreds, stretching across his native country from state to state, city to city, countryside to countryside. He would never remember the details of any of those classes such as specific lesson plans, seating plans, desk formation. He would this classroom, this subject, this seating plan, this desk formation. 

Give Graham a piece of paper. As long as it wasn’t a small, saffron yellow papyrus sheet, he would instantly trace out that particular classroom, that subject and that desk formation.  He would mark military officer, Williams and civilian supervisor, Howell sitting in student desks at either end of the blackboard facing down the length of the classroom. 

Graham would draw two sets of doors to Howell’s immediate left and a row of windows to Williams’  immediate  right.  Facing Williams about twenty feet away, he would indicate three desks, one for Wolf along the windows, the other one for the teacher union rep was almost next to the second door on the right. Then he would indicate that this meant that Wolfe and the other rep were lined up facing Williams and Howell, while Graham  was right in the middle. He would also indicate the distance which made it impossible to see emotion in the eyes being a good twenty feet back.

Graham remembered telling his counselor about it years later, its image still clear, crisp, and vibrant.  

 “It was an odd scene,” continued Graham.

“Odd?”

“Well, first of all coming the very next morning right after meeting with the psychiatrist who had been instructed to treat a mentally unstable Graham. Well, maybe that wasn’t odd; maybe it was planned for the greatest effect.” 

“I agree.”

“But odd, well, look at the setup. Besides being set way down in the basement next to the furnace room where hardly anyone went, the students’ desks had all been taken out except the five used. I had used the classroom myself once, but it had been full of at least fifteen desks.”

“Now, it was a bare classroom except for the five desks. However, they weren’t pushed together to form a single place for discussion, but placed in a certain layout. At the top, at 10 o’clock and 2 o’clock were the supervisor and manager. At five and three o’clock were the two union representatives with me at six o’clock. “

“What else do you remember?”

“Well, to comment on the configuration, when Williams or Howell spoke, they looked directly at me. If you were to draw lines between them and to me, guess what shape you would have?”

“A wedge?”

“Yes, and isn’t an axe head a wedge?”

“Yes.”

“Well, from my angle, I was at the sharpest point. It would, in fact, measure about twenty feet from tip to head, with me at the receiving end of the blade. I was staring down the two sides of a long, axe head. With the military officer to the left and the civilian supervisor to my right.”  

“A weapon of assault, a battle axe? Is that what you mean?”

With the monotony of the several flights of stairs ending, Graham’s attention turned to the task at hand. He turned right following Wolf along the corridor until the metal door stared at them. Then before turning left into the classroom, Graham noticed that the corridor took a quick turn right and then left. He could make out natural light shining on a set of steep narrow stairs.   

Upon entering Graham noticed Williams perched on his chair like a preacher  ready to read his carefully prepared sermon. Likewise, was Howell to the right,  perched on her pulpit ready to preach from her little bible of notes, infallible notes, not to be questioned but to be accepted. Neither administrator would allow another opinion, a question, any discussion, for that would be heretical. 

Two pulpits and one sinner. One bible shared between two preachers, one sinner forbidden to speak. Two preachers whose lone god, was an unmerciful one, a petty one, a revengeful one

 The teacher representative was already there seating in the desk near the door. She was a non-believer, but the inquisitors would leave her to her own devices. She loved to talk; she would spread the word about Graham’s sins.  Graham took the only empty seat, right in the middle. Wolfgang had already taken the one to the left. 

As usual Wolf knew where to go, where to sit and what to do -  but not Graham! Despite the note that gave some direction, Wolf had not prepared Graham or even demanded that he be given time to remember the time frame and its specific events over several weeks back. Graham had not even been briefed about what to expect. He had not been prepared in any way. 

Much too late, he had learned the  proper procedure to escape. Those members that the union supported had been readied, briefed and prepared for those psychological ambushes. They had rehearsed it until it was instinctual, “Excuse-me, I am feeling very uncomfortable with this situation. I am afraid I have to leave.” Then the civilian would stand up and leave. 

Everyone was seated. The door had been closed. Graham was out in the open. Wolf’s acceptance of everything normalized the situation. His complacency disguised it. His silence stamped the seal of approval. His complicity, his guilt.  

With a raised voice Williams began. He had to raise his voice because he had placed Graham far enough back to allow him to do so. As per other times, everything had been planned, packed and packaged.

“Graham, you have been seen taking paper from the photocopier….” He momentarily paused ever so slightly before continuing, 

Graham’ s mind went immediately into overdrive.  “What was said? It stated that I stole. It implied that I had taken paper before and that I hadn’t been seen and/or it implied that I was being watched and reported on by fellow staff, a witness.”

 Graham went into defensive mode.  

Graham’ s mind spun again with, “Graham, you have been seen taking paper …” He thought about Williams and his use of witnesses. “William’s use of the person who saw me is effective. Of course, he is always saying that someone saw me do this or that. Whether there is a witness or not is not always clear. Certainly, he speaks on behalf of all witnesses. These witnesses are always conveniently absent. If he names a witness, he then claims he cannot force them to appear. In mentioning witnesses, in testifying on behalf of witnesses, and in keeping them either secret or absent, Williams is getting to me. It is difficult to know even if the witness exists.” Graham was never sure who was on his side, who he could trust and who might be watching him. 

Graham’s mind fell into the planned and expected pattern. He felt self-conscious thinking, “Is he accusing me of theft?” He felt indignant thinking, “I shouldn’t be treated this way.”. He fought a false guilty feeling, “ I am honest. I am!” He worried about what the two reps were thinking with the thought, “Well, this is embarrassing!” Then he grew angry, thinking, “That is a lie!” In a less than a few seconds, Graham had peppered himself with negative thoughts, each mating with each other in an orgy of negative feelings giving birth to illegitimate, unrealistic conclusions and deductions.

Williams continued, “I would rather you asked the secretary for paper as it seems teachers are always running out of paper.” 

“Nicely done,” thought Graham, “William’s first comment started out like an accusation. No, it was an accusation. Then he reframed it so that it wasn’t.”

Patterns of planned dissonance; patterns of the nonsensical. Ying-yang, hot-cold, round-square, up-down, resolution-retribution, cat-and-mouse, good-cop-bad-cop, broom and dirt, square circles and stop-go signs and simultaneously flashing red and green lights. Yes, it is, but no it isn’t. Ying-yang. Bing-bang. Bang! Bang! Bang!

The emphasis might be on the word “maddening” or crazy-making or friction-making, where “the rub” was in the internal, eternal, infernal distorted thoughts that gave birth to dark and painful feelings. 

Graham felt the maddening challenge trying to decipher the nonsense, the double-talk, the confusion. “I was called to a meeting prefaced by intimidation, secreted by its lack of agenda, characterized by confrontation, planned for confusion, measured by disrespect, and targeted at my security and self-confidence. If the purpose of the meeting were to numb, confuse, overwhelm, offend and frighten, then Williams and Howell would be  successful.   

Graham thought about the saffron note, “I needed to know what procedures and policies were to be discussed. As well, I needed to know what ‘information’ they were referring to regarding the verbal warning. This note was deceptively designed to take away any power that I would have in being adequately and fairly informed.   Williams’ intent at the meeting was seemingly to render me powerless so I would be disengaged, then surprised and consequently confused.” 

Next, there was a long litany of small and unjustified criticisms. First, Williams took a turn and then Howell took the other. Then it was back and forth, back and forth. The litany lasted close to 45 minutes.  The agenda was planned and carefully scripted because Williams and Howell knew what they were going to say. They worked from a list of prepared statements and questions about each of their points on an agenda known only to them.

These points of contention were so much water vapour; they were only minute drops of water infused with soap, blown into a childrens’ soap-bubble game. They conquered whatever classroom space there was.  Thousands of bubbles of nothingness, drifted toward Graham, thousands of them as if the entire classroom full of   bubbles carried guilty-as-charged volumes of proof. Their mass engulfed the classroom space, blocking Graham’s clear view of the proceedings, only to burst upon impact, leaving nothing, nothing. Nothing.  

Graham stared, his face blank, his eyes blindly seeing. He could not understand .  what was coming at him. Shackled to his small desk by Wolf’s acceptance of the proceedings as both sane and safe, Graham remained  an easy target. Information is power and Graham had none. 

Meanwhile, Wolf and the teacher rep listened and watched as if they were on a boat cruise listening to the travel guide point out features of the landscape and buildings. For them, it was a stroll in the park, a Sunday drive, not the drive-by shooting that Graham was experiencing. Consequently, Graham could not help but be disengaged from the process, surprised by the importance given such fine points and consequently confused by the deliberate exaggerations.  

                                         CHAPTER SIXTEEN                                      

                                                     CELLAR  

 “It was an eternal list of fault finding based on harsh and unfair judgments,”
“What were the criticisms about?”  

“ It was absurd.  Stuff about how much time I spent on reading, how much audio-visual I used, how much I used certain texts over others and stuff like that.  Williams and Howell had gone into my classroom talked to my students, looked at my daily planner, search with fastidious, meticulous attention to details to uncover  minor, even trivial errors in detail. Nothing of any significance.”

“It was a beating, a mobbing.”

“Yes, chop, chop swung the axe with me receiving the brunt.”

“And Wolfgang?”

“He sat there pretending it was all quite normal. At one point, I asked to be giving a chance to clarify their many points.”

“Did they?”

“No. They said it was not to be permitted. Then I asked for another meeting to discuss their concerns.”

“Did they agree?”

“No!”

“And Wolfgang.”

“No comment.”

“And the teacher to your far right.”

“At one point, she rose to leave after the initial warm up period leading to the verbal warning. She said, ‘I think we have it pretty good. We get to leave early on Fridays.’ Then she left.”

“ She had no idea of what was  going on, of the many harassments leading up to April 23, those difficult thirty-two months of nit-picking and grand-standing events.  Definitely, the experience was a perfectly planned assault on my senses because I was not allowed to interact. They wanted to pummel me with negativity and they wanted me to listen, to watch, to feel and to think about all these negative things that they had created by using as many distortions as they could. It was a performance with them being the actors and I the audience.”      

“It was one big show where the intent was not to better the students, the teacher or the learning environment. It was to hurt you.”

“Did you write a letter of complaint regarding the meeting?”

“Yes, but I didn’t send it off. After a while, complaining becomes exhausting  Don’t forget that I had all my harassment complaints, despite their being validated by harassment advisors, one civilian and one military had been thrown out. What was the message to any civilian about complaining? – complain but at your own peril.”  

“Did you approach the union representative directly?”

“I told him that we could not do that again. They had berated me for close to 45 minutes before given me a verbal warning about the ridiculous use of video for teaching.”  

“Graham, it was a painful experience for you.”

“A case in point is the question of his verbal warning. He had no right to give me a verbal warning. Given that his entire meeting was designed to put me at a disadvantage and in a bad light, his conclusions were only as good as his management skills in respecting meeting etiquette. Although I had only used an hour of video on April 23,  Williams stated in his summary of the meeting that I had admitted to using more.  His verbal warning was based on his suppositions and not on my having agreed to his accusations. He made up his own accusations and drew his own conclusions and based his verbal warning on what he had admitted and not on what I had admitted.” 

“One of Williams’ aims was to me. 

 So, he also timed the verbal warning just fifteen minutes before lunchtime (A low energy time for most people including me.)  

After forty minutes of slamming Graham …

“Mr. Ragsdale, I have witnesses!”

“Big deal!” Graham had wanted to say. He wasn’t given time to respond, wasn't permitted to respond, wouldn’t be given the time to respond afterwards. 

“Let’s see, Ragsdale, I am referring to how much video you used on April 11. Give me the exact amount now.”

“With today being April 23, that is almost two weeks ago. I can’t remember how much I used yesterday. Anyway I can use a twenty minute Wonder Years Show for a one hour period. Is that one hour of video?”  

“You are refusing to cooperate with what I know as fact. I have witnesses.”

Williams demanded times accurate to within minutes. 

“ Well, vaguely I remember maybe 11:15 to 11:45 and then after lunch for a few minutes and again maybe for 15 minutes, approximately from 1:00 to 1:15.”

“I know for a fact that the time was 11:00AM when you began to use video.”

What could Graham do? He had never expected to be quizzed on something that happened a week and a half previously. (Later when Graham asked his students, they suggested 11:15, but it was really too far back for them to remember as well.) Then when Graham explained I had used ten or so minutes of another video, he added another hour to his accusation. Then he added the time in the afternoon from 1:15 to 2:15 when I wasn’t responsible for the class. He than accused me of using over two hours of video in one day. 

 Of course, in the grand scheme of things with five hours of video being allowed in a week and having used only sixty minutes of video technique from Monday to Thursday of that week (Three twenty-minute Wonder Years shows after having read the scripts or discussed the issues.) This was only twenty-five per cent of the total allowable four hours for the first four days of the week. Of course, this was of no consequence to Williams  who was ‘raking me over the coals’ regarding the one-hour limit on that Friday. Given that I had used only twenty-five per cent of the amount allowed over of the previous four days, I could have easily added three hours to my one hour of video on Friday and still respected the weekly limit. This puts Williams’  accusation into perspective. Regardless, I did not use more than one hour on Friday, April 11, 2002

 Graham was a non-confrontational personality type who needed time to reflect.     Without time to recollect, without time to answer, Williams and Howell swamped him with a wave of complaints, both confusing and innerving.

  They intimidated him at the meeting by supplying no agenda, by pre-empting the meeting with a likely verbal warning, prefacing the meeting with an accusatory ploy and by scheduling the meeting at a most inappropriate time (First, an hour before a work fitness evaluation by a Health Canada physician! And then changed, because he couldn’t attend, to the morning after!). 

                                      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN  

                                                     Feelings  

Tell me about the emotions you would have felt at the time and give me a rough estimate of their strength.  

Slowly, Graham picked through the list and underlined certain feelings that resonated a chord. 

“Good, Graham. Well, done. Any other feelings you want to add.”

“Yes, controlled. I felt controlled.”

“Okay, how strong was that?”

“A good 100%”

“You had the feeling that you were being controlled to the nth degree.”

“Well, look at the set-up. Why the far out-of-the-way place? Why the strange arrangement of desks? Why didn’t the union rep, Wolfgang, say anything? Why didn’t he haul me out, protect me? Or better, he could’ve showed me what I was able to do! 

“What were you telling yourself about Wolf?”

“Wolfgang should’ve protected me.”

“How about feeling controlled. What thought caused that feeling?”

“I could not control the situation.”

 “You also mentioned protection.” 

“You said that Wolfgang should have protected you?”

“Yes, after the ordeal, minutes after, I could feel the pain. It was penetrating and deep. It went to my core. All I could say to Wolf as we walked up the hallway was. “We can’t do that again. We can’t!” He didn’t say one word, not one. He just nodded.”

“Graham, what are you asking yourself or should I say, what are you telling yourself?”

“Well, Carolyn. I knew that Wolf knew what Williams and Howell had tried to do. It had been so orchestrated, so bizarre. If the union rep hadn’t said anything, it meant that he knew the procedure. It hurt. It hurt for a long time. “ 

“You remember the pain from that event plus you are convinced that the union was part of it. Would you have felt - betrayed?”

“Yes.”

“Write that down.”

“How strong?” 

“100%.”

“Graham, you also circled “alone’. Tell me about “alone”.

“There were four other people besides myself. Wolf was not to be trusted. The other union rep that had been bought into the room was known for gossiping. She also did not know anything about my being bullied. She would have believed whatever she had been told – lies.   I was alone. There was no one with my interests at heart; no one to see justice or fairness done. No one. I was alone. There was no one to protect me.”

“Graham write that thought down.” Graham wrote down the thought that Wolfgang should have protected him and that it seemed 100% true.  

“It seems you were up against a gang, a mobbing as they call it when a person is bullied by several people. It was just you against them. You and them.”

“You said it.”

“How about that hopeless, that discouraged feeling, Graham?

“I wanted to look ahead to new beginnings. I had always worked at making my classes so good. But most of all I had wanted to follow the process that had been offered to stop the bullying. But the process was just ‘smoke and mirrors’. Wolf had fooled me. The military had fooled me . I was alone and it seemed that there was no way through the process. The process was designed to cause emotional and mental pain. Call it psychological abuse. There was no hope.  I felt discouraged by it all. “

“There was no way out. No light at the end of the tunnel. Just a way to punish you and it worked.”

“Yes, it worked.”

“Write that thought down.” 

“I could not escape the situation,” wrote Graham also noting that it seemed one hundred percent true.  

“The anger you felt?”

“I was angry that I had just sat there and took all those lies coming at me. I was mad for even attempting to follow Wolf’s advice, knowing that I couldn’t trust him at all, but still needing union representation, still needing someone. I was grasping at straws and Wolf was the “straw man”, an empty man, a man with nothing to give.  There was so much protocol set up by the military. All the rules and regulations, that I needed a guide. However, Wolf was the type of guide that would lead you into the woods, pretending to be your friend and I because I was lost and because I wanted a guide. I needed a guide. I pretended to believe he was a trusted guide, but I was always waiting to be stabbed in the back. Yet, I followed him into the deep, dark wood, was attacked and left to stagger out alone and gravely wounded.”


“Your thought?”

“I had been so naïve, so stupid to have let the situation continue. When I say the situation, I mean I should have gotten out in the beginning.”

“Graham, write down those thoughts.”

“I was so stupid and naïve to have put up with it,” Graham scribbled down, noting that it seemed about sixty percent true to himself. Then he added, “I shouldn’t have let it go so far,” weighting it at one hundred percent true. 

“Ashamed?”

“Carolyn, the more I was led through the process, I could see the way. The whole mess had been planned and used a thousand times with a thousand individuals whose story had been buried a thousand times. It was a military con job, a routine exercise.  The military  uses lies to neuter the enemy from any supports from allies or friends. Surprise the enemy. Attack with more power than needed. Utterly weaken the enemy. Tear down his walls. Stone by stone, tear down his place of abode. Humiliate him. And I was the enemy. The military has no conscience because  it identifies the whistleblower as the enemy.  I was the enemy. I was the target. And the military are trained to attack the enemy.”

Carolyn paused. She gave Graham time to let the realization become clearer, to let the feelings be identified, to unbury the past. She wanted to help Graham dig out the splinter and release the surrounding pus. All this was required to clean the wound.

“Carolyn, I was a fool. For that, I feel shame. I was called to a meeting prefaced by intimidation, secreted by its lack of agenda, characterized by confrontation, planned for confusion, measured by disrespect, and targeted at my security and self-confidence. If the purpose of the meeting was to numb, confuse, overwhelm, offend and frighten, then Major Williams  and my supervisor, Howell were successful.”

“What thought do we add next, Graham.”

“Well, “being a fool”, but I believe I  have that covered in my feeling “stupid”. 

Both Carolyn and Graham smiled at the same time. Then both chuckled.

“I guess I don’t have to worry about being foolish when I am admittedly stupid.”

Carolyn laughed.  

“Yes, Graham you got that covered as you say. Getting back to task, do you have a thought about feeling ashamed.”

“Yes.” And Graham wrote, “It was my fault I let them do what they did,” weighting it at seventy percent true. 

“That’s it for now.”

Graham here is the chart we have completed together with you deciding which feelings and their relative strengths.

Emotions
% before
% after

Sad, blue, depressed, down, unhappy
  80
 

Anxious, worried, panicky, nervous, frightened
  90
 

Guilty, remorseful, bad, ashamed
  50
 

Inferior, worthless, inadequate, defective, incompetent
  70
 

Lonely, unloved, unwanted, rejected, alone, abandoned
 100
 

Embarrassed, foolish, humiliated, self-conscious
   60
 

Hopeless, discouraged, pessimistic, despairing
100
 

Frustrated, stuck, thwarted, defeated
100
 

Angry, mad, resentful, annoyed, irritated, upset, furious
100
 

Other  Confused
100
 

Other Betrayed
100



“ To explain what we doing, Graham, behind all those feelings are thoughts. We have already captured a few of those thoughts. Oddly, you may not remember thinking them. The thoughts might be so automatic and so quick that you can’t even imagine having thought anything. Nevertheless, there are no emotions without thought. And given the upsetting event, those thoughts will be negative and more than likely distorted. I say distorted or twisted since the event was too horrendous for you to possibly keep any thoughts together, to keep any thing in your mind straight. We are going to look at some of those distortions now that we have a few of your thoughts.”

Graham nodded, but his eyes were beginning to glaze over. He wasn’t bored. He was just really intense with his mind feeling razor sharp. He let his mind drift to all those readings he had done trying to make sense of his wooden, non-resonating self.  He thought about the first mental torture techniques that began with the Cold War with an increase in military psychological studies and the military’s knowledge of modern psychology turned to  ‘tormenting’ minds of the enemy. What were the Pavlov experiments, if nothing short of torture? What was it that Amnesty International had written? Graham vaguely remembered the exact words, but he remembered the overall description of the torturer whose aim is to erode the civilian’s morale by destroying any props the individual has for mental integrity. The military will try to weaken any habitual defences such as a hard earned self-esteem, peace of mind, reputation, competence, positive outlook, friends, family. 

The whole affair is indeed a war zone where the process is not unlike that seen in military combat exhaustion. After 50 days of continuous combat the soldiers would become 'easily startled and confused', irritable' and would over-respond to all stimuli. This state of hyper-reactivity was followed by 'emotional exhaustion'. The men became dull and listless, they became mentally and physically retarded, preoccupied and had increasing difficulty remembering details." 

That was what had happened in the basement. Williams and Howell and kept up the daily pace of attacks.   Beginning the summer of 2000 and it being now March of 2003, Graham had been attacked for over a 1000 days. He needed  little more to lead him to combat exhaustion. Graham would soon begin to  over-respond to any stimuli. He was on the way to emotional exhaustion. His decision making would start to become flawed.

The minute he reacted with some unacceptable behaviour, the military would pounce, declare him incompetent in his job and then shuffle him off to a disguised place of further harassment, calling it “administrative separation”, separating Graham from his supervisor and manager. However, it would be more dismantling of Graham’s defences, more mental torture, taking Graham away from the school environment which he knew and excelled as a teacher to a strange environment  where he had no competence and where he would be surrounded with primed hostile  workmates. 

And so Graham had found himself in the military workplace at war with his employer. Wasn’t his workplace a war zone? The military  harasser first threatened the target in many different ways. He created vicious rumours to alienate Graham from his colleagues and from the extended working community. The military withheld resources such as training and professional and administrative information. It withheld any and all positive feedback as basic as a smile, a daily welcoming, encouragement, basic etiquette (please and thank-you). Towards Graham, it continually appeared cranky, fed-up, angry, hating. The ‘good cop’ military pretended concern, but slowed the process, denied validation or refused to recognize harassment, all while pretending to be the nice guy.

It continued with its  'nit-picking'. This is a code word, meaning much more than it seems to mean. Under the guise of 'progressive discipline', Graham’s work behaviour was gone over with a fine toothcomb. The military wrote new policies aimed at his own very individual and particular but successful working style. In one swoop, Graham’s personal working style was now 'against policy', which was directed specifically against  him while ignoring the rest of the staff. 

 The military's plan was to create psychological toxicity by planned events that had a capacity to create an intense sense of threat. The number of stressors used in never-ending variations were intended to violate anyone’s existing ways of making sense of  their immediate world, of other people's behaviour, and creating a framework for interacting with the world at large. The military violated reality by side-stepping the truth and  leapfrogging from one distortion to another. 

These stressors are formed in such a way that they demand more than adaptation and coping. They need understanding so that the individual can learn and move on. But Graham  could not learn with the military keeping the experiences bizarre, grandiose and so plentiful that even if he began to understand, he could not cope the number. The events and episodes haunt the individual's life in the present, whereby the person is left thirsting and hungering for a psychological construct. Graham needed to construct a  network that supported meaning, understanding of the events and situation. Graham needed this in order to solve the equation of threat and anxiety. This is part that steals one's peace of mind.  This eternal spinning of webs. 

For the military it was a wonderful device. There was no way to show cause and effect. Nevertheless, with the appeal from the target asking for the harassment to stop and with the military refusing to act, hiding behind paperless trails camouflaged by untraceable phone calls, omissions of duty, ugly rumors, absence of positive feedback, presence of daily accusations, Eventually, the military tires the target, so he cannot defend himself. By increasing and continuing stressors of all kinds, the target eventually succumbs to sick leave, becomes a distortion himself or leaves the job. 

“Graham?”

“Oh sorry, I was just  thinking.”

“Any other emotions?”

“No, not that I can recall at the moment.”

                                                        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN                                                                      

                                                                  Witnesses 

  Someone had come to Graham’s office door.  

 It wasn’t the quick one-two “tap-tap” saying  “Hello? Anyone home?” nor was it  the one-two-three “knock-knock-knock” expressing  “Excuse-me,” or “I beg your pardon.”  In both cases, the singing door would send out high, hard notes, calling just enough attention to catch the ear of the person on the other side.    

Today, it was not the gentle inquiring-tap or the announcing-knock. Rather, it was the high, heavy pounding of the fist’s soft underbelly, which thudded against the door. It was the one-two-three, BOOM-BOOM-BOOM, in the upper right corner of the door. It  drove the door against its own hardware, causing the door to bounce off the frame.  The booming thundered into the room startling the incumbent.

   It was 11 o’clock on the ids of March 2003. Graham had jumped up to respond to the urgent plea at the door.  He grabbed the door handle and pulled. At first glance, Graham’s eyes widened. It wasn’t a military; it was union; it was an urgent Wolf, who hurriedly beckoned Graham to follow him down the hallway. He didn’t explain anything.  Graham had to run to catch up. 

To the end of the hallway, through the admin office, into Williams’ office, with the now closed door and unto the hard wooden chair indicated by Wolf. 

Wolf had raced the distance with a sense of urgency, rambled on about nonsense, finally remanding Graham into the Williams’ custody. Seated, Graham faced an angry-looking Williams, their knees almost touching.  

Williams was always angry with Graham. Anger is easy to feign. It gives great power. It serves to justify and to create self-righteousness. Bristling, you control the agenda; boiling, you control the questions; and burning, you invite your own ghost witnesses. This gave the military control with a capital C.  

“What were you doing talking to Terrier?”

“What?”

Graham had only dropped into the chair. Hurried and then harried, he hardly heard a word. He needed to get his composure, to catch his breath and then to collect his thoughts. 

Apparently, Graham had a hearing problem. This prompted Williams to separate the words more, raise his voice a decibel more and enunciate more, giving the impression that Graham was cognitively challenged besides being deaf, too.  

           “What - were  -  you  - doing -  talking -  to -  Terrier?”

“What about Terrier?”

“Why did you speak to Terrier about visiting your classroom? He is under my orders, not yours!”

Finally, Graham found the thread and flow of the interrogation.

“He came to me saying he didn’t want to enter my classroom without permission since it showed disrespect.”

“That is a lie!” 

“He came a few times to discuss his coming into my classroom because the sergeant was going on holidays and he would take over. He explained how intrusive it was. He wanted me to give him permission.”

“Those are all lies!”

“Someone saw you being angry with him outside your classroom.”

“Angry? I wasn’t angry.”

“ What did you talk about?”

“Rights.”

“What rights?”

“Human rights?”

“What do you mean human rights?”

“Rights. Language rights. Rights under the Charter.”

Williams’ face was about 12 inches from Graham’s. Graham was a reflective thinker. Williams knew this. This rapid, question-answer did not suit the chosen target, but it suited Williams. 

“What were you doing talking about rights?” 

Graham caught the gist of Terrier being a military.

What Williams meant was, “Listen up, Bo’. This is the military; this is a military; and a military don’t have no rights!” He implied it without saying it.

“He came to my classroom while I was teaching to speak to me outside the door. I told him that I was disappointed in his coming into my classroom while I was away on holidays. There is nothing wrong in that.”

“That is not how the other teacher described it. You were waving your arms. You were leaning into him.”

Graham was trying to think clearly about points that Williams had recently thought about and about which Graham hadn’t had time to think about. He was trying hard to remember. With each accusation, he was trying to defend himself, trying to think back the last few weeks. 

“I always wave my hands and arms when I speak. That’s always been my way. I leaned in close to whisper to him. It was private and there were people about the corridor. I was mentioning his being French and my students being French, too. In other words, he should have more compassion for his fellow-kind.”

“Well, Terrier wrote out a letter of complaint.”

“Against whom?”

“Against you!”

“For what? Can I read it?”

“No, but I will read from it.”

Williams went to his desk and picked up a sheet of paper. Somehow, Graham did not think that Williams would leave a letter like that out on his desk. Holding the paper away from Graham, Williams began reading several points. Graham couldn’t even see if it was hand-written or typed. He couldn’t even see whether it was blank or even some odd sheet from a larger document. 

He watched Williams closely. Could it be that Williams was pretending to read? The ideas being read seemed to come from his head not from the paper. When a person reads there is a narrowing of the vision with the eyes moving back and forth quickly. On the contrary, Williams’ eyes were still and wide as if he was pulling thoughts from his head. 

“Can I read it myself?”

“No. This letter will be left in my office for the next commandant to read.”

Wolf sat there looking disappointed. He seemed genuinely embarrassed with Graham. His body wasn’t expanded and perked up as in indignation, but it was hollow and caved in as in resignation.  

The “guilty” Graham was told the meeting was over. He left the office with Wolf still sitting in his chair; he wasn’t going to accompany Graham. It was the first time, and the turning of a tide that would sweep Graham away completely.

Graham left the office and went immediately to his laptop. He pulled up his notes on Terrier.

February 25, 2003

Terrier came to me after class on Tuesday, saying that the sergeant had left orders that he was to visit   once a week. Terrier explained that he understood that this was disrespectful because it took away my credibility as a teacher. Terrier admitted it was wrong to do that; nevertheless, he had been given orders and had to follow them. 

March 4, 2004

Terrier approached me again but in the hallway outside my office to say he would be coming to  my class to observe because he was ordered to do so. He apologized and asked for permission to do so. I replied that I fully disagreed and so could not give Terrier permission. I had no right to permit disruptions to my own class. This was the second time that Terrier had approached me to ask permission. I felt I was being forced to act against the interests of my students. To keep coming to me to get me to agree to allow disruptions to my class was bizarre. 

 March 10, 2003

I returned to school after three days sick leave.

I learned that Terrier had come into my class to observe my students.

Shortly, after at about 9:30 Terrier knocked on my door to see a student. I asked to speak to him. He was smiling and cordial. I explained that I was concerned with my students being observed. It was against teaching theory and I felt very uncomfortable with the observing. I discussed francophone rights under the Official Languages Act.

 Later that day, I asked Terrier if he would like to meet with me. We met in his office to discuss his perceptions of the situation. I assured him I had no idea. (He had a continual smile and seemed almost jovial. I thought he found my seriousness amusing. ) He told me about the letter, saying he hadn’t wanted to write it, but that Williams had ‘encouraged’ him to write the letter.   

The next week there was another surprise meeting without a note. Wolf accompanied Graham again.   

“So somebody is thinking of complaining about harassment against me?” asked Graham.

“As I said, she is one of the staff here. She appeared quite agitated.”
            “And her name?”

“Oh, I cannot break a confidentiality!”

Wolf nodded his consent.

 “Maybe, we could meet?” suggested Graham, “Give me the opportunity to deal with any misunderstanding, to heal the relationship. Ask her or him to sit down together”.  

  “ Well, as I said, I can’t give you the name for reasons of confidentiality.”

“Well, this is a serious claim being made. But given the particular circumstances, that you are describing, I have no way of knowing who the person is.”  

 “I can tell you that the teacher came to my office upset. Apparently, you were asking her questions. She did not want to continue the conversation, but you continued on. You had persisted. The teacher felt hounded, harassed, so much so that she is thinking of filing a complaint of harassment against you.” 

With the classroom visitations going unabated, Graham did indeed speak with each of the teachers. “Was this same thing happening to them?” 

“No, it wasn’t,” was the answer given. He didn’t remember anyone being agitated. No one. 

This time Graham had no saffron note. Usually these yellow notes held only a date, a place and a time but never an agenda. It was a surprise. This time it was more so. Yes, Williams had the surprise agenda, but there was no note.  Yes, Williams mentioned an event, but there was no specific place. Yes Williams had talked about a person, but there was no name. Yes, Williams had referred to a time but no specific day, hour or minute.  

                                         CHAPTER NINETEEN

                                                                One Sick Day

Once again Williams wanted Graham for a meeting.  It was eleven hundred hours on a late spring morning when Graham arrived with Wolfgang Peters. As always, Graham didn’t know the reason. The saffron note in his pocket attested to that. 

As always, Graham arrived confused, unprepared, and wary-looking, thereby paying his union dues. Graham did not have to concern himself with his union indebtedness, for Wolf took payment on a per diem basis. Lest he forget, Graham would have this morning as another reminder.

Graham was a branded man. He did not carry his brand on his forehead as a large, ugly R, for this would proclaim him a Repeat Offender having repeatedly complained of harassment and this would also proclaim him a Registered Offender, having eternally offended the military. No such distinctions were ever proclaimed despite their being dutifully and faithfully enforced.  

Yes, Graham carried his branding in his face, in his body, in his mind and in his soul. This was good for isolating him from his peers and anyone else – smile and the world smiles with you. Cry, and you cry alone. In so much pain, Graham was not able to appear his usual good-natured self. His usual soft-spoken, rounded, gentle voice was starting to harden and to grate.  

 His aching face broadcasted his supposed culpability, condemning him, erasing his smiles and narrowing his eyes. His face and body had absorbed all the tension like a huge, living, sucking sponge. His face had turned ashen. His gait had stiffened. His gaze had fallen, lowering his head, bending his back, and smothering his natural spark into a flickering, sputtering, hesitant, dying flame.  

Williams was standing to the left of his desk with Howell as always somewhere. This time she was sitting in the love seat in the far left corner.  Sitting beside and a little behind the standing Williams was a stranger. Graham took the second empty chair in front of Williams’ desk and Wolf, the remaining chair to Graham’s left. 

The stranger was smiling. No one introduced her until later. No one explained the reason she was there until much later. A branded man does not deserve such considerations. Graham fell to his seat wounded by yet another game. Visibly, Graham was in the last throes of a four-year death march of harassment.   

Williams was standing beside his desk with his right fist wrapped tightly around something black. Although his right arm fell long and heavy, it winched at the shoulder followed by a subsequent movement of the knuckles. Each closure and opening of  his fist beat a distinct rhythm, like a fighter’s slow deliberate, heavy, hard beating of a punching bag – thud-thud, thud-thud, thud-thud.  He stood straight, his right arm long, his right fist tightly squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing, his hand mimicking both the assailant and the target’s throat, a symbolic choking then gasping, choking then gasping.   

The moment Graham stepped into the office, that image grabbed and held him prisoner.  He fought but could not free himself. There were witnesses, Wolf, who was in charge of union dues, the ever-present Howell and now someone new, a stranger. Despite his struggling, Graham remained bound, hand and foot. 

Williams started. He would also finish.

“What I want to know is why you are refusing to follow the school policy on sick days.”

This was a rhetorical question as Williams rambled on at length as he continued to stand next to his desk, continuing to raise his voice as he continued to tightly squeeze  a device. He was holding what looked like a Ben Weider grip-strengthener. It was black, covered in the same-coloured electrical tape and was the continued target of each rise in voice, each point made and each blink of his eyes. 

 “Your irresponsibility resulted in a confused staff not being able to support your students.”

This standing Williams was a unique approach. Certainly, it allowed him to share the symbol of a furious man venting, his hand around his target’s throat.  It was important that Williams remained standing.  He leaned forward. He waved his one free arm about. 

Williams was on stage, enjoying his performance and like all good actors, pretending to believe himself and expecting everyone else to. He reached out his free arm during each of his monologues. His waving arm sliced the air, a good three feet above the seated heads of a distracted, diluted, distant Wolf, a wide-eyed, gaping-mouthed Graham , a ghoulish, grimacing Howell and sinister, steady-staring stranger. 

“The entire situation could have been avoided,” continued Williams. 

Graham had the same thought. Having used the same sick day policy for ten years at his last military language school and having used an identical policy for more than three years with Williams, the entire situation could have been avoided. Of course, the policy had only recently been changed for Graham’ s benefit. 

“It is important to remember that having used the same sick day policy in place at three other government departments and continuing with the same policy for almost fourteen years with the military, it is quite probable that a sick teacher might use a policy out of habit,” answered Graham.  

“I am not talking about what is done elsewhere. I am responsible for this school. I am talking about refusing to follow directions.”

What Williams didn’t have to say was, “Insubordination!”, so he didn’t. Everyone heard it just the same.

The standing Williams continued his unique approach. Graham put his hand to his own throat and swallowed. He felt uncomfortable having this man who outweighed him by almost sixty pounds vent so symbolically while standing one quick and easy step away.

“Let’s look at it this way,” began Graham. “It was a sick day, and  I was sick. What is being sick? It means not having the mental or physical capacity to perform one’s duties.”

Williams continued standing, continued squeezing and continued not to hear what Graham was trying to say. 

Graham continued.

“If I was sick and I was sick, then if there were a duty to perform, then I would have trouble performing it. My first duty of the sick day was to report my sickness and contact a supply teacher, telling him or her what the lesson plans were. I did that. I agree it was not according to the new policy. Why not? Because I was sick and being sick, it was easy to make a mistake and use the former way of reporting sick days. I fail to understand any confusion on the part of a substitute teacher I have used several times and who knows the students. There had been no confusion over the last decade of reporting sick. Why the change in policy? Why do I have to speak to you personally when I phone? What is wrong with leaving a phone message?”

 This was rhetorical. Graham knew the answer; everyone knew the answer; no one would consider posing it; if posed, no one would answer it. Everyone knew the answer - nitpicking.

“Surely, there is something good about Mr. Ragsdale!” interjected Wolf suddenly awakening from a self-imposed dream. 

 For a moment, everyone stared at the union representative. His interjection was almost an interruption. If it hadn’t been for Williams’ performance, it might have startled those present. It did startle Graham. 

 His interjection seemed out of order being on a different tact altogether. Then ignoring what seemed the plausible and possible assertion that an employee in his fifteenth year of employment must have been doing something both positive and correct to have regularly won the respect of his students and to have  garnished years of successful job appraisals, Williams and his wrecking crew continued the demolition. 

 A sane interjection would have recognized that the point of the meeting was to punish Graham, not to seek the truth. The inquiry into whether Graham respected policy was beside the point. After all, there had been several re-writes of  “policy” directly aimed at catching Graham and his particular way of doing things. Certainly, the former way of phoning in sick had endured almost fifteen years in two different military language schools and endured another five years within three other government departments. In short, he had had a stable way of reporting in sick forever. 

This had been reflected in Graham’ s steady flow of solid performance appraisals.  Even Williams had given Graham a glowing appraisal, which quickly reversed itself in subsequent performance appraisals upon the filing of Graham’s harassment complaint.  Indeed, Graham’ s mistakes were minor, even miniscule, but the military’s will to retaliate, to punish, to hurt was fortuitously-vigorous, widely-accepted and generously acted upon.  

The meeting lasted a good hour with Williams going over every moment of the morning of the sick day in question, thereby guaranteeing that the experience would be “one sick day.”  He raised his voice several times all the while continuing to squeeze some sort of anger management device in his right hand. He postured. He scowled. He complained of the turmoil that Graham had caused.  

Several times, Graham closed his eyes to stop the scene, but nevertheless, he still heard a whisper. What was it saying? What was he hearing?  “Squeeze! Squeeze harder! Squeeze tighter! Caveat! The medieval screw is twisting, and tightening; squeezing and  crushing; flattening and penetrating.  

Wolf continued his dream sequence, the look upon his face angelic, his mind in one of the seven heavens offered by many travel bureaus. He was perhaps planning his holidays again?

 Graham knew it was all a game, but what kind of a game. He knew that the medium was the message.  

“Sick?” thought Graham. He had been accused already of being “mentally sick” and needing treatment. Who was really sick here? What was really sick here?” Graham had much to say with no venue in which to say it. He had been shut out and shut down. He agreed that it was truly one “sick” day at many levels. 

  Certainly, the military was painting a distorted view of the situation. It over generalized, taking this single event and generalizing it to Graham’s entire fifteen years of experience with the military. It embraced all-or-nothing thinking looking at Graham as either ‘bad’ or ‘good’ with nothing in between. He couldn’t be 80 percent good and twenty percent bad.  He had to be completely bad. If this was the only time he had erred in phoning in which he had done easily ten times a year over fifteen years, then this event had happened once in one hundred and fifty times, much less than one percent. But NO, Graham must be shown he was totally in the wrong.

 In terms of  painting Graham in a bad light,  the military would not count all the more than one hundred and forty-nine times he had successfully carried out the sick day directive. After all, Graham had regularly acted as a responsible civil servant, doing all the correct things required of a sick employee. 

“Maybe, it was more a question of having a “sick” military manager and an equally “sick” supervisor,” thought Graham. He would have loved to insert the possibility into the ensuing melee, but he held his tongue.   

The military concentrated, and ‘magnified’ the incident making a mountain out of a molehill. It stretched the one time event into a thin bubble that ballooned over the more than one hundred and forty-nine successes to insist on Graham’ s wrongness by looking  through a bubble “darkly”.

The military would use instrumental anger to work themselves into a frenzy shouting down and shutting down Graham’ s defense. It was all emotional reasoning. The military anger cried righteousness. It, therefore, must be right. Its cool, calm, cognitive calculation could result in no other verdict for Graham. In short,  “We, the military, are upset; therefore, you, Graham, must have done something wrong.”   

  Graham must be a disgruntled employee. He did not agree with his military manager that he was an incompetent. He did not acquiesce. Rather, Graham had explained that a sick person might very well make a judgment in error due to his sickness. Graham unacceptably had deduced that a sick person might find it difficult to think correctly. In fact, Graham had gone further and even congratulated himself in that despite being sick, he had managed to complete the former protocol perfectly. Yes, it would be to Graham’s credit that he did what the military had trained him to do for close to fifteen years. 

In short, the military had drilled Graham in proper military-fashion and it had continued to drill him in so many ways. It had drilled him from one side of his head through to the other and back again. It had drilled him from front to back, back to front, and then from left to right and then from right to left. Into each opening the military had poured a plethora of both negative and unrealistic perceptions leading to a larger number of negative thoughts from which poured an even larger wave of strong, negative emotion. Such was the military drilling situation Graham had found himself in.  

Like some angry spouse in a divorce settlement, the military spouse was pointing its finger at Graham. It was entirely his fault that things did not go correctly. It was Graham’s responsibility to phone in for a sick day using the ‘new policy’ despite his being sick and despite his having phoned in a slightly different way for almost fifteen years. He ‘should’ be following the new policy and he ‘should not’ be making  errors. Any one in their right frame of mind would know that! Wasn’t that Graham’s point? He had been sick and therefore, not in the right frame of mind.   

That was the point, the beautiful, satisfying, simplistic thinking on the military’s part. It didn’t matter whether it lost the “sick day” episode with Graham. It did not matter whether the military was totally distorted in its way of thinking. It was not the message. That was not the point.

All importantly, for the military it was the window dressing; it was everything but being right or wrong; it was the drama of it all; it was everything that was dressed around the accusations. It was an attack, maybe even a crime against Graham, a slow, devious, painstaking plan. It was to be the murder of a civilian’s health. 

There was the weapon, ‘the relentless nit-picking’, there was the opportunity, ‘every waking moment of Graham’s life including his nights beset with nightmares’ and there was a motive, “the paying of dues”,  ‘the pay-back’ for filing several harassment complaints, for lodging a formal complaint to two other government departments, the DO or for Wolf’s part, for having tangled with the union. 

What a crime! What a propaganda machine! That was one of the first weapons to use. What each and every civilian in contact would see was a less-happy Graham, an uptight Graham, a moody Graham, someone to be avoided given what everyone knew about Graham which was exactly what rumours the military had spread. “Graham is under investigation. No we cannot say anything.” And “We are worried about Graham. He might have a breakdown. He is having personal problems. We cannot divulge anything.”  

“But I found this in his file, have a read. This is just a secret between you and me. Please do not share it.” 

What is a secret but something you tell everyone, one person at a time.

“After lengthy observation, we consider Graham Ragsdale to be a potential threat to himself and to the people working with him. We have observed Graham Ragsdale experiencing: hyper vigilance, the feeling of persecution and paranoia, anxiety, loss of power of concentration, impaired decision making, cognitive ineffectiveness as well as abruptness, errors of omission and commission, increased absenteeism, an increase in hostile and aggressive behavior, decreased productivity and he complained in a harassment letter of difficulty sleeping. Proofs available if required. I believe Graham Ragsdale needs a medical assessment, professional help and treatment…By copy of this letter, CHRSC(P) will provide Graham Ragsdale’s  personnel file if requested.”

Graham had stepped out of his classroom with his books and eyeglasses, his learning theories, his creativity, his commitment to being a genuine, respectful and empathic teacher into a world of psychological warfare, the killing fields of personality. He was out in the open, under fire, unarmed, without training against an establishment honed in the art of war, even a psychological war on a military base. 

In the art of war, before the warriors attack the body and home, the warrior attacks the mind. Graham, the proverbial lamb, never had a chance. 

He had been branded on his forehead with a large, ugly R.  He was a Repeat Offender having repeatedly complained of harassment. He was a Registered Offender, having eternally offended the military.    

We consider Graham Ragsdale to be a potential threat to himself and to the people working with him. We have observed Graham Ragsdale. We know him. Beware

                                                CHAPTER TWENTY       

                                                        Thoughts

As Carolyn had coached Graham, he  took the pen up and wrote down his thoughts and the relative strength of their truthfulness.

Negative Thoughts
%  belief before
% belief after

     1. Wolfgang should have protected me. 
100


     2. I could not escape the situation. 
100


I was so stupid and naïve to put up with it. 
60


I shouldn’t have let it go so far.
100


It was my fault that I let them   do what they did.
70


 I shouldn’t be treated this way. 
100


 I will never get through this process.
80


“Now, Graham, we can expect to find distortions in this thoughts that happened in your reaction to the situation. Now, look at the list of ten distortions at the bottom of the page. Given the upsetting event, you are bound to feel bad and to have negative thoughts. In fact, it is your negative thoughts that are causing your feelings. Let’s look at the distortions below and see where your thinking might be off. 

All-or-nothing thinking. You look at things in absolute, black-and-white categories.

Overgeneralization. You view a single negative event as a never-ending pattern of defeat.

Mental filter. You dwell on the negatives and ignore the positives or vice versa.

Discounting positives. You insist your positive qualities don't count or vice versa.

Jumping to conclusions. You jump to conclusions not warranted by the facts.

Mind-reading. You assume that people are reacting negatively to you.

Fortune-telling. You predict that things will turn out badly.

Magnification or minimization. You blow things way out of proportion or shrink them.

Emotional reasoning. You reason from your feelings: “I feel like an idiot, so I must be one.”

Should statements. You use “shoulds,” “shouldn'ts,” “musts,” “oughts,” and “have tos.”

Labeling. Instead of saying, “I made a mistake,” you tell yourself, “I'm a jerk” or “I'm a loser.”

Self-blame and other-blame.

Self-blame. You blame yourself for something you weren't entirely responsible for.

Other-blame. You blame others and overlook ways you contributed to the problem.

                                                           © David Burns, MD

Remember you had an unsettling experience. You reacted to it as anyone would with thoughts that would for the most part be negative. More than likely, your thinking would be reactive, would be unclear and certainly, unreal. That is how it is generally speaking for most of us when confronted with situations we wish would go away.”

“I  think that is true, Carolyn. It does ring true according to my experience.”

 “Well, you know that this is what clients say about their thinking. Researchers have gathered the information. I am sharing it. ”

Negative Thoughts
%  belief before
% belief after
Distortions

1. Wolfgang should have protected me. 
100



I could not escape the situation. 
100



I was so stupid and naïve to put up with it. 
60



I shouldn’t have let it go so far.
100



It was my fault I let them do what they did.
70



 I shouldn’t be treated this way. 
100



 I will never get through this process.
80



The military will never allow me to validate my   experience. 
100



“To continue, Graham, these negative thoughts can end up as beliefs, we can even call them rules.”

“And you just automatically follow the rules you have been accepting without even thinking twice.”

“Yes, Graham, and that ‘without thinking twice’ is crucial.”

“Now I’m losing you.”

“It is exactly how you expressed it. You believe yourself without thinking again about the actual rule. You just apply it to situations.”

“You don’t think twice about whether it is a good rule or a bad rule.”

“Well, yes, but more importantly, does the rule reflect reality or not. These thoughts come from ‘rules’ that we have about life. These are things that we tell ourselves. You might call it ‘self-talk’. We have brains, but the brains are like computers, they store information. Now it will certainly store what we tell it to store, and if we repeatedly tell it the same thing, it becomes a rule. When an upsetting situation happens, our rules kick in automatically. It is like in a sport when you train yourself to move in a certain way when attacked by an adversary, the move becomes automatic and quick as if we didn’t even think about doing it. So, it is with our thoughts, these automatic thoughts happen so quickly, it is hard to remember what we were thinking. The problem arises when these thoughts are not valid, are untrue.”

“So, these list of distortions will assist us in checking out the rules?”

“Exactly, they will help us verify them, see if our thoughts are in fact true and if not, change them.”

“So, we have this sort of mental rule book in our heads but some of the rules have to be scrutinized.”

“Exactly.”

“What is it about these rules that make them so strong that they result in such negative and strong feelings?”

“Well,  in order to minimize danger, people generally apply the rules in their heads  to estimate the probabilities and degree of harm and the likelihood of dealing successfully with the threat. The ratio between the potential harm and coping mechanisms may be labeled the risk. If the perceived threat is high, and you believe you do not have the means to address it, then the anxiety will be very high. In mental torture, the aim is to keep the ratio high. ”

“So, when I was experiencing  a lot of   hurt feelings such as  humiliations, embarrassments, and sadness, the feelings occurred because of what I was thinking after  being insulted, criticized, and rejected. So, I would have used the rules in my head to help me decide whether I was in danger of being criticized and how dangerous that was for me. How this effects me depends on how well I think I am equipped to deal with it. Is that it?”

“That is an enlightenment right there. One of the techniques, the military used in that meeting in the basement we are talking about is the bullies’ reaction that when I asked them amidst the flurry of criticisms, blame and accusations to have the opportunity to talk about their complaints.”

“What was their response?”

“Absolutely not!” 

“Did you ever get to sit down and discuss the criticisms, blame and accusations?”

“No, because when there was a meeting, there was always an agenda set by the military. I was not given the agenda before the meeting and I wasn’t permitted to bring my own agenda ideas. I could not discuss. I could only react to their questions. They led the meetings, controlled everything. I could not resolve anything because they basically said that there was nothing to resolve – just do what we say.”

“Graham, that is a bullying technique and it is done so in order to increase anxiety. It is a common military pattern. When you cannot express your feelings and resolve the problem, you cannot face the problem. You cannot help but deny your feelings the right to be expressed and you end up ignoring the problem because no one will work with you to resolve it. This increases worry and can result in panic attacks. It doesn’t end here. The military continue to create new conflicts, which leads to more closed opportunities for expression of feelings and resolving of problems.  This a military recipe for psycho-social harm.” 

“Carolyn, I am beginning to understand. I may actually have a peg on which to hang my hat. There was never a forum where I could have the bullying recognized. Even the dispute resolution was so controlled that I could only address one incident. Even then, I couldn’t address it properly. The union did not ever prepare me, nor did the conflict experts. Both the union, the military and the conflict experts paid by the military did not prepare me, did not validate any feeling. They wanted me to experience lots of anxiety by denying me any support that would allow me to think or feel that I had the power to meet the continual threats. I am seeing it all so clearly.”

“Do you mean that you are starting to understand the process that you were enmeshed in?”

“That’s right.  I’m building scaffolding at the bottom floor and watching how anxiety grows its way up and up.  Knowing how it is put together, allows me to take it apart. I think I will add another thought - They will never let me validate my thoughts or feelings.”

“Graham, bullies want lots of confusion which allows for more cognitive distortions. As you mentioned, this can greatly increase anxiety because the ratio between the threat and your ability to deal with it is so large. You can’t deal with any problem because the military won’t allow any validation or opportunity. They control this ratio working to create the most “helpless you” it can while upping the ante, and creating as much threat as it can. You were not facing two bullies. You were facing a well-oiled, well built, well-practiced piece of military machinery backed by its own psychological experts. ”

“Carolyn, that’s what it was exactly. You know when I say smoke and mirrors, it is incredible that I cooperated  in my own harassment. I pretended that I could trust my union rep. He pretended to be helping me.  Wolf even pretended that the military process was a positive thing, a way to find resolution. The military pretended to react to me as if I was a terrible employee. The dispute resolution experts pretended to have my best interests at heart and to pretend that they were helping to resolve a conflict when they were adding to it. The DO pretended to follow Treasury Board guidelines. It was all lies and I was part of it. If there is a Father of Lies, I wonder who that might be?”

“Graham, you are understanding the ‘smoke and mirrors’ or ‘mind games’ ploy to a tee. Let us turn to your thoughts about all this.   Now which one would you like to start with?”

“I guess the first thought  – I shouldn’t be treated this way.”  

    My Negative Thoughts about the Meeting
%Belief
Distortions

I shouldn’t be treated this way. 
100
#8,

I’ll never get through this  process.


50
#5, #3, #4, # 7, #10

I can’t stand this game anymore.


70
#5, #3, #4, #2, #7

I am an idiot for putting up with this. 


100
#9, #10, #3, #4, #1

They will never let me validate my thoughts or feelings.
100
#3, #4, #5, #8, #7

“Okay, Graham, it looks like it comes under distortion number 8 – Should statements.  - Should statements. You use “should’s,” “shouldn't’s,” “must’s,” “ought’s,” and “have to’s. Write number 8 for that distortion in the Distortions box.”

Graham wrote in the number next to the thought. 

“Carolyn, I’m stumped. Why is that an example of distorted thinking? There are lots of things people shouldn’t do. They shouldn’t smoke. They shouldn’t try to drive somebody nuts.”

“Graham, you have already explained how the military are a different culture. They are warriors and have their own rules. They are hierarchical and not democratic. In other words, the military has its own set of rules that are in conflict with civilians. In your own mind, you have a list of rules, even commandments that you respect, such as respecting people no matter where they are in life. You are not going to change your mind. You have a formed conscience. “ 

“So there are two sides. On one side there is me with my set of rules. On the other side, there is the military with its own set of rules.”

“It looks like two camps to me? What do you think, Graham?”

“Well, this puts me in automatic conflict with the military.”

“Right and in the usual conflict – they are right and you are wrong.”

“Yes, but there is a moral code the military have. They are dedicated to doing good, upholding Canadian beliefs and values. There are the Treasury Board guidelines for harassment.”

“So, in your mind when someone breaks an important rule that violates society’s rules, then that person is wrong. When the military do not respect you as a person, it angers you because you feel insulted, unhappy, ashamed. You worry about what the next attack will bring.”

“Yes.”

“Do you go to church?”

“Yes, I sure do.”

“Do you break any of the Ten Commandments in a week?”

Graham hesitated. He smiled at Carolyn.

“So, my thinking about my not being respected and that the military should know better is ‘unreal’. The facts are that the military do not give a damn about my rights. It is worried about its own. I have broken their rules, so they are angry with me and want to punish me. “

“That’s  right, Graham. Your using ‘should’ does not respect the reality of the situation. Why ‘should’ the military respect your rights when it plays by a different set of rules? Why should you even go to church if you are going to break the rules.”

“I get it. It doesn’t make sense to have the belief that the military should respect me. They  have their own rules and it is unreal to expect them to change. In other words, I am completely nuts if I expect them to do so and expecting them to do so will only upset me unnecessarily. I might as well expect my cat to chase after a ball I have thrown.”

“You got it.”

Graham slapped his leg. “I should’ve known better!”

“Should? What set of rules exist anywhere that requires you to know how to react to each and every situation. You do what you think is right at the time. You think according to how upset you are. You were pretty upset. The military planned it that way. It keeps you upset for a purpose. Where is it written that you had an obligation to think clearly under upsetting circumstances?”

Graham smiled. “Wow, I don’t quite get it, do I?”

“Graham, it takes practice to learn to talk back to your negative thoughts. Since no one is perfect, we will never get it down pat, but we can reduce the number of negative thoughts and so the ‘unreal’ thinking and the subsequent feelings that we feel. Let’s write up the negative thought in a positive fashion.”

Graham picked up the pen and scribbled. 

Negative Thought
% Belief Before
% Belief

After
Distortions
Positive Thoughts
% Belief

I shouldn’t be treated this way.
100
    0
#8, #10, #7
I’d prefer to be respected, but not everyone is going to respect my beliefs especially the military with its opposing belief system.
100

 “My mental distortion is the use of ‘should’. My positive thought is: I’d prefer to be respected, but not everyone is going to respect my beliefs especially the military with its opposing belief system. My strength of belief is 100%.”

“Now,  when you were demanding that the military respect you, were you also ‘blaming’ the military for everything or Wolf, the union representative for everything?”

“I’d say so. From start to finish, it was the military that used its ‘nit picking’ among other things.”

“Now, Graham, it takes two to tango. Did you do anything that might contribute to the situation above?”

“I had simply complained about the abuse. I have a right to a secure work environment and the bullies jeopardized it by their behaviour. ”

“You had stood up for yourself by going for help to the officer responsible, the DO, who happened to be the Base Administration officer. ”

“Yes.”

“And did the two bullies react to your complaint – yes, very much so – of course. It was just as I described?”

“Yes, then the two of you the complainant and the alleged harasser danced the dance of ‘tit for tat’? You pushed and someone pushed back. If both of the parties are pushing and pulling, then are both parties involved?”

“Yes,  of course.”

“Then if both parties are keeping the problem alive, then both parties have some responsibility for the problem?”  

“Yes, but …”

“Graham, I am not asking you to admit to a certain percentage of blame. But can you concede that the situation involves you and because it involves you, you are part of the problem. Therefore, as part of the problem, you carry some responsibility, no matter how small. You carry part of the blame and cannot as a result blame the military for everything. And you can’t blame yourself for everything either. It would be truthful to share the blame. Right?”

“I don’t like it. But you are right. It is true that on occasion, I self-blame, blaming myself for something I wasn’t entirely responsible for. On other occasions, I blame others and overlook ways I contributed to the problem.”

“Can you explain that a bit more.”

“Well, I did get angry and push back. I got on my high-horse and went further than I needed. I guess it is that eternal -  Pride goeth before a fall.”  

“Well, you can check off the number 10 distortion – Other-blame.”

“Graham, how about ‘overgeneralization’. Are you viewing this single event as a never-ending pattern of defeat? “

 “You mean that since this employer has decided that I will not work for him or her that I will continue to have such bad luck with other employers?”

“Yes.”

“No, but  I somehow believed that I could get pass this impasse and stay with my job. I only had to wait until the military manager retired, which was in only a couple of years. I guess I was believing in a positive distortion Somehow, I believed that this ‘family of friends’, these brothers in arms, would forget about me, and I could stay put without being harassed, happy with my teaching career.”

“Graham, there are both negative and positive distortions. You have to ask yourself how realistic is that thought?”

“Well, I see among the list of negative distortions, the mental filter, dwelling on the negatives and ignoring the positives. I certainly did the opposite. I dwelled on the positives and ignored the negatives. I thought about fighting injustice but did not think about the possible negative fallout.”

“Very well done, Graham, you are getting the hang of it.”

“And let’s see Discounting Positives where I might insist that my positive qualities don’t count, I discounted the negatives, insisting that negative qualities don’t count.”

“Explain that will you.”

“Well, it is true that my military manager and supervisor in particular and many other staff in general did so much nit picking that I found it hard to dwell on my positive qualities and to realize how important they were. In addition, I had my head in the clouds and was afraid to look at the situation full in the face. In fact, I was given no opportunity to look at it full in the face with those responsible for assuring harassment did not happen in the workplace.  I was being bullied not only by the bully but also by those responsible for stopping bullies, the DO and Base Commander through their complacency, their foot-dragging. There was no let-up and no help despite my many attempts to get those responsible involved. I had done all I could but refused to tell myself the truth that these bullies were intent on pushing me out of my job by punishing me psychologically” 

“Look at the other distortions. Do the others mean anything?”

“Well, I did minimize my situation. It was graver than I thought. Of course, when it came to magnification, I probably blew lots of harassment out of proportion. There was no doubt that I would have made things bigger than they seemed. That is what constant threat does to a body. That is what bullies want. You get mentally fatigued and thinking clearly becomes so difficult.”

“And what about Jumping to Conclusions?”

“ Oh yes, I did do lots of mind-reading. I assumed that all of the civilian staff were reacting negatively to me and I certainly did mind-reading by assuming that the union was reacting positively to me. No one can read minds and I was doing that left and right. Nevertheless, the union was always against me and  more so once Alys got so involved in the harassment. It had to basically undermine all support for me to protect her. Still, at the same time despite my being able  to tell the future and I was doing just that. ”  

“Graham, what about Emotional Reasoning, reasoning from your feelings?”

“Well, I did lots of that. I would try to be so optimistic so many times  that I felt things would work out and that the bullies would tire of bullying me. So, I felt optimistic despite the pain I was in and really believed that things would work out. I kept soldiering on. Besides Wolf was always encouraging me. ”

“Encouraging you?”

“Yes, it was so blatant. His first words were, “We got them by the balls.” It was so obvious that he did not have them “ by the balls”. He would say things such as, “You are a real shaker and a mover! You are doing so well!” He would ignore the obvious. 

“How about black and white thinking?”

“I was very simplistic. I believed in right and wrong. I believed that no matter what the price people might pay that they will do what is right. I tried to do what was right.”

“How did that work out?”

“There is an old saying that when the shit hits the fan, everyone gets dirty, even the innocent.”

“Despite your trying to do good, bad things were happening?”

“I got in the way. I started thinking I was better, which is not necessarily accurate. My thinking got skewed.    “So you were not all good and your enemies all bad?”

“Yes, I was definitely painting things black and white.”

My Negative Thoughts about the Meeting
% Belief 

Before
%Belief

After
Distortions

Positive & Negative

1.         I shouldn’t be treated this way. 
100    0
100
#8, #2, #3, #4, #5,

#6, #1, #6, #7, #10

“Graham, it would seem that your first thought is not accurate. Look at all the distortions. With all those distortions, your thought, “I shouldn’t be treated this way”, there is no way there can be very much truth in it.”

My Old Negative Thought
             My New Positive Thought  
%NEW Belief

I shouldn’t be treated this way.
 I prefer that people follow rules, but I can’t expect them to. People will choose to do  what they want, not  what you want. 
100





“You are right Carolyn. I will have to change my estimation of the truth about my first negative thought – They shouldn’t treat my this way – to 0%.”

“Now when you think about that situation, what measurement do you give the feelings?”

“Well, I feel a lot better, not so upset.”

“Okay, Graham, let’s measure those feelings.”

Graham started writing in the new feelings in the ‘% After’ column.

Emotions
% before
% after

Sad, blue, depressed, down, unhappy
  80
10

Anxious, worried, panicky, nervous, frightened
  90
0

Guilty, remorseful, bad, ashamed
50
0

Inferior, worthless, inadequate, defective, incompetent
 70
0

Lonely, unloved, unwanted, rejected, alone, abandoned
100
0

Embarrassed, foolish, humiliated, self-conscious
 60
0

Hopeless, discouraged, pessimistic, despairing
100
20

Frustrated, stuck, thwarted, defeated
100
0

Angry, mad, resentful, annoyed, irritated, upset, furious
100
20

Other  Confused
100
15

Other  Betrayed
 100
10

Other



“Graham, I notice your emotions have lessened. What happened?”

“Well, Carolyn, how can I be so angry with an organization that can’t help itself? I don’t feel so isolated now, knowing that all whistleblowers are treated the same way. Even the union has its own rules for self preservation. Despite my being required to pay union dues, the union would rather see me loose. It wouldn’t allow me to win against one of its members, Alys, the civilian supervisor.  Williams kept protecting her, absolving her of any responsibility. At the same time, he used the excuse of protecting her for attacking me. After all, I had complained directly to him about his lack of competence. In the end, for me to demand that all involved do otherwise then to go after their own goals is a definite cognitive distortion. It does not make sense. To believe in it would cause me a lot of bad feelings. ”

“Graham, we have seen lots of movement here. Each of your emotions lessened. Here take a mood log with you and look at your other beliefs. You will most likely find lots of distortions in them. Change those thoughts to realistic, positive ones and the feelings will change again for the better. Or find another upsetting event and do the same thing we did today. That’s your homework.”

Carolyn handed Graham several ‘mood logs’ to complete. 

“I’ll see you next week.”

                                         CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

                                                     Designated   

 It was late March, and a stormy March is never so cold as when it is damp and penetrating, passing through any outer shell of layered clothing.  

 Graham Ragsdale had arrived at the military administration building with Wolfgang Peters, the designated union rep.  It was precisely eight in the morning. Graham would later note Wolf’s familiarity with everything, yet Graham arrived unprepared and surprised. On the top floor, Graham followed Wolf into a large room about the size of two large parallel classrooms. The rooms were incongruent with the far room disappearing to the left behind ten feet of wall. 

Everywhere there were chairs and more chairs. There were two teacher-sized desks, but they held no special place of distinction being thrust against walls at opposite ends of the room. The usual work desk items such as family photographs, mementoes, files, computers, anything and everything that spoke of presence, of industry, of direction, of the owner’s pride were noticeably absent. The place was not a meeting room, for there was no order, no large tables, no black boards, no electronic equipment of any sort, nothing that would indicate focus, or purpose.  

Graham noticed that the chairs were of the discarded, old-fashioned office type. Built of solid wood and steel, they sat scattered about. Wolf grabbed what seemed to be a singular chair on wheels and rolled it at Graham.  Graham found himself sitting in an old typist’s chair that was metallic grey, armless and beset with a torn, khaki-green plastic seat.  He couldn’t sit solidly, for the chair tended to move under him left or right, back or forward. Try as he might, Graham was unable to place himself in a firm, balanced, controlled, secure manner.  

Graham’s eyes focused on the distant “designated officer” responsible for harassment, very responsible. Between each, sat a good thirty chairs, all looking off in different directions, each ignoring Graham’s presence. The unusual distance between the DO and Graham was at least the length of a classroom. Graham couldn’t make eye contact at that distance; he couldn’t even see  the DO’s facial expressions.  Graham glanced at an aloof Wolf pretending allegiance.   

The DO made the opening move, for yes it was a game.

“Mr. Ragsdale, Let’s not speak of the alleged harassment. That’s not the reason we’re here. I’d like to know, however, why you are refusing to teach your course as required?” 

Now it was Graham’s move. 

“I am teaching the curriculum. The real question is whether I, the teacher, am being thwarted in my effort to teach it.” 

The DO suddenly jerked forward with a loud cry grabbing her abdomen and leaning forward shouted,  “Oh, I feel hurt. Right here! You have really hurt me in saying that!”  

Check!

 “I apologize for any hurt, but what I say is true,” Graham blurted unwillingly.

 “What am I doing apologizing?” thought Graham  The answer was simple – training. The military had trained Graham with constant threat, bludgeoning him with mental distortions and sapping any and all defence.

 “Where to go with this? I’m spent!”

The truth of the matter was that the DO was a woman with control and power.    . Wolf simulated believing the charade.  

“Why this use of Gestalt therapy. It was designed for the sole purpose of helping people?” thought Graham.  “Certainly, it’s a powerful counseling technique but in this situation?”

 The twisted method cried,  “Graham, you hurt my feelings. You have no respect for women. You are not a nice person. All those rumours must be true. You are now harassing me!”  

“If I do agree, then what next,” thought Graham.

 The DO spoke again. 

“We will not pursue any of your harassment complaints against the officer in question. That officer will be retiring without a blemish.” 

Check! 

Graham squirmed. He suddenly felt cold and shivered. The room was hot, close and dry, but the cold, stormy winds of a hopeless and helpless mind were blowing.

A week later, Graham followed Wolf into that large, untidy room now very full of strangers sitting in each of the previously empty, discarded, old-fashioned office type chairs. Wolf grabbed the ‘designated chair’ and rolled it at Graham. Forty or more heads turned his way. 

“What was this?” asked Graham of himself.

The Designated Officer began, “Mr. Ragsdale, I have studied your case, and for your own good, you are to receive an administrative separation. You will report to Mr. Dodd, your new designated manager, next Monday morning at eight hundred hours. Here are the details.” 

A brown envelope appeared from somewhere delivered by Wolf himself.

Graham was invited to say something. 

Every designated head turned. Every set of eyes fell. Every set of ears tuned in on Graham. 

Silence.  

Graham remained frozen in his designated chair, speechless but not thoughtless.

“Who were all these people?” 

Within minutes, the event was over and Graham was no longer a teacher, a beloved career gone! 

Wolf, pretending to be shocked, quickly led a stunned Graham outside. 

“I didn’t see this coming, Graham! Honest.”

Silence.  

Now out of his abusive workplace, Graham felt momentarily relieved.

 The next work day Graham found himself under-tasked, assisting a clerk and dealing with her inappropriateness. This was not surprising, for Graham’s reception had been readied. “So, that’s the guy!” would have been the welcoming thought. Yes, Graham was surely many things more terrible than a disgruntled employee, and he was certainly many more things than an incompetent. Whatever he was the administrative separation, moving Graham to another place of work and to another line of work, allowed everyone’s imagination to run amuck. Whatever imagination slated him to be, Graham’s administrative separation acted as the de facto seal of proof.  

             Checkmate!

  For Graham, the world was suddenly 'out of whack'. Things no longer worked the way they used to. He didn’t know how they worked except that things worked against him rather than for him.   Like that singular, lone, designated chair, he had been set apart and left spinning endlessly, rolling every which way, helter-skelter across the floor into a storm of continued abuse. 

Graham sat cold and numb. His new surroundings were strange. His place of work was a large military museum reading table used by the public. He now had no office, no phone, no computer, no administrative support, no privacy, no union representation, no position, and no teaching. 

                                   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

                                                    Showers

For Graham, it was indeed a question of privacy. In being taken from his regular job as language teacher and placed under-tasked in a public reading room without a place of his own to hang his coat, without a desk of his own, or a phone of his own, or a computer of his own or a door of his own to close or open, Graham was indeed in a difficult place. 

He was no longer teaching, so what was he? He had no classroom, no teaching duties, no course preparation, no student list. On the previous Friday morning before eight, he was still expecting to head to his classroom with his students waiting, with his lesson planned, with his books at hand. Instead after a surprise meeting on a Friday afternoon, he was sent back to his classroom to clear out his desk and ordered to report for some unknown job clear across the military base that Monday morning. From the day and for the next three months, his head would remain feeling  heavy and remained so even after his regular, daily physical workout. 

Graham Ragsdale had just finished his routine at the military gymnasium. He had done his fifty push-ups, his eight chin-ups and his routine of skipping rope and lifting weights. He had completed his after-the-workout stretch. It was a couple of months away from January and a new year. Graham was fifty-five and in excellent physical shape. Emotionally, he was fighting a difficult battle. Today would be another example and the battle would be with privacy. 

Privacy can be a curious animal. We close doors on prying eyes. We open doors to welcome the new. With those we trust, we can be familiar, sharing our deepest secrets, yet keeping our boundaries defined accordingly; if true lovers, then mutual self-sacrifice can involve nakedness, truly appropriate and meaningful, but not at the loss of self. 

The boundaries of privacy expand around greater territory for the stranger and much less for the beloved. Still, in all instances of trust, the curious animal of privacy is on its master’s leash, comfortable and secure. This affirmation of both closeness and distance adds to a renewed, stronger self.  

And so, the privacy of the person has boundaries. It has doors and windows. It is very much a home where the owner takes trespassing seriously. The proprietor can open windows, close blinds, pull curtains. The owner can hang a “no soliciting” sign.  Nevertheless, an owner can suffer trespassing, break and enter, stalking and even home invasion. 

A week before, Graham had been in the gym skipping rope, something he’d done forever. He remembers concentrating on the rhythm of the exercise. He was listening to the pickity-pickity-pickity of the skipping rope hitting the wooden flooring and the simultaneous durlump-durlump-durlump of training shoes doing their quick shuffle. In tandem to the beat of the rope and the rhythm of the shoes, Graham was conscious of his breathing, slow and deep. He could feel the steady thump of his heart, a heart rate kept low from decades of aerobic exercise.      

Then leaning in quickly, a military pointed to Graham’s moving  feet and said, “That’s all wrong.” Without dropping a stride the military disappeared somewhere towards some equipment rooms.  That was it … forty years of skipping rope … it had never happened before. It would never happen again after.

It was out of place, yet, thinking back to secondary school, it made sense. It was something that might happen in a high school gym with a student with a bone to pick, riding another student. It was a teenage provocation.  But who leans over into someone’s personal space to whisper a criticism when that person is in the heat of exercise?   

Today, with workout completed, Graham Ragsdale headed for the locker room. He stripped, grabbed his towel and headed into the showers. That day and it was the only day he could remember over the four straight months of attending the military gym on far side of the base that the shower area was abnormally empty.  The showers were found in a rectangular room much the size of a classroom. 

For Graham, much was measured in pencil-length, classroom-size and book weight.  With the shower heads, spaced a student-desk-width apart or a good three feet, there were easily fifteen or more shower heads on each of the four walls. Graham walked the length of the shower-sized classroom and turned on the shower. The water came out in a long, lone pencil-sharp form. For some reason, some of the shower heads were missing which made the water shoot out of the pipe in a steady, thick stream. He bent his head, leaned towards the wall resting his two arms against it about shoulder height and let the thick, sharp pencil of water spike his head.

Graham’s head was a very tight, very tense, very taut one. He was still reeling from the abrupt change in careers or rather from career to some limbo of a non-career, a waiting room. Yes, he would be waiting where no one comes. Immediately his union rep, Wolfgang, had told him he was leaving for Ottawa as part of the negotiation team for the next contract. However, he didn’t leave Graham with a go-to-person.  He just promptly disappeared. Graham would have no other union person to support him through another difficult time. Still, Graham had only received a representation that was suspect, and piecemeal. Yet, despite Wolf playing the game of “good cop” to the military’s “bad cop”, Graham appreciated having another person “pretending” to be on his side. 

During Wolf’s absence, no one from the union would come to help. Two members popped by unannounced. One was a union president (There were many unions involved with civilians.) and the other, a union leader, too. They talked about getting the ducks lined up and about Graham’s alleged harassment complaint being taken to Ottawa. They left that fall day with winter in the offing. Then it was spring passing and summer arriving. No communication of any sort. 

  Graham headed to the showers. He welcomed the hard rush of water on his head. He was alone. Odd? There were usually the bevy of retired military, aged, wrinkled and feeble-looking standing under the showers forever gazing at the younger, firmer bodies coming and going. They were always under the showers upon Graham’s arrival and departure, always watching, watching more than showering. Fantasizing? Graham found the group odd, but after a good workout, he enjoyed his showers and just ignored the staring eyes.

Today, it was odd again but odd with the unusual emptiness. There was not one person showering. Not even the old men were there. Strange? It was just Graham and the water. It was a relief to have the tight band around his head ease and relax. The water massage lessened the tightness that encircled his head like a crown of thorns. 

Unbeknownst to Graham, there was another naked man. He entered the showers shortly after Graham. With four walls of showers to choose from, he chose the same wall of showers as Graham. With Graham the lone man showering at that point, the naked man chose the shower immediately to Graham’s left. He had entered quietly. He hadn’t addressed Graham. He hadn’t whistled or hummed, something a naked person in a shower room might do to let the other person know that he was not alone. 

The first instant Graham became aware of the naked man to his left was a screech of “Eyou! Aah! Uuu!” It was the sound of disgust, the type of sound someone might make having found themselves sitting in doggie-do or some such mess. Graham opened  his eyes, slowly turning towards the sound. The man’s body language paralleled his sounds of disgust. He held his up towards Graham, palms facing outwards, fingers spread into a semi-circle.  Graham’s briefly met the man’s gaze set in a face that was contorted and distorted, that same “ugly face” that he’d been exposed to many times over. The stranger’s eyes were pinned on Graham as Graham was enjoying the pleasant massaging effect of the water on his head as he had been doing  since beginning his new job.  

Looking further to his left then swinging his neck around to the right, Graham had  quickly verified what he had known just a few minutes previously. There was not another soul to be found taking a shower. There was only Graham and this lone naked stranger who had noticed Graham enjoying the bouncing water and who, from the many choices of shower heads,  had chosen the  one next to Graham.  

Graham closed his eyes to ignore the scene, but nevertheless, he still heard a whisper. What was it saying? Listen! “Squeeze, squeeze all sense of privacy out of him. We are everywhere.  We can trespass your boundaries at will. Telephone calls home. Surprise visits into your classroom. Naked contacts under showers without a witness! We can arrange much more!”

“Squeeze, squeeze harder, tighter, tighter. There is a band around your head, Graham, that no amount of fast falling water can relieve.” This was the twenty-first century not the Middle Ages, but Graham felt the medieval screw twisting, and tightening the band around  his head, squeezing, crushing, flattening and penetrating.  

                                          CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

                                                                Smile 

Graham sat looking out the window of the military museum’s public reading room. His mind drifted to privacy issues. He had none, privacy, that is. He had many, privacy issues, that is. He remembered such concerns the very first few weeks there. It was November. 

In the dim light of the language laboratory, Graham was occupied.  

“Here you go,” said a voice.

A long arm holding a photograph was thrust between him and the monitor. Graham looked up to see Williams. 

“What do you think?”

Graham looked at the photographs in Williams’ hand. There were two of them; each was of Graham sitting in his cubicle in the language lab. 

“How did you ever take these photographs without my knowing?” is what Graham wanted to ask. 

Graham stared at the photographs. He wasn’t pleased. He felt miffed. Shouldn’t a person ask permission? Graham felt uncomfortable. He’ d only been at his new job for a few weeks. He didn’t like the idea of someone taking his photo without his knowing, without his asking.  It was unnerving for Graham to think that while he was working, someone had entered the lab without his knowledge and had  photographed him. Besides that, Williams had in his possession digital photographs that could be stored, circulated, augmented, printed – whatever the software allowed a photographer to do. 

 Three years later in the winter of 2003 in his third year of experiencing harassment, Williams entered Graham’s classroom with a large smile. He was holding a digital camera. Graham was at the white board writing and explaining a language point. 

“All right, students, I am here to take your photograph.” 

The young recruits were ready to obey. They had been so trained so.  Asking permission was not something the recruits expected.   

Pointing to each student, Williams instructed one at a time to come up to the front of the classroom. Williams pointed to a place against the white board where the student would stand. This was a yard away from where Graham was still standing. 

“All right, stand nice and tall in front of the board. Shoulders back. Smile.”

Graham was standing just off to the left of the shot.

Click went the camera.

Williams repeated this for each of the small group of students. Less than a few seconds to capture electronically, Williams had them for eternity in his electronic camera. 

There had been a flow to the photograph-taking with each student sliding back his chair, standing up and then walking toward the white board. As one student finished, it was expected that the next one would follow. Everyone in the classroom became part of the flow. Everything was innocent and ordinary, Williams was smiling; the students were co-operative; the camera was clicking away. Everyone was taking their turn; everyone was standing up in front of the board; everyone was being shot.   

“Now the teacher’s turn”

Graham felt suddenly caught. He was standing right there right at the white board, a yard or so away from the last student having his photograph being taken. Yes, he was aware of the flow yet, he was unable to pull himself from the current. He couldn’t get away. He stepped over to the right. Williams smiled; he aimed; his finger moved; he shot. Click!  In his mind’s eye, Graham’s hands went to his chest. No, he wasn’t dead, only bleeding. He wasn’t just wounded; he was also, captured.  In a click, Graham was locked away, shuttered forever in belly of the camera.  

Click. Click. The classroom door opened and then shut just like a camera shutter. Clickity click,  Williams’ boot heels could be heard hitting the vinyl flooring of the hallway as he left with his booty.

                                                                       ***

Wolf was sitting with Graham in a restaurant, something Wolf had suggested to ensure greater privacy by being off base. 

“I disagree,” Graham had said for the umpteenth time. 

“Listen, Wolf, Williams told the privacy investigator that he needed the photographs for identification purposes only. But every student carries a military ID card, photo and all. All photographs are taken by Base Photo and ID cards are done following prescribed security measures.” 

“Graham this is just a hare-brained idea of Williams trying to help the school’s main office identify the comings and goings of students.”

“Wolf, it is the teacher’s job to take attendance. The school knows who is absent. It is the student’s duty to contact his unit.”

 Graham wondered why Wolf was so obstinate about what Graham thought was a breach of privacy. 

“Wolf, let’s look at the big picture.  The right to privacy is the right to be left alone.   We are talking about security of the person so that the person feels safe. “

“That is your perception. You are feeling anxious given the complaints of harassment. You are just experiencing its effects. Don’t fall prey to your own illusions.”

“Well, let me paint it the way I see it.”

Wolf sat down and put his arms up behind his head and nodded consent. 

“I’m listening.”

“I can’t prove it, but there are rumours painting me in a bad light. My colleagues have pulled away from me shrinking my work space by making it impossible to move about the school and feel welcomed. If any staff befriend me, they risk being targeted.  Because I sense their aloofness, the cold shoulders, I have been forced to retreat only to my classroom and my small office at the time.  I have lost the physical space of hallways, colleagues’ offices, workrooms, lunchrooms.”

“You can’t prove that,” quipped Wolf.

Graham continued unabated. 

“We have already had the conversation about classroom visitations, a clear breach of privacy! Now about my losing my teaching position and being reassigned to the military museum’s reading room.

“That is only temporary until things are worked out. Didn’t the union brass visit you and tell you that the fight would be going to Ottawa.”

“Yes, they did and I haven’t heard from them since.”

“It takes time, Graham. You have to be patient.”

“Face it. My complaints go back to the summer of 2000. This is now 2004. Patience is a copout. Look at my situation from the privacy angle. I am sitting at a table doing menial tasks in a room used by the public. I have no phone.  I cannot leave anything on the walls to denote personal space: degrees, awards, family photos, mementos, filing cabinets or computer. In fact, I have no place to secure anything. Anyone could walk into the reading room while I am in the washroom, walk off with my laptop, my coat, my boots. I am not even officially a member of the staff at the museum.”

“Graham, you told them too much about yourself. You made the mistake. If you tell the military that you are feeling extremely anxious, then for your own benefit, it will put you somewhere safe. You have to admit that this is a safe place. It is quiet. It is on the other side of the base away from your colleagues and your alleged harasser, Williams.”

“That is not why I was removed. As you know in 2001, there was that incident about form 377. After the dispute resolution failed, Williams used a recording to prove that he hadn’t harassed me. Imagine, I had been secreted recorded, film or voice? Who knows! Probably film because it would have captured my planned inappropriate reaction to Williams’ harassment. 

So, Williams fooled the privacy investigator into accepting a sound recording. I believe there was more. In fact, I believe Williams captured me on film being appropriate. He would have had the camera turned away from him exposing only his voice. 

 More to the point, when a bully steals your digital picture or secretly records your voice, he is taking a part of your personal life. He owns your image and/or your voice. He has intruded on your privacy. He has taken something that belongs to you so private, your own image, your own voice. Digitally, he can manipulate your voice recording, your image  giving the world of the internet a 'surgically' unflattering 'new you', a 'new you' that the bully wishes to be.”

“Graham, you are letting your feelings do your thinking for you. You are magnifying  your fears. I really don’t know where you are going with all this.”

“Listen. Let me summarize. When a person is bullied, the bully works at destroying external and internal supports of the person's life. First, through vicious rumors and ugly incident spinning, bullies break off any surrounding support from colleagues or fellow students. Then the bully goes after the individual's self-esteem that might be built on accomplishments. With constant name-calling, accusations, blaming, physical intimidation of person or personal space, the bully continues to aim at the very center of a person.” 

“If you remember, Graham, the military decided that your claims of harassment would be dismissed. “

“You are right. But I am still holding my hope up for the final results of my privacy complaint. Meanwhile, these privacy issues are just part of the game plan. It is important to couple this idea with the constant bullying the target has endured. It is the myriad number of attacks against the person, the insults, accusations, grimaces, rumors, criticisms, blaming, shouting (raised voices), to name just a few of the attacks that lead up to the invasion of the private space and sanctity of body such a permeating intrusion.”

“I really don’t get this invasion stuff.”

“Okay, it is like that RCMP stuff with the women being molested. There were female  police officers that had affairs against their will.”

“Against their will?”

“Continued threat emotionally drains a person, so much so that the person can no longer say, “No.”

 The RCMP did their own investigation and found no coercion.”

“No coercion? Let me explain how it works.”

“It is similar to date rape where the potential rapist prepares his victim. He gets to slowly control the victim, demanding the victim do this or do that, wear this or wear that. It is called “grooming”. 

 It starts in small ways. The military trains helplessness and hopelessness into the target by keeping the harassment alive. They pretend things are being done by having a harassment process. Then, the harassment process, which is easily manipulated and even hidden,  is slowed by the designated officer for harassment.   In time, tired from complaining, fatigued from the forced confrontations, the target can no longer put up a fight. Like the Pavlov dog, he collapses, reacting no longer to the shocks, but helplessly accepts his situation.  This is the important part. Once your defense systems have been breached, your bully continues with intrusive attacks such as the taking of one’s image.”

“What are you some psychologist? Who would believe such poppycock?” 

 “Let me try another tack. It is very much like rape.”

“Rape? You really are going too far.”

“Try to understand?  Rape is many things. For one thing, it says, "I own you." I own your body and I own you. I can touch every intimate part of you. Without your being able to stop me, I have taken a copy of your voice, an image of your body. I have penetrated your private belief system. After all this prolonged harassment, you will see images of me in your mind. I can even go inside you. I can come inside with flashbacks of my appearance, my voice, my face, my comments. These will be as eternal as the digital images. For these images, and sounds of me, the harasser, will echo and reverberate within your mind for months, years to come. You may be stunned for a while, but when everything settles down and your anger subsides, you will hear him say, “I will come in the night; I will come in the day. I will crowd my self so much into your life,  that you will wonder where I begin and you end. In short, I own you – inside and out, when I am there and when I am not there.”

                                                           TWENTY-FOUR          

                                                                Per Diem

The telephone calls came regularly every thirty days or so from the secretary. She would phone on behalf of the retired officer, now the civilian manager, Mr. Dodd. He was a plump man, short, full head of hair, and youngish looking. As per Dodd’s request, Graham left the museum offices and walked the few hundred yards to his office. Walking in, he said hello to Dodd’s secretary, a most tired woman, totally devoted to her boss. There was the quick hello to Dodd, whose eyes showed real concern, real caring as Graham took a seat in the empty chair across from Dodd’s desk.  

“So!” opened Dodd, “the new DO (Designated Officer for Harassment) would like to meet you. He has just been too busy.”

 “Why would he meet me?” thought Graham. “I am supposed to have Wolf with me for protection, or representation. It is not a good idea to meet a military alone.”  Graham nodded then sat waiting. Then another thought, “The DO, as the Designated Officer was in charge of deciding what was or wasn’t harassment. If he is wanting to see me without the union, then he doesn’t want a witness. A witness to what?”

“Have you heard anything?” 

Graham shook his head but thought, “You’re really military under those civilian clothes. You know everything that is happening. Why ask me? This is a waiting game, waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

 “Well, if I hear anything …” were Graham’s parting words.

 At the military museum’s public reading room, Graham’s coat hung on the back of his chair. A bright orange extension cord, Graham’s own, ran from near the door to the water closet on the right, over two high bookcases, then down to his designated desk, a reading table. There it connected to his own small, black laptop he used to write the short historical anecdotes for the museum website. He had scoured his ideas from the books and magazines found on the dark shelves about him. There was a tall window to his left. The furniture was all dark wood, including the bookcases standing against most of the walls. There were two ancient frames, one on each of the walls to Graham’s immediate right and behind him, holding yellowed photos of military history. There were a few filing cabinets and one large public reading table in the middle. Yes, it was a comfortable room, but it was not a comfortable situation.

Yesterday’s encounter with the secretary had been singular. Denied his teaching role, Graham had attempted to assist the secretary with some suggestions, given Graham’s own abilities in writing and given his need to be a part of the workings of the museum. “You are not going to take over my job. I don’t want anyone interfering!” Then the museum secretary had glowered at him. Graham had left the room. He had simply offered an idea.

Early the next morning, he attempted to smooth things over, “I am sorry you were angered yesterday. I …” Graham was immediately cut off. The secretary stormed off into the room down the hall. It was tight full of shelving. From behind the banks of black boxes containing old photographs, old newspaper clippings and some old mementoes came a distant voice, “Angry? I am not angry!” she said, her voice hard, high and haughty. “I don’t think we have any need to discuss anything.” That was it. 

No, that was not it. There was more, always more. A few days later she changed her voice. She began speaking in a British accent. Well, it sounded British. Whatever the source of her affected speech, it was not hers. When visitors came in, she would greet them with her new speech. When the phone rang, she would greet the caller with her new speech. When volunteers arrived, she would give them directions with her new speech.   

Then there was a call from Dodd’ s secretary. “Hello, Graham, is everything all right up there?”

Graham reflected, “Why shouldn’t everything be fine here? Then again, why should anything be fine here?” But Graham didn’t say that. He thought again, “Is there something, I am doing? Or is this a warning that I better not do anything? Or is this a warning that I should be doing something? Certainly, my being at the museum office away from my usual job was proof that something was wrong. If something was wrong with me, then it would bound to have something wrong with those in whom I might come into contact.” But Graham didn’t say that. Dodd’s secretary continued, “Is everything all right with (Dodd’s secretary gave the secretary’s name.)?”

“There is nothing I know of. Seems like business as usual, “ answered Graham.   

Business as usual was Graham’s reference to the secretary’s exits from the water closet. The museum washroom exited briefly into the reading room before reaching the corridor. Accompanying her exits from the toilet was the usual foul odour that trailed after her into the reading room and lingered not so briefly. Presumably, she had digestion issues. It would take several minutes for the odour to dissipate. It hung almost visible to the naked eye, but certainly to the creative mind and Graham had a most creative mind. It was strong enough to cause Graham to wrinkle his nose and switch to breath solely through his mouth.  

But, it wasn’t business as usual that morning. “Bang!” had gone the toilet lid. Then,  “Bang!” had gone the bathroom door. Simultaneously, the museum secretary had exited the toilet while screaming at the ceiling. Graham had lifted his gaze from his laptop screen, swung his neck to the right and saw a gesticulating woman hurrying into the corridor. 

Her pronouncement, “DO NOT LEAVE THE TOILET SEAT UP. LEAVE IT DOWN!” was very loud. It shook the air around the reading room; it echoed down the empty corridors and into the empty rooms. It made its way to all that emptiness on Graham’s inside, filling those empty corridors of self, of that new nobody experience with everything that defined Graham seemingly denied, assuredly absent, and possibly, hopefully still responsive.   

It was a shout and Graham’s pie-plate eyes, jerking head and gapping mouth, all in one rapid, rabid sequence were the confirming attestations. Her voice was powerful; she was powerful, all one hundred and eighty pounds. Her announcement, her pronouncement caught Graham unexpectedly. It had reminded him of other shouting, other raised voices. His shoulders and neck tightened up a notch.   

The telephone call continued regularly every thirty days of so from the secretary.   Each time Graham would leave the museum offices and walk the few hundred yards to his office. There was “Hello.” to Dodd’s secretary, then Dodd himself, whose eyes said, “I am the good officer. Williams is the bad officer. You can trust me.”

“So!” opened Dodd, “the new DO would like to meet you. He has just been too busy.”

 Graham nodded. This would go on for some time. He sat waiting. 

“Have you heard anything?” Graham shook his head but thought, “ It was all part of some horrible game.” 

Honestly, he could not discern what was happening to him until it happened. Even then, he couldn’t fathom the slick, greasy machine that continued operating against him. Wasn’t it Confucius who said, “No matter where you journey, YOU will be there.” Graham considered the wisdom for a moment and then thought, “No matter where you journey, THEY will be there.”

 “Well, if I hear anything …” were Graham’s parting words. 

The calls continued once a month.  It was the same routine. In between, there was always the museum secretary.

A few days later, Graham was helping a visitor who had entered the museum offices. Standing back a comfortable two-foot distance, he was answering questions when the secretary walked in from the back door.  “Can you answer a question for this visitor, please?” There was no time for the visitor to move or for Graham, for that matter,  when the secretary without losing her rhythm, took a few quick steps and quickly squeezed herself between Graham and the gentleman visitor.  In front, the visitor stepped back quickly to make room for her prominent breasts. Behind, Graham stepped backwards a step or two to make room for her prominent cheeks. She took over helping the visitor not giving Graham a second thought.  Graham returned to his holding cell.

By Christmas, there was a staff get-together, to which Graham was not invited. However, he had been invited to tea. It was every afternoon about 3PM and every morning about 10AM. Graham was routinely and gaily invited to afternoon and morning tea. There would be a lovely heavy china pot full of rich, black tea made exactly as it should. 

Yes, warm the teapot with hot water until its outside becomes warm to the touch. Dump its contents. Then in go the two tea bags and then on top the freshly boiled water. Let steep for five minutes and pour. Aw! You can almost taste it. There’s nothing like a spot of tea to get one’s spirits up.  

But in Graham’s experience, it hardly raised the spirits. It wasn’t the tea. It was the company. On Graham’s first three attempts at “tea with the ladies”, the secretary controlled the calling of all to tea, the making of the tea, the preparing the plate of biscuits, and the conversation. No matter what Graham did the secretary would exclude him. She would pour the tea around, offer the cookies and initiate the conversation. She was a gracious queen, always inviting one friend from across the street at the base library, a library volunteer or the surprise visit of the supervisor. With the threesome seated, she would direct her gaze, her allusions, her attention, her body language all in welcoming the visitor or supervisor and equally using all in excluding Graham. After a few tea times, Graham stopped attending. Nevertheless, each morning and afternoon, the cheery voice would call Graham to tea. Whether it was the museum secretary wanting Graham or Dodd’s secretary wanting Graham, Graham would remain a wanted man.  

With the Christmas holidays over and a good rest and time to think, (Actually, he had spent most of the almost two weeks convalescing on the couch. The attention Graham was getting from all quarters was exhausting.) Graham was determined to do something about his situation. His head seemed slightly less heavy and his wherewithal seemed less distant. 

 The telephone calls continued to come in.  Graham had walked the few hundred yards to Dodd’s office.   

“So!” opened Dodd, “the new DO would like to meet you. He has just been too busy. Have you heard anything?”

 “Maybe, I should talk to him. I need some help.” Graham wanted to return to teaching, wanted some human contact, wanted to do something substantial again. 

“I want to teach. Maybe there is some tutoring I could do. Maybe,  …”

Graham was talking at length for the first time. 

“I think I can get the DO to meet with you, Graham.” Dodd smiled. “Maybe work something out?”

Graham answered and kept talking.

Surprised at this turn of events with the heretofore, reticent Graham talking at length, Dodd jerked back in his seat surprised by the seemingly new Graham. He got up from his desk, almost running to the door to shut it.

Once the door was shut, he turned to Graham again, “Can you meet him alone without the union rep?” asked Dodd.

Graham nodded yes, but he hadn’t wanted to say yes. He knew it was another game to be played. He knew that it was coming. He now knew he was unable to stop it.

“What is it with this inability to say, “No!” Something was beginning to happen. What was it?  I could have said “No,” Graham told himself. Maybe, he meant, “I should have said, “No.” But that was not it. He had been corralled, saddled and reined in like some bucking bronco. Given ample time to kick, jump and bite, Graham was now emotionally exhausted, physically used up and spiritually spent. There all of a sudden was nothing left, the fighting spirit gone. 

“Strange? How did that happen?” 

“Good I will get back to you,” said Dodd.

Within a week, Graham had a time and a date to meet the DO alone. Graham let Wolfgang know. For the first time in all the emails and all the faxes sent, he answered. 

“Do not meet with more than one military. I have heard some ugly things happening otherwise.”

Within a few days, Graham received a call from the DO.

“Hello, Graham. I am afraid that I cannot meet with you until after my course at 4:30. I hear that is a bad time for you, low energy. You like the early morning.”  

On the day of the meeting, Graham received a message delivered by the secretary. “Sorry, I will be a half hour late. Don’t cancel. I will be there.” The only thing left out of the message was, “I hear that is a bad time for you, low energy. You like the early morning.”

Graham arrived at the DO’s office. In the waiting room, an officer told him that he would be going into the meeting, too. “If you go in, I go out!”

Graham was only able to say “No!”  because Wolf had given him permission to do so with that solitary email.  

The DO arrived all brimming with smiles. He was going to enjoy himself. He talked and talked about the process, interspacing his rant with, “As you said, Graham, you are broken and need time to heal.” Graham had said no such thing. 

As the DO went on and on, Graham got the feeling that he was conveying the idea that the process would never really end. He also got the idea that the DO knew that Graham was not at his best being cognitively fatigued.  The DO might have heard that it was a bad time for him, low energy. Graham would undoubtedly  have preferred the early morning.

Once again the DO said, “As you said, Graham, you are broken and need time to heal.” He would strategically add the comment thrice more.  

If there was a message here, it was, “I am the DO. Read between the lines. There will be no end to the process. I am in charge of the harassment complaints. Look where you are now with all those complaints you have written. Weren’t your complaints first verified by a military harassment officer and weren’t they also checked by at least one civilian harassment officer? In short, no hope, no help. Yes, hopelessness and helplessness.”

The next day, Graham’s anxiety took a jump. He talked non-stop to whomever he met and didn’t come down from this driving anxiety and endless self-chatter until the day after. Periodically thereafter, he would wake up at night, hyperventilating, feeling that he needed to run away from something, thinking that there was something to run away from. Then each Friday as he left the military base, he would feel his spirits fall. Down, down, down into this dark hole. Digging in his fingers, digging in his toes, he clawed his way out of the hole every Friday, so that by the evening, he was back to himself.

 Yes, it was very important that Graham see the Designated Officer for Harassment - ALONE. “As you said, Graham, you are broken and need time to heal.”

One Wednesday, the museum secretary could be heard welcoming the school volunteers. There was lots of laughter and teasing and eating of treats. Graham wandered down to say hello to some of the volunteers he had met over the past few months. 

As Graham entered, the school secretary spun around immediately to face him. Suddenly in a paroxysm of spasms, she bent at the knees, thrust her back at a 45-degree angle, and flashed her hands up towards Graham. Palms facing outwards, fingers spread into a semi-circle, she brought her hands back towards her, jolting them both spasmodically and simultaneously. Her face was contorted and distorted, screeching “Eyou! Aah! Uuu!” - that sound of disgust of someone finding  himself sitting in doggie-do or some such mess.  

Then she quickly turned to her left and walk-sprinted to her computer stall, sat heavily and busied herself, typing frantically, trying to escape into cyberspace. Everyone stood staring at Graham. 

Their expressions read, “Guilty as condemned!”

 What could Graham do?  Actions speak louder than words.    

Monday found Graham sitting at his chosen reading table in the military museum’s public reading room. He sat at the smaller of two tables, the one in the corner facing a window that looked out upon a lone tree. Leaves gone, it stood naked under the autumn clouds. There was no picnic table under it, park bench near it or walking path beside it. It stood by itself, ignored except for the periodic visits of mowers, their machines encircling it, their sharp blades turning, spinning and cutting. Its bark had curled back as if frightened at the thought of an eventual blade toppling it to the ground, perhaps to make room for the encroaching parking lot. Isolated, alone and under threat, the tree could be seen from the outside reflected in the windowpane in front of which Graham sat. His own reflection found a singular man isolated, alone and under threat, encircled by many mouth-machines, their sharp tongues turning, spinning and cutting, his very skin seemingly curling back fearing, fantasizing forever fleeing the eventual toppling-to-the-ground. 

                                  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

                                                           The Expected 

“Then there was the phone message  Left on the phone, Wolf’s voice simply said, “Hello. Wolf here. Yeah, the military are anxious to clear up the grievances.” That was it. There was no “I hope you are doing fine.” It was, “You left a mess down here. Help us clean it up so there is no stain on anyone. We can’ t parcel this up.”

Of course, the most of the important grievances with Wolf’s help were never filed.  Anyway, Wolf had asked Graham for a letter asking all the grievances be cancelled. He had asked that the investigation into the privacy violation be cancelled. Graham had done all that being unable to say, “No.” 

  “There was no queries as to good health or good luck. 

Perhaps, there was no need. Perhaps, Wolf knew what would likely come. A month later, Graham fell ill. For the next thirteen weeks, he lay on his back, totally exhausted, too weak to even listen well. He had his appetite but that was all. 

During this convalescence, an  unexpected letter arrived from the Privacy Commissioner asking for details about the digital photograph at the blackboard. Graham was too sick to answer. By February, another unexpected letter arrived stating that the military had been found guilty of violating Graham’s privacy rights. He had thirty days to act. Graham was back at work but hardly. He could not follow up on any action given his present state of health. 

  Still Graham could not return to his former health of fifty push-ups, eight chin-ups, half-hour skipping sessions, his weight-lifting and periodic one hour or two hour jogs. He had been doing this in April 2004 at fifty-six years of age. Despite his doing the most basic of routines slowly and as regularly as he could, Graham would never return to his routine, or half his routine, or a quarter of his routine. His chin-ups fell to zero, his push-ups to ten, his skipping to ten minutes off and on and his jogging disappeared all together. It had happened suddenly after four full years of abuse, but not from want of trying.

A year later, Graham, sent a letter to the person responsible for military privacy. He had asked for a copy of all correspondence relating to harassment. He received a letter saying please wait despite it being law that Graham receive everything within thirty days. At thirty days, Graham received another letter saying there would be a delay. Then he received no further correspondence. 

Then the union phoned him for two weeks straight leaving a long message each time on the phone. Then after a short interlude, there were daily calls from Ottawa with no message left. Checking the number, Graham discovered the call came from a general phone from the campus of the University of Ottawa. Then another brief week of nothing. Then there were two weeks of calls, always during the day when everyone was away. These calls came from Arizona, a place in the states where Williams had relatives and where he was planning to retire. Still no message was left. Then after a month so a letter arrived from the military demanding Graham settle the grievances. The letter was sent registered mail a couple of times. 

Graham felt he wanted nothing to do with any of them for the time being. He gave no answer.  

                                CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

                                               Perfection 

“Come in!” shouted Carolyn. She had been expecting him. 

“Good morning!” said Graham with his sense of purpose resounding in his voice as well as in his stride. 

 “I sense a certain direction in your voice. You want to share something. Something has happened. Tell me. I am curious.”

“I can hardly put it into words. Let’s see …” Graham paused, biting his bottom lip.

“I guess I’ll start with the beginning. I went to see my doctor about my fatigue because I had been experiencing fatigue and fatigue wasn’t one of the symptoms associated with prostate cancer.”

“It seems to me that you are really working on your cancer. Keeping an eye not just on diet, exercise and thought as you had mentioned last time you came to see me, but also on symptoms.”

“That’s right. This fatigue has a history. As a matter of course, I usually have too much energy. I could work on gardening the whole day and then go for a thirty-minute run. I’m usually in the gym daily for a forty-minute workout.”

“Fit and energetically so. I would gather you feel good about the fact.”

“ Yes, it has always been part of me. However, with the bullying going on, I was concerned about my health. I realized a little too late that if I quit my job I might get sick.”

“Well, you did quit your job. Did you get sick?”

“I did. I quit and found a job as a drama teacher in Chibougamau, Quebec.”

“That’s way up north, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Up in Quebec in the James Bay area. It’s French. It’s isolated and it has lots of outdoor activities. I loved it.”

“It was a good choice.”

“Yeah, especially in that I did fall sick and with my new job seventy-five percent of my salary was covered.”

“Was that planned?”

“I didn’t want to use my new job in that way, but in case I fell sick. I needed financial support. I did fall sick after my first six weeks on the job. I was flat on my back recovering from pneumonia for a good three months afterwards.”

“How was that?”

“Well. It was a matter of doing nothing and resting a lot. I returned to work three months later but never to the level of fitness I had had previously. I knew I had been hammered by the military and that it would take time for my body to recover.”

“Did it?”

“No. I was able to teach but not run.”

“By the end of the summer, we had moved down South ‘cause it was too isolated for Annie. Even at the new school, I was unable to run. This went on from the fall of 2004 to right now.” 

“Well, if the energy level was something you were missing, what did you do about it?”

“Nothing. I figured I would need time to recover. I had taken a lot of abuse from the military over four years. Last year I starting resting at lunch, taking a nap.”

“For someone, who loves exercising, that must have been hard.”

“Yes, I had just started a new job as a guidance counselor, so I figured that it was just workplace stress. You know getting used to a new job.”

“I am guessing it wasn’t. You have some new information about your condition, don’t you?”

“One thing I never mentioned was the fact that I grew up with a heart murmur.”

“A heart murmur?”

“Yes, the heart makes a murmuring sound. It happens because one of my valves is restricted meaning the blood has to force its way into  through an opening that is not as large as it should be.”   

“I get the picture. All the anxiety with your heart pumping more often and with the intensity of the feeling worked against your heart?”

“That’s it in a nutshell. Severe anxiety brought on by my dealing with a hostile workplace targeted my heart.”

“Yes, I understand. Remember when we first started meeting? We  talked how bullying leads to that. Look at this chart.” Carole had stood up and leaned over to her right to a bookcase. Bringing down a binder, she flipped it open to a tab. She flipped back the tab and took out a page.  It was entitled ‘Workplace Bullying” 

                  THE PROCESS OF WORKPLACE BULLYING

1. Stressful Work Environment

2. Unrelieved Stress

3. Early Physical & Emotional Symptoms

4.Negative Attitudes and Perceptions

5. Job Dissatisfaction

6.  Job Depression, Frustration, Low Morale, Anger & Hostility, Exhaustion

7. Isolation

8. Withdrawal

9. Chronic Absenteeism

10. Illness

11. Disease 

“Graham, this is a standard process of how to bring someone like you, a whistleblower, to your knees.” 

 “Graham, what about the unrelieved stress?”

“Well, a person gets so stressed out that he can’t think straight. He feels there is no escape. So, I found little relief in my exercising and other past-times. The military are experts in this area and know how to keep your experience so full, there is no escape from the pressure. The military do everything in the extreme when it attacks. It is basic military training.    I was watching an episode last night from the TV series, The Fugitive. In a way, I am a fugitive, an innocent target and still am, running away from the abuse. In a show called, Landscape with Running Figures,  a character explains the fugitive’s mental state, “Strip enough away from him. All you have left is a sick animal. Sick animals don’t think very well.” I decided to fight against bullying and stayed in that stressful environment. ”. 

“Graham,   it’s as if you were in a battle royal and you have been pinned down by enemy fire or pinned down by an opponent, frozen into inactivity. You struggle and struggle, but you are going nowhere. The frustration is immense. You feel helpless, hopeless. There is no answer, no way out, no rescue.”

“Carolyn, you are reading my experience so well.”

“Good. Now, Graham, emotionally you were all shaken up, upset, furious, resentful -  plain angry. You were   off balance because anyone ‘shaken up’ does not have  his feet planted firmly on the ground.”

“Carole, yes, that’s it.  Just like the DO or designated officer for harassment. Each time she met with you in that room, you were given a beat-up chair on wheels with a back that gave you no support. With the wheels, you could not get a firm hold on your location, a hardwood floor kept waxed. You rolled to the left, or you rolled to the right, or you rolled to the front, or you rolled  to the back. With each expression of tension in your body, be it a nervous movement of the foot or a uneasy leaning aft, fore, port or starboard,  you found yourself moving off centre.”

“  …after  another  daily session of harassment, you would arrive home stunned, completely defeated having been given a thorough  thumping about in regards to your status. Anything and everything that gave you lift, dignity, value, accomplishment was dealt with by a vicious  blow. In short, Graham, you were exposed to an environment that had been turned into a hell-hole. ” 

 “Wow, Carole, do you ever understand where I am coming from. What’s the next step? Oh, yes, “Early physical & emotional symptoms”.

“Graham, did you have headaches, upset stomach, butterflies or any other physical or emotional symptoms? And how strong were they? Let’s say from ‘not-at-all’, to ‘somewhat’, then ‘moderately’ and finally ‘a lot’?

Well, after the initial bullying I was nervous when I got to school – somewhat. I also was apprehensive – a lot. With the first, unfounded criticisms coming from Alys Howell, I feared further disapproval – a lot.  Of course, I did have a constant fear that something terrible was about to happen. I had seen so much that the military got away with and especially with what they were capable of that I began to fear some trick that the military would pull to get me into trouble - a lot. In the beginning I got headaches - a lot and certainly, butterflies upon arriving at work – a lot. There was the beginning of pressure in my chest, which was moderate. Generally, speaking I was somewhat uptight, too.

“Based on your responses Graham, and according to my measurements, Graham, you were suffering from mild anxiety during the summer of 2000. And you still had four years to go. Did it lessen at any time?” 

“Heck, no. It grew worse. Despite being a positive person, it seemed I couldn’t help but develop negative and positive distorted attitudes and perceptions. For example, the military kept criticizing everything I did so unfairly that I began to watch everything I did. It was what the military had planned for me. If they nitpick you, you start looking for nits in everything you do, say or think. I began to plan my lessons to avoid further unfair criticism.”

“Graham, it seems that this forced ‘perfectionism’ would raise your anxiety. It is called a ‘self-defeating belief’.” Carolyn reached for her binder and pulled out another sheet, which she handed to Graham. 

“Here is a list of self-defeating beliefs that abusers use to get control of you and to punish you. They try to get you believing in them. 

COMMON SELF-DEFEATING BELIEFS

Emotional perfectionism: “I should always feel happy, confident, and in control of my emotions.”

Performance perfectionism: “I must never fail or make a mistake.”

Perceived perfectionism: “People will not love and accept me as a flawed and vulnerable human being.”

Fear of disapproval or criticism: “I need everybody’s approval to be worthwhile.”

Fear of rejection:” If I ‘m not loved, then life is not worth living.”

Fear of being alone: “If I’m alone, then I’m bound to feel miserable and unfulfilled.”

Fear of failure: “My worthwhileness depends on my achievements (Or my intelligence or status or attractiveness).”

Conflict phobia: “People who love each other shouldn’t fight.”

Emotophobia: “I should not feel angry, anxious, inadequate, jealous, or vulnerable.”

Entitlement: “People should always be the way I expect them to be.”
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Graham read the list slowly. Taking his time, he pointed at the first one. The first one that “I should always feel happy, confident, and in control of my emotions.” Well, you know as stupid as it sounds, as immature as it sounds, I believe that out of spite in refusing to buy into the military’s negativity, I began telling myself just that. 

“What do you mean, Graham?” 

“Well, I wasn’t going to let myself lose the happiness in my job that I had or my ability to remain calm or my confidence!”

Carolyn repeated Graham’s words, “I wasn’t going to let myself lose the happiness in my job that I had or my ability to remain calm or my confidence.”

“No, I wasn’t!”

“But did you?”

“Carolyn, I am a confident teacher. I love teaching adults. I am happy at it. Very happy. Not always, but most of the time”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“ I started believing that I wouldn’t be unhappy, frazzled, but I had so many intrusions into my privacy, my classroom, my teaching day, that I couldn’t be happy, I couldn’t be confident.”

“So, if your reality had changed, why did your beliefs change?”

“Well, in trying to stand up for myself, I told myself I must. I believed that the military had no right to interfere with my work. I wouldn’t let them. I WOULD always feel happy, confident, and in control of my emotions  I believed I should be so.”

“Graham?”

“I know. I know. I know. It sounds so irrational. But, I found it so hard to think straight after awhile. I began to take on self-defeating beliefs.”

“Graham, be kind to yourself. You were one against a mob. The military had its usual plan. You had no plan. You were surviving or trying to. Survival is not a plan.” Carolyn smiled. She continued, “Graham number two, Performance Perfectionism. It is one of the main ones. The military complain so much about your performance that you try to cover all the bases. You try to keep everything perfect. Once you start doing it, you start believing in it. Cults use this all the time. Once you copy the expected behaviour; you start accepting the belief behind it.    Once you start thinking this way, you end up believing it. You create more negative self-defeating beliefs, thereby suffering more anxiety, and probably anger and depression. 

Then there is the number nine self-defeating belief: Emotophobia where you think: “I should not feel angry, anxious, inadequate, jealous, or vulnerable.” Yet you think this way because the other self-defeating beliefs were not something that you wanted to believe in and deep down didn’t, but because you wanted the pain to stop, you started ‘acting’ in the way the military wanted and by doing the behaviour, you accepted the beliefs. Consequently, you begin telling yourself that you shouldn’t feel this way, thereby accepting  another self-defeating belief. All this ‘craziness’ type of thinking would decrease job satisfaction”

“Carole, that was a tricky one. I loved my job and could do a great job because I was always happy doing it. I remember Wolfgang always wondering how I could leave the dispute resolution session and go back to class or back to my office and work on my preparation for class. He thought I could not turn off one and then turn on the other. The truth was that whenever I do anything related to working with students learning English as a second language, I get excited. Still, the fact of going to the building, walking the corridors and going to the office was not satisfying. So I guess you could say the employment with the military was not satisfying, but my work was. Does that make sense?”

“Yep! How much dissatisfaction?”

“ A lot.”

“ There is also number four from that list, Fear of Disapproval or Criticism, where a person begins to believe  “I need everybody’s approval to be worthwhile.” Despite my not believing that. The continued pain of the harassment forces a person to fear further disapproval. It was painful hearing the continued litanies of what was wrong with one’s job performance even though the accusations and blaming were unfounded. You found yourself wanting to meet with everyone’s approval just to get the nitpicking to stop. Of course, it would never stop. By believing you need the military’s approval, you would begin to think in a self-defeating way, which  would increase your anger, anxiety or depression. “

 I must mention that   I was tricked into giving my harassment complaint to civilian personnel. Complaints sent to the DO are always confidential. One day while talking to the military manager and a civilian personnel officer, it was suggested that I send my complaints to her, which I did.  The manager sent me incorrect minutes of these encounters with the manager, and the civilian personnel officer. Of course, I had to correct them and give the background. All these letters sent to Personnel became non-confidential and interrupted as proof of my incompetence. I was taken from my job and put elsewhere. Yes, the military gave me a choice of jobs but I protested and did not want any other job. I was under-tasked, isolated in the new environment. I was there about a year. Total dissatisfaction. This led to low morale not being in my vocation. I was frustrated because I didn’t know how to deal with it all. Also, the date was September 2003. I had been harassed for three long years. As planned by the military, I had ended up exhausted. After a year of that, I found a job elsewhere and quit.  I fell sick with pneumonia. Within two years I was dragging my self around, taking naps at noon so I could finish the days work. Then in 2007, I was diagnosed with cancer. Then the biggy.”

“Is this what you wanted to tell me?”

“Carolyn, I found out what the fatigue was. I was supposed to have an operation for the cancer in June. Now in May a few weeks before the operation, my cardiologist tells me that I need to have my heart valve, the heart murmur problem, fixed, replaced within a month. Open heart surgery for a guy  who has exercised his entire life, and ate right!” 

Carolyn’s eyes, face, mouth, shoulders and sigh mirrored Graham’s revelation of disbelief. She stayed silent, catching the moment, feeling the impact and trying to read Graham as best she could. Definitely, she was with him in the moment. She waited.

“But you know, Carolyn, I know my heat took a pounding. The military kept the pressure up and I chose the thoughts that kept me in what must  have been severe anxiety. There was a long pause. Carolyn,  if I tell you how I felt the last part of harassment by the military, could you scale it.”

Carolyn nodded. She pulled out her Burns’ Anxiety Inventory and started measuring. It took about a minute and Carolyn told him that according to his physical symptoms from January 2003 until August 2004, a period of almost two years, Graham had wavered between severe anxiety and extreme anxiety.

“Thanks, Carolyn, you know I accept my part of the responsibility for deciding to fight it. But the military’s plan had always been to say you can fight alleged abuse, but they make it impossible to have the issues addressed or the abusers punished. Not that I wanted anyone punished, I only wanted my students’ rights. I especially wanted to teach unhindered. The truth is that if a civilian complains, that civilian gets punished.”

“Graham, before you go, can I look at the last self-defeating belief?”

“Sure. Let’s see …”Graham had picked up the paper again. He pointed to  Entitlement: 

Yes, said Carolyn. That one, “People should always be the way I expect them to be.”

“Well, certainly people in authority should do their job. That’s to be expected.”

“Have you ever noticed, Graham, the amount of white collar crime reported in the newspaper?”

“Yes. But I don’t get your point.”

“Well, lets say all those bankers. Are they expected to be honest and hardworking?”

“Yes” said Graham.

“Well, are they.”

“Well, hell no. What is this a joke, Carolyn?”

“No, Graham. Let’s face it. Lots of people don’t do their jobs the way we believe they should. There are lazy workers, dishonest ones …all types.”

“Go on.”

“Well, why insist that your military be honest. You are setting yourself up for frustration. You have no control over them. No one is going to live up to your expectations, Graham. Who are you? Can you control what they do? Isn’t it more important for them to do what you don’t want just to get you  back, just to raise your anxiety or whatever?

“Yes.”

“Then accept the situation. You can prefer that they do something or be something. But you cannot insist. Otherwise, you will be very frustrated. Anyway, it is irrational and self –defeating.”

“I get it,” concluded Graham.

                                                CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

                                                           Final Comment

It was a parcel, a good-sized, string-tied, brown-papered one. With the postal requirements completed and the customary “Thank-you.” uttered and the “You’re welcome.” received, the parcel now sat alone on a small vacant postal counter. It weighed next to nothing.  It had not been ordered. It held no company logos or markings. It was just an old-fashioned, brown-papered, string-tied, friendly-looking, family-type parcel-from-home. It was a surprise-parcel. When shaken, the parcel sounded like loose paper. Its rectangular sides measured eight inches deep by thirty long by eighteen wide. It held Graham Ragsdale’s attention completely.  

Its size, surprise and appearance reminded Graham of his own childhood.  The regular arrival of brown-papered parcels from overseas had been a yearly tradition. Being only the first week of September, it couldn’t be a Christmas package! Still, there were the images of parcels-past filled with expensive English woolens with English toffees tucked up sweater sleeves and rolled inside scarves. Such parcels brought letters and photographs of the now ceased senders of parcels, now deceased aunts, uncles and grandparents, unforgotten loved ones.

Graham ran his house key along the parcel’s top seam. He repeated the movement back and forth a few times. Then from both sides, he sawed at the left cardboard flap, which quickly burst open given him a sudden view of its contents, piles of brightly drawn thank-you cards. Graham now remembered their being in the hundreds. 

In a bid to escape the exuberance of the museum office clerk and at the same time,  to attract school  children to the military museum, Graham had quickly written a chapter book called Triangle Island. He would read it in as many schools and in as many classrooms as possible. He was desperately trying to put some distance between himself and his experiences at the military museum public reading room. 
Within a few short months, Graham found himself suddenly, occasionally and momentarily surrounded by gracious welcomes, positive remarks, kindly faces and thankful administrators. 

This was the source of the hundreds of student thank-you notes that had come tumbling from the cardboard box. Forced into retreat and into a hastened retirement, Graham had left the military museum public reading room without time to pack up his thank-you notes.      

 Graham glanced away from the student-made thank-you cards. With his house key held tight, he sawed the other cardboard flap loose. Then he  pried the cardboard box wide open. Exploring  the contents of the large box, he dug his right hand beneath the joy-giving, success-remembering, youth-exuberant letters of appreciation. He felt it before he saw it.  He found something expected and more in line with the military museum office. 

Although he had never used any of the table drawers in the museum reading room, he knew their contents having looked there once or twice for paper and pen. Graham had remembered several trash filled drawers. They were full of useless, used catalogues cards, bent tacks, odd-matching screws, broken plastic covers, twisted file cards of various sizes, crooked paper clips, torn rubber stamps, different sized elastics, discarded used envelopes, scrapes of paper, bits of wood and general desk sweepings. 

The military museum’s public reading room table drawers had changed little over the decades leading up to Graham’s forced retirement, being in their state long before Graham’s arrival, remaining in said state dutifully during his twelve month sequester and then disappearing miraculously shortly after his departure. The drawers were suddenly spic and span, the contents having been emptied into the cardboard box before being sprinkled with the balance of hundreds of thank-you cards. 

Graham’s parcel, a good-sized, string-tied, brown-papered one, never left the postal station. It had weighed next to nothing, hadn’t been ordered, and really wasn’t a surprise. With the postal requirements completed, the customary thank-you uttered and the parcel now received and opened, it now sat in a canister beside a small postal counter, its jetsam finally reaching its destination joining  the totally rejected, the shunned, the thrown aside.  

Meanwhile outside the post office, Graham had stopped momentarily under the Canadian flag. Looking up, he had thought of the French words to the national anthem, “carry the cross”, “steeped in faith” and  “protect our homes and our rights”.   For a brief moment, Graham closed his eyes and felt what lay behind his eyes, under his skin. He could not define it, but it felt hard, cold, heavy, and impenetrable. If he could only make a road of these stones, a road to somewhere! Hadn’t he kept his faith? Hadn’t he carried the cross?

It seemed that he could analyze his thoughts, talk about injustice and even explain the process – but all from a distance. When his thoughts came to the surface and he became upfront and personal, matching the analysis intimately to the perpetrators, he faltered. There arose this wall or better, this floor of dark, hard stone that literally stopped him in his tracks. He could go no further. He was stuck.  

  Over time, the paralyzing snowstorm of the mind would eventually settle.  Graham would be able to piece the events together. The pieces would painstakingly make cruel,  terrible sense, and Graham would be able to retrace his steps through the fallen white, finding a path to somewhere. 

On the road to life, Graham would pick up his pace, would lengthen his stride, and would choose a new path. He would visualize throwing out all his past memories, his profound hurts, depositing them deep into the bottom of the same, but now imagined post office canister. 

                                                               END

