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“Emotion, which is szﬂéring, ceases to be mﬂering

as soon as we form a clear and precise picture qf it.”

—VIKTOR FRANKL in Man’s Search for Meaning,

quoting Benedictus de Spinoza’s Ethics






(hapter One

T WAS TUESDAY, JULY 16, 2013. I was away at a scientific con-

ference at the University of Colorado, in Boulder, I had just returned
from a poster viewing session where I talked with fellow scientists and
had a few cold beers. My family was back in Columbus, preparing to
fly out to meet me the next day, after the conference wrapped up. I
was just about to sit down at my spartan dorm room’s desk and edit a
manuscript [ had been working on, which showcased my lab’s recent
discoveries, but needed to run to the restroom first to get rid of the
excess volume that beer brings to its consumer. When I returned, I saw
that my mobile phone had some unusual texts on it. There were a few
from neighbors back home.

“Dude, what in the hell is going on at your house?”

“Is everything OK?”

And then the big one: “This is Detective Starr from the Franklin
County Police Department. Please call me as soon as possible.”

I had a hunch about what this text meant. But it really couldn’t be
possible. I'd barely done that. The people I'd read about in the news
were people with stockpiles of this shit, or they were part of far more
devious activities—part of some underground organization. I doubted
[ would ever be a blip on anyone’s radar. I just wasn’t “that guy.” This
wasn’t a hobby or recreation for me, and besides, it was right there,
open and free. It couldn’t be that.

[ was already bargaining with myself.

There were no texts from my wife.

So I called the number.

“Dr. Pelloski. This is Detective Starr. Thank you for promptly call-

ing back. Right now, we have your wife and children who are sitting on
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your couch—they are OK—and our team is searching your house for
all computers and digital equipment. These will be confiscated. Can
you tell me why you are involved with child pornography?”

My body felt as if its entire blood volume had been instantly
replaced with ice water. I had never sobered up in a fraction of a second
before. My liver must have given off a heat plume that could be viewed
from a spy satellite, as it metabolized all the ethanol floating around in
me in an instant. I could barely speak, and neither could he. I am sure
the adrenaline of a bust gets the better of even the most experienced
law enforcement officers.

It was an awkward conversation, with pressured speech on one side
and reluctant, soft incoherence on the other. I could not believe this
was happening. My wife and kids were in the house, and had been for
an hour or so, while agents looked though drawers and closets and
dismantled digital cameras and external hard drives in front of them.
My wife had been questioned about my activities and predilections as
she was handed affidavits and search warrants and a pile of paperwork
inches thick.

They had been watching me.

“The preliminary results of the scans of one of your computers, the
desktop in that back room? Yeah, we were able to pull some disturb-
ing images from them. Any reason why we are finding these on your
computer?”

[ couldn’t even muster an excuse that sounded plausible to myself.
“It was ... a mistake.”

“Mistake? Really? We have watched you going on there multiple
times in the last six to nine months, Chris. One time—maybe that’s a
mistake. But ¢’mon, man, this is no mistake.” Jesus. “We saw that you
watched a video of a six-year-old girl performing oral sex on a grown
man a few weeks ago.”

I stammered, “I was just looking for ... teen stuff... I...” I thought
I could hide behind one of the most common search terms used on the
Internet. An excuse that was both lame and creepy in its own right. But
neither the detective nor I believed my words.

“We know what search terms you used. You were not looking for
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that. Not on that peer-to-peer network you would download—and
then delete so we couldn’t catch you.”

“Oh no ... Oh no.” I started repeating that, stuck, signaling what
might be the end of constructive conversation. My head was reeling.
My face was tight and numb. Suddenly, I remembered what it was like
to helplessly watch everything you’ve worked for disappear. On a wet
high school football field, I'd once watched my right foot slide away
from me at an angle perpendicular to how a knee is supposed to bend, a
split second before a pile of players landed on my knee, crushing it. All
the hours of training and the hopes of Division I sports vanished. My
adolescent world had been destroyed back then, and now that feeling
was back. Only this time, it was not high school sports—it was real life.
It wasn’t the destruction of a dream but a nightmare of losing every-
thing. It was not a knee but my career and family that were about to be
gruesomely, excruciatingly twisted and crushed.

[ could only make sounds with my vocal cords. They had no struc-
ture or meaning.

“Yes. This is a big thing. You and your wife have a lot of talking to
do. She will be calling you soon, I would imagine.” Another horrible call
awaited. “Chris, just let me know, am I going to see any pictures of your
kids involved in this or any kids that you know?”

“God, no.”

“Are you sure? We found a picture of your daughter with a tempo-
rary tattoo on her belly and she is completely naked.”

“I have no idea about that picture.” My kids loved those tattoos. It
could have been from any day they got a bath. My mind was still reeling
and grasping at anything stable.

“You are sure you have never touched her? Have you ever touched
any child in a sexual way?”

“Jesus, no!” These last few questions snapped me back into the
moment. “God, no. [ would never do that. Ever.”

“OK. Did we get all of your computers?”

“No, I have my OSU work laptop here.”

“OK, stay right where you are. Give me your location, and some-

one from the Boulder Police Department will take it from you. Do not
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turn it on, do not delete anything, and do not modify anything, We will
know if you did, and that will be considered an obstruction of justice.
Do you understand?”

It took less than fifteen minutes before the officer arrived and I
surrendered my laptop, something that had been connected to me for
the last three and a half years.

My wife, Susan, called. I could barely hit the talk button to accept the
call, and she could barely speak. Her voice was clogged and weak from
crying.

“What happened? Is all of this true?”

It felt like hours before I could answer. “Yes.”

“Why? Do you like this shit? Did you get off on this? Are you some
God damned pervy-perve? Do you like kids like that?”

“No.”

“Then why?” she started sobbing again. “Why did you do this?”

“Remember I told you a long time ago I think someone molested
me or did something weird? And I mentioned something about a pool
and a man?”

There was a long pause. “Yes.”

“Well, T was right. And there was a whole lot more that happened.
A lot. And not just the guy from the pool. Other people. Other things.
And I looked at that stuff. It made me remember. The police are cor-
rect. They are right about everything”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell anyone. I am so sorry.”

“I already talked to my dad.” My wife’s father is six foot four. I
pissed him off twice in my lifetime, and each time I had the fear of God
in my soul when he showed his anger. A man that big defending his
daughter is a scary image. It matches the fury of a soldier defending his
homeland. This would be the ultimate. I could not muster the words.

“What did he say?”

“He said we need to give Chris our love and support and get him
through this. He needs our help.”

It was like a fever breaking, when I heard that.
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“I'told him you once told me you thought you were molested, when
he asked me if something happened to you. But you never elaborated
after that.

“I will stand by you, too. But please, tell me. Be honest. Have you
ever done anything to our kids? Are you aroused by kids? Tell me now.
If you tell me what I want to hear and then I find out later that you lied,
God help you, I will be the end of you.”

“No. Good God, no.”

“Then I am with you. I love you and we will fight through this.”

[ have been given Ritalin for suspected attention deficit disorder and
Effexor for suspected generalized anxiety disorder. I have taken Motrin
for fevers and arthritis. I have taken Ambien for insomnia and Flexeril
for muscle spasms. I have taken all kinds of drugs for many ailments.
But no drug had ever worked so quickly and expansively to reduce my
symptoms as this phone call did. It was a watershed moment. The very
biochemistry of my brain would be forever changed with just those
words. The one-hit alteration powers of heroine or crystal meth had
nothing on my wife’s words.

[ had finally told someone who loved me that I was abused, badly,
and that I had viewed child pornography—and she still loved me after-
wards. Both of the first two people to learn the full truth were going
to be there for me. A massive burden was lifted. I could breathe again.
And even though I faced a massive legal and public battle, I knew I was
going to make it. I'd survived for over thirty years with secrets that
were unknown even to me for most of that time, but had gnawed away
at me, constantly, in every moment and with every breath. After that, [
could surely endure whatever life was going to hand me next.

My wife returned me to the moment with more practical ques-
tions. “What are we going to do with the kids? Should we still do our
vacation? Or should you come home? The kids will be devastated if we
cancel the vacation. It is all they have been talking about for weeks.”The
plan was for my family was to fly to Denver the next day and we were
to start our ten—day vacation.

Our marriage seemed always immersed in some kind of crisis.

Susan’s mother had died a month before our wedding, we had endless
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family drama on both sides, obstetrical emergencies, medical school
and law school, massive debt, inhumanely long work hours. We called
our relationship Winston Churchill, as he was an excellent prime min-
ister during wartime, but terrible during the peace. Overachievers, we
thrived on turmoil. This was a massive crisis, so we immediately began
planning, inside our interpersonal comfort zone.

“Let me call the detective back and ask what we should do,” I said. “I
think we should just go ahead with it. I am sure the kids are freaked out
their home was raided. We don’t need to compound it and freak them
out more by canceling the vacation.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’'m thinking”

There was a pause, and then practicality returned to despair. “Chris,
it was horrible. They kept saying all this sexual stuff in front of the kids,
when they were asking questions and telling me stuff. I had to keep tell-
ing them to keep their voices down and to not rip things apart in front
of the kids. They wouldn’t let them go to the neighbors. They made
them sit on the couch for two and a half hours! They are five! Neighbors
kept circling the block. The police cars were everywhere—and they
wouldn’t leave—even when they knew it was just me and the kids here.
Were they expecting a shootout? And he kept talking so loudly on his
damn phone with you. Pacing up and down so everyone could hear.”
She was sobbing again.

“I will call him,” I said in an effort to calm her.

“OK.” She settled down a bit.

When [ called the detective back to make sure our family could
still have its vacation, it completely took him by surprise. He was a bit
shocked that my wife would still want to see me and bring our children
around me. I think he was also baffled by my tone. It was part shock
and part the calm talking with my wife had lent me, but I might have
been asking to borrow his car to run to the grocery store. He answered
that these computer forensic investigations take seven to ten days to
complete and that as long as I kept in contact with him or an attorney
it should be OK. (Oh, yeah. I needed to find a lawyer.)

He then switched back into investigative mode: “Chris, do you mas-

turbate to these prepubescent children getting molested?” This was the
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second time I'd been asked this question in fifteen minutes, and it was
a harbinger of questions to come. In fact, it may have been the most
popular question I was asked throughout my case.

“No. God, no. It was ... gross ... Like looking at a car wreck more
than anything” It was strange, but it was somewhat of a relief to talk
about this, even with a complete stranger who also happened to be
coming after me. “You know ... I have been abused like that. Before.
When I was a kid.” It was already getting slightly easier to say that.
Slightly.

“Chris, that is unfortunately something I hear quite often, and I am
sorry to hear that happened to you.” His tone softened.

Our family vacation was still on.

I did a cursory search using my phone and found a criminal defense
attorney online who appeared to specialize in this kind of crime:
“Sexual Offenses” appeared in big bold print on his website. This was
not the kind of research I was used to conducting. I left a message on
his voicemail to call me in the morning (it was already around 10 p.m.
in Columbus).

Then it was just me, sitting in my University of Colorado dorm
room, alone with my thoughts. A few colleagues from the meeting tex-
ted me to meet for drinks, but the words appeared to me as if in a
dream, as if [ were reading a scroll from a whole lifetime ago, meaning-
less. Since my internship year, when I would sometimes stay awake for
thirty-six to forty-eight hours straight (my year was the last before the
eighty-hour workweek limit was established for medical residents), I'd
been able to fall asleep instantly, whenever and wherever. I had never
stayed awake just lying in bed. If I was up all night it was because I
was pulling an all-nighter to get a report done or was on call for the
surgical team or was admitting patients to the floor from the ER. Or
occasionally because a night of revelry and heavy drinking gave way to
the morning. But this night, I lay fully awake. My eyes remained wide
open, and [ felt as if I were floating, completely surrounded by the pal-
pable pitch black of the night. There was no visual input, but my mind
was racing. [ was going through a list of all the many people who would
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be disappointed, angry, confused, and afraid. I was figuring out how I
would explain myself, and which relationships would be lost.

Then there were the projects and tasks awaiting me when I
returned. My research team had finally gotten the funding to get us
through another year, but the October cycle of the RO1 submissions
was on the horizon, and preliminary data needed to be generated. The
revised manuscript of my latest paper was due in mid-August; I was
adding the final touches on this trip. I had six letters of recommenda-
tion for undergrads and medical students to write; they were apply-
ing for the next phases of their careers and needed those letters badly.
There was my sixteen-year-old patient with a pituitary adenoma that I
needed to treat with Gamma Knife radiosurgery. Another patient had a
nasty loco-regional recurrence of a malignant peripheral nerve sheath
tumor that required an IMRT plan that needed to be precisely matched
against the previously irradiated neck to minimize the overlap and tox-
icity. I needed to initiate the paperwork for taking on three more resi-
dents in the upcoming match season—meaning that once again I had to
coordinate with the ACGME, NMRP, our GME Office, and The James
Financial Group. I was in the middle of negotiating for more lab space.
[ was forced to grovel, despite the over $10 million I brought into the
medical center every year from my clinical productivity...

The list went on. How was all of this going to get done? So many

people were relying on me.

It was around 5 a.m. when I realized how completely warped my prior-
ities had been—just how far my head had been lodged up my own ass.
Everything had revolved around my work. Everything. And it had been
that way since I entered college. My grandparents had died. I'd missed
countless weddings, births of nieces and nephews, dinner invites with
friends, and multiple serious family crises—but none of these things
had ever really had the chance to sink in when they happened. I never
really felt them, couldn’t afford to, I was too worried they would throw
me off schedule. All that was ever before me was the to-do list of the
day, week, month, and year. I reasoned—either consciously or subcon-

sciously—that if I took this kind of personal break I would never get
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back in the race. Invited to watch a football game on a random Sunday
night I would give it the same split-second consideration I would have a
high-risk long-term mission to establish a colony on Mars: No thanks!

So finally, after worrying about my work and career all night, I
started seeing things differently. Perhaps the lack of sleep slowed my
mind enough for clarity. Twelve hours previously, Susan and her father
learned that I had viewed child pornography, after my family was sub-
jected to a two-and-a-half-hour police raid by many men in Kevlar jack-
ets, during which our house was ransacked while neighbors looked on,
puzzled and scared. And after all that, their conclusion was to support
and love me, when most would have left me in an instant. And I am
worried about an ROI grant submission? How in the hell did I evolve into
this person? How was I that disconnected?

The questions that should have instantly flooded my mind were
What are we going to do if the neighborhood turns against us and the kids
start kindergarten in a month? How will bills get paid, once I lose my job? How
quickly do we need to sell the house? Should we even start the kids in school?
What if I go to prison or can never be a doctor again? What am I supposed to
do now?

It took me those twelve hours to surgically remove my head from
my lower digestive tract. It had been there so long that a collateral cra-
nio-rectal circulation had been established between the blood vessels
of my head and ass. Those were the last twelve hours of my previously
pathetic existence. My by-then-pointless perseverations about work
were evidence of its last throes. Never again would I make my family
second or third priority in the grand scheme of my life. At the front
end of this twelve-hour patch, I cast off the burden of secrecy about my
sexual abuse and my deplorable activity. At its conclusion, I liberated
myself from the bondage of the all-consuming career I had shackled
myself with. A significant repair and renovation happened within an
instant (relative to the timescale of my life), and it came just at the right
moment. Much fine-tuning remained, though.

[ finally got ahold of the attorney, Benjamin Newton. It was 6:30
a.m. for me, mountain time, and 8:30 eastern back in Columbus, I was

wide awake, nearing twenty-four hours of being wide awake, still in
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yesterday’s clothes. It was a grim discussion. His voice was extremely
low, and I could hear his mind start prepping for what was coming,

“I will start asking around. I know the detectives in your raid.” I
could hear him taking notes. I wondered how much business those
detectives generated for him. “Do not talk to them anymore, by the
way,” he quickly advised me. “The first thing I need to do is find out
if this is going to be a federal or state case. This is important; they are
two very different ballgames. And, if it goes federal, you need someone
with federal experience, which I have. Not as many criminal defense
attorneys have federal experience. With your permission and pledge of
retainer, I could get to work for you. Just so you know, for starters we
are talking around $30,000, but it can get to be two to three times that
before it’s all said and done. And, I hate to say it, but you are going to be
looking at some serious prison time, most likely. They are very serious
about this kind of stuff these days.”

“Jesus ...” I took a deep breath, “Yes, you can get started.” What
he’d said took a while to soak in. “My family is flying out to see me
today. That is the plan for now at least. The detective said it was OK to
go through with it. Should we even bother?”

“If they are giving you clearance and your family still wants to
see you,” he seemed a bit surprised by this, “then by all means do
that. Spend time with them. I will make sure that you can stay out
there, but when I need you to come back, you need to move fast, cut
it short, and get to Columbus. This is going to take a long time. It is
going to be a freaking meat grinder, and your life will never be the
same again afterwards.”

My mom was next on the notification list. The conversation was
gut-wrenching. At first she thought I was in trouble for legal porn on a
work computer. “No, Mom. It was kids, young kids. It was bad, and I
am in deep, serious, massive trouble.”

“Jesus.”

When these discussions eventually ended, I just stared at my
smartphone, wondering if some hacker had installed an app on it that,
once activated, made it spew forth nothing but horrible, shitty per-
sonal news.

10
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Despite the catastrophic developments in my life, when I finally stepped
outside on July 17, the morning after the raid, the sun was still low in
the east, just peeking over the Rocky Mountains, and the day was abso-
lutely beautiful. I felt very different. I had not seen my share of sunrises.
I'd spent my adult life getting to work when it was still dark, or sleeping
in until noon when I could, to catch up on missed sleep.

Not just the light, but everything seemed more vivid that morning,
The sounds of birds singing were so clear and distinct I could almost
translate their chirps into English. I smelled pine, flowers, and soil in
the air. The sky was pure azure and gold. The conifer needles and decid-
uous leaves, all of whose taxonomy I had at one time memorized for
a premed biology exam, now appeared to me as living and breathing
things with the sharpest of detail in the light and a story to tell. It all
reminded me of driving home from the optometrist in fifth grade in
brand-new glasses and seeing for the first time that lawns were actually
composed of innumerable and individual blades of green grass.

It was my third morning in Boulder, and I knew it was identical to
the first two, but I'd noticed none of these things before. The beautiful
scenery had been outside of the mental tunnel I walked within to and
from dorm room, lecture halls, cafeteria, and beer. No doubt I was still
in shock, given all that had just happened, but with shock sensations
are typically blunted. What I experienced was the opposite. I felt alive,
experiencing for once real-time, full sensory input from a benign envi-
ronment. | was present in the moment. Merely existing and breath-
ing actually felt kind of good. The clouds of impending doom, heavy
secrets, deadlines, and nearly impossible tasks had evaporated during
the night, and my eyes were beginning to adjust to the blinding light of
a golden sun.

I checked out of the dorm early, and no one mentioned the visit
from the police the night before. It was all smiles and thank you for
staying with us. There was no drama. I could leave quietly. Good.

On my drive from Boulder to Denver, my father-in-law called me.

He said I had nothing to explain and that he loved me.






(Chapter Two

‘ N JITH MY FAMILY EN ROUTE to Colorado, I searched fran-

tically for an open hotel, driving all over the Denver arca
and running through multiple toll roads whose cameras snapped my
license plate and later billed me. The plan was to stay near the air-
port on the first night, but nearly all of them were full. The ones with
vacancies looked like they charged by the hour or would have been a
great place to score some smack. I already envisioned the rest of my
life spent wearing only a burlap man-diaper and smashing rocks into
pebbles under the scorching sun. I was not ready to join the World of
the Condemned just yet.

The other type of hotel with available rooms was on the opposite
end of the spectrum: a Four Seasons right in downtown for a king’s
ransom per night. What better place for my wife and me to have our
first excruciating face-to-face talk than in the lap of a luxury, when we
would soon be parting ways. Still, this wasn’t the best start to our man-
datory cost-cutting program.

When I first saw my family at the airport passenger pickup, my heart
completely melted. I had never been so happy to see my wife and children.
It was if their lives had been threatened but then at the very last minute
they were spared, and I was given a second chance to see them again.
Susan looked like a wilted flower, still beautiful, but completely drained
by tears and travel. In the last twenty-four hours, she’d spent two and a
half sitting through the raid, having been told her husband was a child por-
nography aficionado, then stayed up all night dealing with our daughter,
who had lost consciousness after face-planting while running and slipping
on our dining room floor. Then she spent most of the next day dragging
exhausted five-year-old twins through two flights and three airports.
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I remember seeing my children for the first time without the fog of
anxiety and career preoccupation, and again, I was stunned at how much
detail I had been missing. My son’s eyes were huge as he scanned this new
scene with wonder and some apprehension, looking for Daddy. His mop
of red hair rotated with his gaze. My daughter looked studious in her
glasses and buttoned-up sweater and was much more methodical in find-
ing me among the pack. The poor thing had a bruise the size and shape
of a hen’s egg on her forehead that I could see from the car, thirty yards
away. When they saw me, huge smiles lit up their faces and they pointed
me out to my wife. They were probably the only two people in the entire
world who would have been excited to see me at that moment. The raid
had not turned them against me. They did not distrust me or harbor any
anger. And they were no longer blurs of noise and distraction, armed
with entropy, who would undermine my nightly attempts to carry my
workday home with me. They were little, adorable creatures with tiny
features I could finally notice. They had big thoughts and dreams, but still
needed to hold their mother’s hand for warmth, security, and assurance.

That night, my wife completely amazed me again. I was prepared to
stifle or hush any yelling or crying to avoid waking the kids, but we had
a talk, not a shouting match. She was not about to further traumatize
our children. And so we set the tone; this is how we were going to han-
dle the situation, to keep the kids as psychologically safe as possible. Of
course, there were tears, but mostly we worked to figure out what in
the hell we were going to do ... about everything. We talked for almost
three hours.

Susan was furious with me for what I did (I still await a promised
massive face-punch), yet her heart was broken as I shared more details
of what had happened to me as a kid. My wife’s mother had had a har-
rowing childhood, so she was quite familiar with post-abuse psychol-
ogy. She has a law degree, is brilliant (I rarely win an argument against
her), and understands that issues are never black and white. These are
the reasons she didn’t bolt immediately, as most wives would, under-
standably, have done immediately after the house was tossed by the
police for something I did.

14
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She wanted to stand by me at least as a friend and the father of her
children, since she viewed my presence in their lives as important to
them. She didn’t want her anger with me to trump the needs of our
kids. She said one of the conditions of her staying was that I repair my
relationships with our children, so that when I went to prison they
would be able remember the good in me.

With the revelations of my childhood abuse, she finally under-
stood why I'had been so difficult to be with for significant portions of
our sixteen-year marriage, despite seeing a shrink and taking meds.
She understood why I had become such a powder keg lately. Her pre-
viously not knowing all of what had happened to me was like having
the first few chapters of the Chris Pelloski instruction manual ripped
out and tossed into the shredder. My increasing anger at home, drink-
ing, and hours away at work had worn thin over the last several years.
Divorce, or at least separation, had been on the horizon. But now,
any changes to our marriage and relationship were going to be tabled
for the moment, a discussion for later, after this catastrophe had some
semblance of resolution.

She also told me she’d thought I wasn’t going to live much longer,
given the amount of work and stress I'd been dealing with. She said
she’d spoken to our financial advisor about getting more life insurance
on me, because she was convinced that I was going to drop dead before
I turned fifty.

My next round of phone conversations was equally painful and tear-
filled. The calls ran together, like one continuous, surreal nightmare. I
needed to tell one of the top officials at the Ohio State University Medical
Center, someone with whom I'd developed a great professional relation-
ship, what I'd done. He'd already received a message from the authorities
that I was under criminal investigation, that my laptop had been seized.
IT had already locked me out of the OSU server, the morning after the
raid. My chairman was devastated when I told him what happened and
why. I'd been his first recruit and was helping him build great programs
for the department. I asked that the people in my lab be looked after and

suggested a few replacements for the residency program director.
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“Chris, do not worry about any of this. You need to worry about
you. Are you with your family?” He is someone who is normally an
excellent poker player when it comes to talking—absolutely no tells.
But I could feel how shaken and concerned he was, through my cell
phone, from over a thousand miles away.

“Yes.”

“Good.You have a lot to live for, Chris. Please do not hurt yourself.
You have beautiful children to live for, and you will. I will take care
of everyone here. Don’t worry about your people. You have my assur-
ances.” Within hours of these discussions, I started to receive texts and
phone messages from my concerned coworkers, asking why the locks
were being changed on my office door and police tape strung across it.
Word was spreading quickly among the top brass, as well.

The psychiatrist I'd been seeing since 2010, at the same medical
center where I worked, was blindsided, too. I had always just showed
up to get my Ritalin and Effexor, and told him everything was fine so
that I could get the hell out of there before I was discovered in a psy-
chiatrist’s office (we can’t have crazy docs running around) or before
my pager went off and I was needed to see a patient or put out some
other fire in our department. I always concealed my visits, even from
my assistant, telling her I had a research meeting. Hospital policy dic-
tated that my psychiatric record be kept separate from my electronic
medical record, in a loose-leaf folder, locked in a file cabinet, so no
one would know there was a doctor who needed to see a shrink. The
message that You are bad and defective—and no one can know about it was
certainly one of the implied messages. It was so cloak-and-dagger
there was no way I was going to open up in that environment. And I
certainly wasn’t going to get bogged down in long discussions. There
weren’t enough hours in the day for my work as it was. I'd let a tooth
rot away for two years after a Jolly Rancher candy ripped its crown
off, and never had time to go see a dentist. [ wasn’t going to make
time for lengthy “talk” therapy.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Any of this?” his voice came through exas-
perated over the phone.

“I couldn’t. I had so much shit I had to take care of. I didn’t want
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to stop all of it. If the medical board caught wind that I was drinking a
lot or that a pediatric radiation oncology director was looking at child
pornography, it would have been over. I would have been in the same
trouble I'm in now. So I kept it in. Why would I tell anyone?” “l am your
psychiatrist. You can tell me things.”

“Not those things. How would I know if you would or would not
tell the board? About the drinking—any of it. I just didn’t want to
address it, anyway. I thought it all would go away, like it did before.”

“Ugh ... Good God. I am so sorry, Chris. I will do what I can for
you. This is a horrible sickness. You are a good person. Don’t forget
that. [ have seen this before. You are not a bad guy. But you need to be
ready. This is going to be the fight of your life.”

My psychiatrist came from a family of lawyers and had been an
expert witness in child pornography cases before, so he had some
insight into the legal system. As soon as I told him that I blacked out
sometimes when I drank, he instantly connected me with a rehab cen-
ter, saying that courts are more lenient toward people with alcohol
problems and that this would help me.

He also insisted that I call someone he felt was the best criminal
attorney in town, Edward Dickins, who had thirty-plus years of expe-
rience. So I did. Dickins wanted to wait until after I was charged to
meet with him, though. He had great things to say about my current
attorney, Newton, so I was encouraged I was in good hands already.

Despite all the breaks for difficult phone conversations to address my
impending catastrophe, I had the best vacation I'd ever had with my fam-
ily. In many ways, it felt like I met them all for the first time. Previous
family excursions were characterized by frequent interruptions while I
pecked away at my laptop; it was always within arm’s reach. This time,
no laptop.

We checked out of the Four Seasons and spent the rest of our nights
in Glenwood Springs, a place that historically drew those seeking the
healing powers of its hot springs, including Doc Holliday. After all
the hiking, crossing rivers over fallen trees, bathing in the salty hot
springs, laughing, learning, teaching, exploring caves, rafting down
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the Colorado River, and going down the Alpine roller coaster over and
over, as a whole, happy, undistracted family unit, I can vouch for the
area’s recuperative powers. The Ute people were definitely onto some-
thing with this special place. These were a magical five days, full of big
mountains, bright sun, and so many things to discover. Sorting rocks,
naming states, looking for animals, and making sure we had popcorn
for family movie nights at the hotel—that was the order of the day.

[ got to see how gentle my son’s spirit is. He thinks of others before
he thinks of himself. He always wants to include people when playing,
so that no one is left out. He is so open and earnest. He will approach
anyone and say, “Hey, do you want to play cars or chase?” He loves mak-
ing friends.

My daughter is both fearless and scared at the same time. Ever since
she was a baby, she could not wait to grow up. She is exceptionally
bright, can remember everything, and can tie together very abstract
concepts. She is tuned in to people’s emotions and expressions. Just
as I could as a child, she sensed when her parents were talking about
something stressful, and would get in between Susan and me to draw
our attention to her, instead. It was as if she was throwing herself on
a stress grenade to spare us the anguish of whatever we were talking
about. The raid, the change in our vacation plans (I was told to be back
to Ohio by Monday at the latest), and our hushed conversations let her
know that something was up. Nothing got by her.

Going into the weekend, I finally heard back from Newton. My case was
going to be a federal one. As the web crosses state lines, most Internet
crimes are federal, while most hands-on contact sexual crimes are han-
dled by the states. A prosecutor had already picked up the case, and
Newton had been in contact with her. They knew each other, and he
gave her assurances that [ would be compliant. I was allowed to return
home and was to be charged on Wednesday, July 24. Monday night was
the latest I could be away from Columbus—otherwise, federal mar-
shals would come get me. A self-surrender had been negotiated, and
he was working on having me remain on house arrest, as opposed to

sitting in a county jail while my case transpired.
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So once again, we were confronted with the decision of what to
do with our vacation. I had driven to Colorado for the conference, and
the original plan was for us all to drive back, camping along the way.
Obviously that option was off the table. Fortunately, my father-in-law
was able to fly out and be with my family on Sunday and help Susan with
the kids on the drive back from Colorado. My children were excited
about the idea of camping under the stars. So my wife kept that prom-
ise, visiting relatives in Colorado and setting up tents along a circuitous
route home instead of just heading straight back to Columbus. It was
another instance where we abandoned being pragmatic and financially
conservative to maintain stability for our children and shield them from
the nightmare. I also didn’t want them around when the news broke.

[ was the same age as my children when a lot of the traumas that
shaped me occurred. We were not about to let that happen to them. I
would return Monday night and my family would return on Thursday,
the day after my charge went public. The kids would still get about
three-quarters of the planned trip; the second part would just be
with Grandpa, not Dad. They were going to be OK with this. We also
arranged that our parents would keep the kids for a week, until we felt
safe enough in our home for their return.

It was difficult saying goodbye to my family that Monday morning,
Even though my early departure cut the planned vacation short, the
previous five days had been a utopian existence. Life cruelly gave me a
glimpse of what I could have had for my home life, right before it would
be impossible to ever have it that way again. When I kissed my children on
the forehead, I knew they were seeing me for the last time as the person
they knew, their “doctor dad,” and that when (and if) they saw me next,
[ would have an entirely new and sinister public image, and their lives
would never be the same. My father-in-law gave me a bear hug and told
me it was all going to get better—family was all that mattered.

Susan drove me to the nearest shuttle stop with the numbness of
driving to a funeral, a perfect contrast to yet another bright and shiny
day. I faced a four-hour shuttle ride to the Denver airport, but I was
comforted knowing that a few more fun days awaited my children. Our

goodbye was brief. It had to be. We would have lost our composure, and
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then the kids would have asked my wife what was wrong a hundred times
when she returned to them. I also had to stay sharp for the trip back.

On the ride to Denver, my phone kept buzzing with texts. Residents,
nurses, my assistant, the people in my lab—all were concerned and
scared for me. I was being systematically removed from the Ohio State
University Medical Center, as if I'd never been there, with a rapidity
and efficiency that would have made any dictatorship jealous. My name
was taken off of clinical trials, removed from the department’s website,
and erased from the office plaque. Patients on treatment were reas-
signed to other physicians. I told everyone it was all OK, a misunder-
standing, and that things would sort themselves out.

[ even posted a family picture of us hiking on Facebook to allay their
fears. I was told to do this, by my attorneys, to avoid a huge wave of
fear and rumors. Though, of course, on the day I was formally charged,
the wave broke anyway. My mind vacillated between the terror of what
was to come and the amazing moments that I'd spent with my family.
They were what I needed to live for, I reminded myself, to survive and
endure. Having a criminal dad who loves them is better than having no
dad at all. I needed to stay strong. My family had flown from Ohio to
Colorado to meet me, just a day after my actions subjected them to a
raid on our home. I owed it to them to stay strong.

As usual, the giant Ohio State Comprehensive Cancer Center sign
greeted me as I glided down the escalator of the Columbus airport.To my
relief, no one had climbed this sign with a brush and bucket of paint to
announce my arrival and the shame that I would bring to the institution.
Only our immediate neighbors were privy to the two-hour police raid on
my home. Since there were no police or search dogs waiting to bite my
genitals off at the airport, I was convinced of the promise made by the
attorneys that [ would not be ambushed and taken into custody that night.

By design, I arrived in Columbus at midnight, to use the cover of
summer darkness to return home. But I was certain that the neighbors
were taking turns manning a tall, hastily constructed twenty-four-hour
lookout tower situated above the tree line. My arrival would be sig-

naled by the ringing of bells and an elaborate relay of bonfires that
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would ignite from block to block for a radius of two miles. I needed to
somehow slip past the perimeter, under everyone’s watchful eyes, to
get back home.

Since my family had the car, I had to take a cab, which was perfect
for my planned surreptitious return. My car would have been spotted
on sight, or would have snagged a tripwire laid across my driveway,
bringing down a pile of empty cans with a crash that would have her-
alded my arrival.

My driver was a very pleasant middle-aged Somali man. I had just
my duffle bag and almost empty laptop case. I missed my laptop; it
had attained virtual organ status for me, and now I knew it was sur-
rounded by strangers and undergoing all kinds of invasive probes and
forensic scans. I held onto my luggage and crawled into the backseat.
When I told the driver my destination, he gave me an extra glance. I
had dressed as inconspicuously as possible. Maybe too much so: base-
ball cap, T-shirt, shorts, stubble, and the look of fatigue a twelve-hour
trip without eating or drinking provides. I did not have that burnished
shine my neighborhood warranted, and was being called on it. “I'm
visiting a friend. I've been traveling all day from Colorado.”

This seemed to calm the driver’s curiosity. We proceeded with taxi
small talk. Columbus already felt and looked different to me, even
though I had taken this path so many times. I told him that I just had
the best family vacation of my life. I said the lack of email and work-re-
lated phone calls allowed me to finally just be with my family. I omit-
ted the whole search-and-seizure and forced-paid-administrative-leave
part of it, of course. “You cannot put a price on the time spent with
your children. They do not stay little forever.” This universal observa-
tion, brought to my attention by the driver, had been foreign to me as
recently as six days before.

As we came off the freeway, I asked to be dropped off on the main
road, several blocks away from my home, the destination I'd clumsily
divulged at the onset. I would be a terrible spy, conducting my busi-
ness so carelessly like that. Again, hesitation and a look of uncertainty
appeared on the driver’s face. “Are you sure? It is no problem for me to

drop you off at your friend’s house,” he offered, as if trying to prevent a
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crime from happening, I explained that I liked to walk a bit before visit-
ing, hoping he would buy it. I could tell he didn’t as I caught his glance
in the rearview mirror. He eyed my duffle bag as if I were clutching my
tools for breaking and entering. I gave him a $10 tip on a $30 fare to
buy his silence and fend off skepticism. Still, it took a while before he
drove off, keeping an eye on me as I crossed the street.

It was 12:25 a.m. Perfect. I was definitely back in the Ohio River
Valley and not the thin, arid Colorado atmosphere anymore.The humid-
ity collected in an uncomfortable condensation on my clothing, which
had been blasted to an unnatural chill by the cab’s air conditioner. It
was a nearly silent Monday night, or rather Tuesday morning. I started
down the avenue. The oaks, ashes, and maples of a mature and stately
neighborhood created a canopy and made the street seem like a tunnel.
It looked more like a three-mile gauntlet than the three-block walk it
really was. I took a deep breath and crossed into my neighborhood.

[ trod the sidewalk as if hunting woodland creatures by stealth, hop-
ing my sandals would maintain their moccasin-like silence. My com-
puter bag was slung over my shoulder and I carried my duffle at my
side. [ kept my line of sight downward, with the bill of my cap conceal-
ing my eyes. I dared not look toward the windows of homes, sparing
myself the sight of disappointed and furious neighbors pecking from
behind the curtains, wishing that I had never come and brought this
mess with me. I felt as if thousands of eyes were following my shameful
progress down the street.

As I made the left turn onto my street, those reflections evapo-
rated and my heart crawled into my mouth to beat against my gums. I
started walking like an Olympic power walker. I had two more houses
on each side of the street, and then I would be home. Once under
the cover of our driveway tree, which shaded me from the moonlight
and streetlamps, I bolted from view, hit the latch of the side gate, and
almost laughed in triumph that I had made it home unscathed.

I found myself standing in the middle of our backyard patio in a
moonlight that cast an eerie glow on the brick, house, and furniture,
as if all were coated with a smooth layer of phosphorescent paint. The

giddiness left me in an instant when, after scanning the yard, my gaze
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caught on the kids’ play structures, silhouetted against the background
of trees and shrubs. I saw their scattered toys and the plastic picnic
table nestled up next to the adult-size wrought-metal table, as if trying
to hold its hand. The strongest pang of guilt, shame, remorse, and sad-
ness up to that point overtook me then. Everything was real now. My
children loved their yard. They loved making up games and crushing
sidewalk chalk into a fine powder, mixing it with water and creating a
preschooler’s version of war paint. The sparklers, the inflatable pool,
kicking the soccer ball around, lying in the soft cool grass. All of this
was going to be gone soon. Because of me. And their lives would never
be the same. Their dad was going to be a child pornography felon. They
would have to leave the neighborhood they loved. How could I ever
explain this to them—now or even when they were old enough to
know? I had never felt a more profound sense of failure. My eyes welled
with tears, warping my vision of an otherwise serene setting. My throat
felt like Clorox was clinging to its sides.

I snapped out of it before completely becoming unglued. Soon the
angry mob, wielding pitchforks and torches, would come for the mon-
ster. I wiped my eyes and darted into the screened porch. I would not
allow myself even to make eye contact with the porch furniture, where
once upon a time I'd sat and talked and drank wine with Susan, where
we’d had family dinners while it rained. I could not mourn that loss
on top of the rest. I kept my face forward, on task, as I fumbled with
the keys in the dark to get the house door open. Finally, with the catch
and turn of the key, I was in, and let the door close quietly behind me.
[ took off my shoes, stood, and looked over my moonlit living room. I
had just snuck into my own house for the first time since I was in high
school. Only this time, I was thirty-nine years old, and my home was

completely empty.
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W ITH THE TRAVEL AND ANTICIPATORY STRESS, I was
exhausted, and actually slept very well. I set my alarm so that
could finally meet Newton. Up until then, it had been a series of grim
phone calls a thousand miles apart. The meeting was at 9:30 a.m., so
again, the time of day was on my side for keeping my cover. The neigh-
bors would be well into their day, with only landscapers bustling about,
manicuring lawns and not giving a damn about me.

I was not ready to see anyone yet. Despite the pervasive calm I'd
developed, my brain was still not impervious to the exterior world.
When it came to my insides, I was at peace. When it came to the out-
side, I was still in shock. I miserably failed to pull quietly out of my
garage and driveway. I nearly ripped off the side mirror along the edge
of the garage door, scraped the bottom of my car going over the curb
instead of the center of the driveway, and squealed the tires as I backed
into my turn. So much for a clandestine exit. I prepared for eye contact
with any neighbors drawn to all the noise I was making, which would
have obliged me to respond with a sheepish wave. But my good fortune
persisted and I was spared this humiliation.

At this point, I had told my full story to my wife, in-laws, parents,
the department chairman and OSU medical director, and my psychi-
atrist. Each time got a little easier, but there were still plenty of tears
left in the tank. So, of course, I lost my composure when telling my
story to my attorney. Newton was a good guy, very sympathetic to my
story. I could see in his face that he was used to this, in much the way
I had become accustomed cancer patients and/or their family mem-
bers crying and asking Why me? as we discussed their bleak prognoses
and difficult treatment courses. Turns out he had heard all this before.
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It was at this point that he explained there were two types of Internet
sex offenders. The first were the more talked about “creeps,” about
whom what everyone assumes is correct. He had recently defended a
man who not only had an extensive child pornography collection but
had also offered up his nine-year-old daughter to one of his deviant
online colleagues.

However, a not insignificant minority were people like me, he
went on: people who were otherwise good and caring, but because
of past abuses, went to dark places to look for answers. He said it
was almost like therapy for these kinds of offenders. This was the
first time I'd heard this perspective, but it would not be the last. This
theme would be repeated by other professionals involved in my case.
But even at that point the comparison felt accurate to me.

He gave me my first insight into current statutes as well.
Prosecutors and defense attorneys alike were struggling with these
cases, where the law dictates that this second type of offender, who
are already suffering, have their pain further compounded by the
severe punishments that the law prescribes. The majority of the fed-
eral judges across the country didn’t follow the tough sentencing
guidelines for possession-only cases, giving these offenders much
shorter prison terms. “It’s a treadmill that many want to get off of.
But they can’t. The political liability of looking soft on sex offenders
would cost legislators votes, and so their offices,” Newton explained.

“This is all very reminiscent of the early War on Drugs era, when
instead of getting some help and counseling after being found with
a miniscule amount of cocaine or marijuana, people were sent off to
prison for five to twenty-five years, effectively ruining their lives and
conscripting them into a life of crime to make ends meet. It’s a com-
mon problem in our country. People tend to vote for what sounds
like the right thing to do, without thinking it through and considering
societal norms.” As a result, the United States accounts for 25 percent
of the world’s prison population but only 5 percent of the total world
population.

I would learn that my case was further complicated by the fact
that the very same Internet task force that detected me had identified
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some very sick and dangerous individuals and removed them from
society, thus protecting children. The task force, formed in 2009 and
run at the local county and city level, apprehended rapists, molesters,
people who were planning to meet underage victims for sex, and those
who were producing child pornography. Currently, however, those
who fit my profile and reasons for committing this sex offense—and
are nonviolent, have no sexual contact with children, and are not
involved in producing pornography—are lumped together with the
dangerous offenders. So it was going to be assumed that I was a pred-
ator/monster from the start, tarred by association.

Newton warned me this was what was going to happen. He said,
“it would be like lumping someone in a bar fight with a serial killer
if we substituted the spectrum of sex offenses with violent crimes.
But most people don’t look at it that way.” He said some new laws are
being drafted that reflect my demographic, since it has become rec-
ognized among researchers of this crime. But these statutes were not
on the books yet, and might not be for a while due to their political
riskiness. It took around ten years between when changes to the laws
on crack cocaine versus powder cocaine were proposed and when
they began to be enacted—despite the racial bias underlying the dif-
ference in sentencing rules. The changes to the Internet sex offender
laws were not going to happen soon enough to help me any.

“You will surrender yourself at the federal building tomorrow
at 1 p.m. Your charge will be given at 3:30. I have negotiated house
arrest for you, and we have a very reasonable judge. We know you
are not a physical danger, so this shouldn’t be an issue.” This was the
point where I learned how the randomly assigned judges could have a
profound impact on the evolution and outcome of a case. “They will
process you, do a background check, and take your passport. Bring
your CV with you tomorrow.” As our meeting concluded, after about
an hour and a half in his office, he warned me that the media was
already sniffing around for the story and to expect a big blowup. “The
public loves going after overpaid doctors who are also perverts,” he
said, elbowing me with a cynical yet sympathetic grin. The fact that
[ treated children with cancer made the headlines practically write
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themselves. He warned me to not watch the news afterwards. Advice
that I would soon wished I'd followed.

I had one more order of business that night: how to part ways
with OSU. I had to tell my friend and high-ranking official that
charges were coming—the next day. And so yet another painful
conversation ensued. There were really just two options. Do noth-
ing, receive my charges, and then be terminated for cause, which
would forfeit all potential for continuing for health insurance cov-
erage through COBRA for eighteen months. Or I could resign
without eligibility for rehire. If I resigned, I would automatically
forfeit my bonus, which would have been around $70,000. That’s a
lot of money, though not so much relative to my net annual clinical
revenue for the medical center—around $10 million, plus another
$500,000 I was bringing in through research grants and contracts.
It was a lot of money for me though, and it could have covered the
bulk of my upcoming legal fees. If I decided to hang on and see what
happened, though, what would happen was that I would still not get
my bonus (or health insurance for my family). So I was to resign the
next morning. I could not go against this option. The institution was
going to wall me off like an abscess. No individual was bigger than
the institution. I'd seen that firsthand.

During the time I was at OSU, a popular football coach who won
a national championship and beat the University of Michigan every
year was fired/forced to resign because he tried to protect players
who traded their OSU memorabilia for free tattoos. This despite the
fact that, in Columbus, the energy that goes into beating the Michigan
Wolverines is akin to the domestic war effort in the early 1940s.
This singular purpose permeates the area during Michigan Week. The
whole place shuts down for “The Game,” which is the symbolic con-
tinuation of 19th-century Ohio-Michigan border dispute known as
the Toledo War.

The university also let go of its president, who raised prob-
ably a billion dollars for the school during his tenure, because his
“aw-shucks” sense of humor wasn’t appreciated. He poked fun at

Catholics at Notre Dame and the academic standards of Southeastern
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Conference schools. (I thought it was great tongue-in-cheek humor.)
So I knew there was no way in hell the university was going to stand
by a director of pediatric radiation oncology who’d had child por-
nography charges leveled at him. I couldn’t hold that against them; it
would be bad for business to support me.

Again, despite the heavy options I had to weigh and the knowl-
edge that my career was about to evaporate before me, I was thinking
rationally and clearly. I was so rational I was concerned by how calm
[ was. I should have been a wreck. Again, it was difficult to decipher
if I was in shock or still in the early phases of what life feels like when
you are mentally healthy despite being submerged in massive live
stressors. I had been more emotional when I wasn’t able to find my
car keys in the morning than during this conversation. The serenity
felt so foreign—my world was caving in, yet this was the best I had

ever felt inside my own skin.

My itinerary for July 24 was one of the simpler ones in recent memory:

7:30 a.m. Wake up and email my resignation from The James
Cancer Center and Nationwide Children’s Hospital, the

dream job I had worked almost twenty years to attain.

1:00 p.m. Surrender myself at the ].P. Kinneary Federal

Courthouse and get processed.
3:30 p.m. Appear before the magistrate judge to be charged.

4:30 (or so) Return home before getting ambushed by the media
(assuming [ was to be released; I had assurances that

I would).
The resignation was easy. After the conversation the night before,

I crafted emails to my chairman and the appropriate administrators. I
woke up (per itinerary), clicked and sent, and went back to sleep.
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It is with the deepest regret that I am writing this letter.

Effective today, July 24, 2013:

I hereby resign from my faculty appointment, medical staff
appointment, physician employment agreement, and any other
administrative or academic appointments and responsibilities that
I currently have at The James Cancer Hospital, The Ohio State
University Medical Center, and Nationwide Children’s Hospital.

Please let this email serve as my official resignation letter.
Please verify this electronic transmission has been received.

Thank you for the opportunity you have given me.

Sincerely,

Christopher E. Pelloski

Eventually, I showered and shaved and put in my contact lenses. I decided
to look how doctors are supposed to look when not in the clinic: blue
polo shirt, khakis, and brown dress shoes. I looked like I was ready to go
golfing. I didn’t golf, but I could at least look the part. I printed out my
twenty-page CV, grabbed my passport, and was just into my garage when
Wednesday’s noon tornado siren test went off. Its air-raid-inspired ballad
seemed to beckon me to the federal building, such that I would mind-
lessly move toward it, enter, and then have my limbs ripped apart as I was
devoured alive by the Morlocks who burrowed there.

Of course, in my complete calmness, I forgot to eat or take my
Ritalin and Effexor. Missing my Effexor meant my head would feel like
a helium balloon bobbing on a string by the end of the day. Not taking
Ritalin meant I would not absorb all the details that would be thrown
at me that day. I was going into battle unarmed. I was almost to the
courthouse when I realized how vulnerable I'd left myself. I could not
go back; it was probably not good practice to show up late for your
surrender. The feds wouldn’t appreciate that much, and being the over-
achiever I had always been, I did not want to screw up my very first
self-surrender and criminal processing.

At the federal building, the bailiff who processed me was young, a
nice guy, and very professional. There was no judgment or shortness
in his voice. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair cropped
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military close. The processing room was not much bigger than ten by
ten. With all the gadgetry and devices on metal shelves and cabinets, it
reminded me of my old laboratory—complete with the smell of rub-
bing alcohol and other solvents. Only I was the experiment. The mug
shot, then digital and ink fingerprinting, just like in the movies. And
a DNA swab from inside my cheek (with me worrying that I might
have the same sequences in my genetic code as some serial killer whose
blood had been found on a pile of dead bodies). When going through
my belongings, the guy chuckled and turned to me. “I have been doing
this for six years. I have never had anyone bring their CV or health
insurance card to processing ... and you brought both!” At that point, I
relaxed a bit. There was empathy in his voice, and his smile was warm.

All was going well until he reached into a metal bin and pulled out
the four-point shackles. The set was intimidating even in a heap on the
shelf or dangling innocuously in his hand, unengaged. Two wrist and
two ankle cuffs, bound by a chain, all made from the same alloy and
chromed, as if forged at the same time from the same fiery chasm.
Shackles are the most intimate and physical symbol of custody. Just
seeing them made me feel defenseless. I must have looked terrified and
turned as white as alabaster. “This doesn’t mean we are going to keep
you,” he said very quickly, seeing that I was obviously shaken. “I think
you are being discharged. This is protocol. We always restrain defen-
dants when they are charged.” I was going numb again. Sweat trickled
down my back. As in my moment of clarity on the back porch a few
nights before, there were times when reality would check in with my
mind and keep it abreast of my life’s current events. This was one of
those moments.

As each limb was shackled—first my wrists, then my ankles—I
could feel the blood receding from the distal end, as if the metal restraint
repelled the hemoglobin the way the magnetic poles with the same
polarity repel each other. Each restraint point seemed to reach through
my skin and flesh and anchor itself directly to the bone beneath. When
the chains connecting the cuffs were joined into a single unit, I became
the undead, and my hunched posture reflected this new physiologic
state. I felt nauseated, and momentarily forgot how to breathe. As I
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shamefully peered down at my new accessories, I realized how ridicu-
lous I looked in my golfing attire. I assumed the courtroom would burst
into laughter at the absurdity of my fashion statement, as if I were the
butt of a demented practical joke.

[ was led away toward a holding cell to wait. The bailiff was accom-
panied by a portly, gregarious partner, who in between jokes and
self-induced laughter reminded me to stay to the right side of the halls
and to face the back of the elevator. “Jesus H. Christ, Doc! This is a big
fucking CV.You have been busy,” he said, fingering through my packet
while I stared at the blank wall of the rear elevator. “Man, I even added
some extra pages of bullshit to my CV, and OSU never called me back
for anything. Fucking bastards.”

“Well,” T felt comfortable enough then to talk with these two. I
always feel an instant kinship for those who swear, especially when
they barely know me and drop F-bombs without reservation for any
occasion. “If it’s any consolation to you, I don’t think I will be adding
too many pages to that for a long time.” I kept my face turned to the
back of the elevator, following protocol, but my voice held the edge
of the gallows humor I'd developed to deal with the significant por-
tion of my cancer patients who died within a year of our meeting.

The partner first laughed out loud, but then chuckled in a more
subdued and serious manner. “I know, Doc. Hang in there.”

In addition to my country club gear, the shackles, and my hunched
posture, the limited slack of the restraints reduced me to a shuffling,
Parkinson’s-like gait, complete with a rhythmic head bob. I could not
have looked more pathetic, confusing, and harmless to the two men in
the cells adjacent to the one I spent the next forty-five minutes in. It
was pristine, cold, and lifeless. The polished steel of the toilet, sink, and
bed made the cell seem suitable for ten-hour liver transplant—there
wouldn’t be the slightest concern about post-operative infections.

The cells were constructed such that a wall of cinderblocks pre-
vented any contact between detainees. But they did not prevent con-
versation, and I had arrived in the middle of one. The quintessential
criminal comparison of notes resumed as soon as my escort left.

“Have you been in fed before?”
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“Nope, you?”

“Yeah, I did three years at ...”The name meant nothing to me. “For
drugs. Selling”

“Damn, and you back again?”

“Yeah, and they’s pissed as hell at me, too. Ten to fifteen years.”

“Damn.”

“Whatchyu in here for?”

“I thought I was talking to a fourteen-year-old girl on email and was
going to meet her, but it turns out was the cops the whole time.”There
was a pause. I could sense the drug dealer shared my discomfort with
this remark.

“Well, uh ... good luck with that,” the dealer mumbled. Then it
became clear to me. I remembered hearing how other criminals treat
pedophiles. This was a conversation killer, even for a veteran drug
dealer looking at up to fifteen years in federal prison. Jesus, how did
my life come to this? Ten days before, I was mingling with some of the
world’s top scientists in pharmaceutical development, plotting collab-
orations while coordinating my lab and clinic remotely from my laptop.
[ had plans for a grant submission and a set of challenging radiation
treatment cases awaiting my return. Now, [ was sitting next to a repeat
felon and a guest star on To Catch a Predator. A few days before, I was
rafting in the Colorado River with my family, quizzing my son on the
states that begin with the letter 4.

Then a much worse thought seeped into my mind: I was going to be
lumped together with that monster in the next cell, and then, already
convicted, I'd be judged again by murderers, robbers, rapists (of adults
only, of course), and drug dealers.

The cell felt crushingly heavy around me, as if I were thousands
of feet underground and behind the bricks and ceiling were millions
of tons of earth pressing down. The forty-five minutes I waited felt
like weeks, frozen and stunned as I was. The roar of the air circulators,
bringing in air from some undisclosed opening, miles away, was deaf-
ening, but the only connection I felt with the outside world. Only my
memories and this air duct, whose blades sliced and pushed the stale air
into my lungs, were keeping my body alive. I had to keep telling myself
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that I was married, had kids who loved me, had gone to medical school,
could still snap a curveball on a full count, and was the product of a live
birth from my mother. I was still me. I had to keep reminding myself
of that or my systems would shut down. My heart would refuse to beat
and my kidneys would stop filtering my blood if they thought my head

was gone. Multiorgan failure. Death.

Finally, my name was called, and it was time to shuffle out in my chains.
Another walk, staying to the right side of the hallway and facing the
back of elevators, to get to the courtroom.

When the tall, stately double doors opened, I was pulled into a
sea of fluorescent-lit wood, chairs, and navy blue carpet that damp-
ened sound. Only the tables for the prosecution and the defense, which
face the judge’s bench, seemed to be real and not part of the back-
ground. My attorney was at the defense table. His was the first face I
had recognized all day. He quietly implored me to take a seat and asked
under his breath how I was holding up. At the table to our left was the
prosecutor and someone who looked like an intern or law student.
In the gallery were about ten people, all of whom seemed to smirk
as | hobbled in. I would later learn that they were all reporters—the
feared Morlocks—and their thirst for my flesh and blood would not be
satiated near enough on that day. One of them, I would later read (once
enough time had passed) fell hook, line, and sinker for my selection of
clothing. He took it upon himself to mention my blue polo shirt and
khakis in his article, faithfully painting the picture of the casual doctor I
wanted to convey. However, I did take issue with his description of the
ankle restraints as “scrunching” the pant legs of my khakis.

The judge was not in yet. My attorney and the prosecutor talked in
hushed tones about my case and others they were working on in oppo-
sition to each other, I imagined. I had seen defense lawyers and prose-
cutors talk like this before, when I was on jury duty years before. They
reminded me of two chess players who meet in the park every Sunday
afternoon, having a nice conversation while trying to outwit and defeat
each other on the board.

There was a stapled set of papers in front of me. It was my charge,
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the complaint, the affidavit. Like medicine, law has three or four dif-
ferent names for the same thing. It said “The United States of America
v. Christopher Pelloski.” The whole damned country was against me,
the most powerful nation on the planet, and this was the document to
prove it.

[ used my shaking left hand to leaf through it, with my right hand
clumsily in tow due to their mutual bondage. All the salacious details
and graphic descriptions of the horror I'd watched online were there.
Words like forced oral sex, prepubescent, and insertion leapt off the pages,
past my bound hands, and burned themselves into my retinas. People
would soon know what I'd seen. They were going to think I was a mon-
ster. How could I have explained myself to anyone reading this for the
first time without having had a chance to explain first? Even the people
with whom I had talked to first were going to be—rightly—disgusted
by this. The parents of my patients were going to think I had gotten
some base and despicable gratification from their suffering children.
My heart ruptured within my chest. It was going to be my word versus
that of a nation’s.

Then I saw my home address included in the report. This was going
to be the public document. It would be released after the hearing.
People were going to know where to throw their rocks and Molotov
cocktails. Was some vigilante, hoping to rid the earth of pedophiles,
going to mistakenly shoot my wife in the head through the window;, in
front of my children, because from his vantage point on the street, he
thought the silhouette on the curtain was me?

Then I saw the phrase “including defendant’s own minor children in
various states of undress ...”

Another massive wave of powerlessness was about to overtake me
when the pretrial services clerk came by with house arrest papers for
me to sign. I was not going to sleep in that holding cell or be carted
off to jail. I was being released. But then she asked a question I didn’t
understand: Where would I live once my children returned from
Colorado? “What do you mean?” I asked.

My attorney broke from his conversation with the prosecutor. “He
is being released for house arrest,” he said.
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“Yes, but there were concerns about his own children in the affida-
vit. He is not to be in the same house that they will be due to concerns
for their safety.”

“I have never, ever ...” My mind was starting to go numb, my voice
quavering and my pulse screaming and whispering at the same time.
My lawyer quickly cut me off, placing his hand on my arm.

“Let me handle this.” He then summoned the prosecutor and pre-
trial services officer for an impromptu meeting just outside the door.
The room fell completely silent as the reporters and I tried to hear
the sharp dialogue muffled by the doors. I sank back into my state of
shock, sitting by myself at the defense table and feeling the weight of
the audience behind me. I felt completely sick to my stomach. Why did
they mention my children? In various states of undress? People have
tons of pictures of their children coming out of baths or pools in which
they are unclothed. Mentioning that in the complaint was only going to
raise suspicions or allegations that I was abusing my own children. They
should have thrown in that there may be fifty dead bodies buried under
my basement floor, for good measure. Jesus. There was nothing delicate
about the wording. It left a huge vacuum for interpretation, and only
the worst assumptions were going to be made.

My attorney returned looking tense and sat down again. “It is all
taken care of. You can go home and be with your family. Don’t worry.
[ don’t know why in the hell they put that in about your kids. Cheap
shot.” Then he calmed down a bit to deliver more information. “All of
those people behind us are media. So try to find a way out of here if you
can. I will hold them off with comments.”

When the judge walked in we all rose. As the prosecutor read my
charge, the judge scolded me with her eyes. She did not even have to
say anything. The anger and disappointment poured over her reading
glasses as if I had borrowed her car in the middle of the night, without
permission, and totaled it while drinking with the boys. I was an incor-
rigible teenager and was going to be dressed down, in front of others.
The humiliation continued as the judge began to speak. I was told how
serious my crime was against children, that I was not to have any con-
tact with children, except my own with the supervision of their mother
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or another responsible adult who was aware of my charge. I was not
to have any pornographic media in my home. I was not to possess or
use any device that could access the Internet. My crime fell under the
Adam Walsh Act, a law designed to protect children from serious harm.
These declarations were like swords being run through my abdomen
and limbs, avoiding critical organs and arteries so that [ would not die
but had to stand and take all the unbearable pain that was being inflicted
upon me.

I had spent the last three and a half years of my life, working non-
stop at the expense of my family, mental health, and own life expec-
tancy to revolutionize the discipline of radiobiology in childhood can-
cers and to build a pediatric radiation oncology program unlike any
other in the world. Before turning forty years old, I had already given
thousands of years of increased life expectancy to the cancer patients I
treated and gained great insights with my laboratory work. From this
point on, however, I would be branded a monster and remembered
only for this. A threat to children. A harmer of children. A deviant and
a pariah. A predator.

When the court was adjourned, it didn’t register. I simply stood
there with swords jutting from my upright body.

I was soon returned to the processing room, and the bailiff and his
partner, whom I'd mentally dubbed “Good Buddy.” As they undid the
shackles, the latter shot me a glance, as if saying, I told you we weren’t
going to keep you. I asked them if there was an alternate exit from the
building, so I could avoid the pack of Morlocks gathered at the build-
ing’s main entrance with their cameras and microphones primed. They
looked at each other as if silently asking themselves, Should we tell this
guy? The bailiff nodded.

“OK,” Good Buddy started, after symbolically looking over his
shoulder, eager to partake in this covert and somewhat rebellious oper-
ation, “when you go down that main elevator, don’t go left. Make a
buttonhook to the right and go down a long hall. There will be steps
down to a door. That will get you out at the rear exit, right on the river.”
He handed me my belongings. “Good luck, Doc.” I didn’t know if this

was on old prank played on defendants, to walk them right into a media
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trap, but I knew if I went out the front, I was a sitting duck. I had no
choice but to try their way.

On my way out I looked no one in the eye and acted like I had been
in the building a thousand times. The bailiff and Good Buddy did not
betray me. When I opened the door, I was greeted by the warmest of
sunlight on my face. The air was fresh. The weight of the shackles finally
fell away, and the stale air from miles underground finally cleared out
of my lungs. The river was a dark navy blue with gray ripples from a
light breeze. The surface sparkled where the sunlight struck it just so.
People in groups or talking on cell phones walked past me, engaged in
their conversations and never casting a glance on me. It was my last few
minutes of anonymity.

I emerged about a block and a half down the street, right across
from the parking garage, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see
the horde gathered on the federal building’s steps. The street had a bend
to it, so I could remain concealed as I crossed. I looked forward and
tried to walk quickly, with purpose, and without movements suggest-
ing flight. I kept waiting to hear the words There he is! Get ’im!! and
imagined looking over my shoulder as a mob of reporters came stam-
peding down the street in their ties and suit dresses, loafers and high
heels, dragging cameras and microphones dangling on cords and creat-
ing sparks on the pavement. They would scream and chase me down the
road like rabid fans in a scene from A Hard Day’s Night. But that scream
was never uttered. I made it back to my car and stroked it like you
would a dog that comes panting to your chair for a greeting after it’s
been outside. I hadn’t been sure if I was going to see it again that day, so
it was a reassuring sight. My keys still worked.

I stopped at a gas station to collect my thoughts and grab a few Gatorades
and protein bars. I still hadn’t eaten and was in acute Effexor with-
drawal besides. I planned to hole up, barricading myself in the house. It
was around 5 p.m. I texted a neighbor I'd given a heads up about what
was going to happen that day: “Are there any news people around the
house?” after a minute or so, he responded, “No. All clear.” I texted

again, “Any news on TV yet?” and there was a much quicker response:
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“It has already started.” Shit. I drove home, quickly.

[ had prepared for hurricanes before. Preparing for this storm was
going to be easier. All curtains shut. All lights off. All paths by windows
clear of debris. All essentials kept in a sheltered part of the house to
minimize moving about. That was pretty much it. No need to board
up windows or make sure there was enough food and water to last a
few weeks. The master bedroom was the base of my operations. All the
windows there had blackout shades on them.

The first knock came around 5:30. I dropped below window level
and crawled up the stairs to get a view from the upstairs windows. The
horizontal blinds on that window were obscured by the canopy of a
tree. I could see and be unseen from here. So far, it was just one news
van. A sharply dressed woman and a huge beast of a man in jeans were
looking around, figuring out which would be the best camera angle
to capture the all-important location shot that always instantly added
validity to any story. The big guy worked on his tripod while the woman
rehearsed her lines. Since they’d got there first, they had the best and
most expansive mobile stage. Then two more news vans arrived. One
of them brought its own generator and a massive antenna that looked
capable of detecting the background cosmic microwaves that provide
evidence of the Big Bang (or was my story being broadcast across the
universe, to warn intelligent life to avoid this planet of monsters?). All
the tech crews and their corresponding on-air talent scurried around
trying to avoid getting in each other’s shots. Channel 4 would definitely
not want to give Channel 10 free advertising,

Another knock at the door. I saw this one coming. A morbidly obese
man who looked two pounds away from needing a Rascal power scooter
lumbered up my sidewalk. His movements contrasted with those of the
others, who now numbered around a dozen. The rest maintained an
insectlike coordination, the way a legion of army ants skeletonize a
fallen mammal on the jungle floor. He tried a second knock at my door
and then, disappointed, returned to his van.

Soon it was four vans, four crew-reporter sets from four different
ant colonies, jockeying for position and access to the carrion inside

the home. The generators from each van tried to out-hum the others,
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too. The antennae looked ready to clash against each other like sabers,
but instead took to silently shouting over each other with their elec-
tromagnetic transmissions. What a mess. A week before the street had
swarmed with police cars as agents pulled computers out of our house.
Neighbors looked on and went on second and third “dog walks” around
our block, texting and talking on their cell phones. Now there was
another spectacle for them to endure. Another shock to the peace and
tranquility of the neighborhood that initially attracted Susan and me.
And again, the invaders were here because of me. I could feel the shame
and humiliation seep from our home’s stately white planks. I looked
across the neighborhood and realized how powerless I was to prevent
this vapor of disappointment from oozing down the streets and into the
homes of my friends and neighbors.

Then the texts started:

“l'am praying for you and your family,” from a friend from my men’s
baseball league.

“What the fuck, man?” from a friend I'd left in the dark about what
was happening.

“Are you OK?” from my mom.

“Are you home with the kids?” from one of the neighbors.

Then one from my wife: “My phone is blowing up. Not sure what to
do or say.” She did not want to talk in front of the kids in the car.

So it had begun. I walked slowly away from the window, into the
bedroom, and just laid back on our bed, staring at the ceiling. My phone
was firing texts every ten seconds or so. Again I asked myself, How did it
come to this? Then my phone rang. Susan. She’d made her dad pull over,
off the freeway, in Kansas, so she could get out.

“You better call your fucking attorney! They are saying the kids
involved were known to you! People are asking me if their kids are
OK, if you hurt our kids or your pediatric patients. You need to call
them. This is inexcusable! This is exactly what I was afraid was going to
happen.” Her voice was trembling from crying. I was so glad that she
was on the road somewhere in Kansas with the kids and her dad and
not here, in the middle of this hornet’s nest. But she felt powerless, too.

“Just got another text saying Channel 6 is saying that you confessed to

40



Chapter Three

doing all of these things, to kids you know. You better call the attorneys
and tell them they need to make some fucking calls and tell the news to
back off.”Then she hung up.

Within seconds I called my attorney and told him what the news
was saying. “They do this shit all the time,” he told me. “They are mis-
construing the affidavit and focusing on your kids and making it sound
like you produced this stuff with them or kids you know. Let me get on
the phone and straighten it out.” This was bad. Very bad.

Of course, being the masochist I had always been, I just had to
catch a glimpse of my own assassination on TV. So I went down to the
basement and immediately tuned the TV to Channel 6. Sure enough,
there were live shots of my home—even my children’s play structures
in our backyard were captured by the cameras, zoomed in on to pro-
vide a metaphor for the innocence and pure evil that dwelt there. The
address and 2009 purchase price of the home were given. Then there
was the stock footage of me from previous interviews and speaking
bits on research or human interest stories about my patients. Only this
time, the footage was in slow motion and set to menacing music. A
slow zoom into my face, and then a freeze frame where I had blinked
and moved my mouth so that I looked deranged or deformed. Bright
graphics across it read “OSU Pediatric Oncologist Charged with Child
Pornography.” It was like something out of a Colbert Report local news
spoof—only it was real and it was me. I got to be Goldstein in my very
own version of Nineteen Eighty-Four’s Two Minutes Hate!

Then they cut back to my children’s play structures again, and the
parts of the affidavit that concerned my five-year-old twins were high-
lighted, again to emphasize the danger. At this point, I could feel myself
leaving my body, like my soul was tearing through my skin, peeling it
off like Velcro to get out of my body. Surreal does not fully encompass
what [ was feeling, or not feeling.

I snapped back when I felt the house’s wood frame rattling,
Helicopter. Air support? Not for this. At first, [ assumed it was a traffic
helicopter and would go away. It drifted, but then returned as I ran
back up the stairs. Then it came again, too quickly for the typical hold-
ing pattern of choppers. There were two helicopters—two huge wasps
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hovering over my home, rattling the slate roof tiles. What were they
hoping to see? Dead bodies pulled out from my basement? A standoff
where I ended up putting a bullet through my brain? I looked out the
upstairs window again. The news crews armed with big superbright
lights to compensate for the darkening skies, the sound of helicopters
overhead, and my phone firing nonstop texts—these were the back-
drop for the knowledge that each of the local news networks was
implying I was a monster who exploited not only his own children but
children with cancer.

[ stepped back from the window and laughed. What else could I do?
How much worse could it get?

Then I started giggling. I needed to, to save my life from my own
hands. I dropped to the floor and crawled on my stomach from window
to window like a soldier at boot camp during live-round exercises, and
popped up at each new vantage point to laugh and curse the people on
my lawn, praying for a rogue asteroid to strike them. I was giddy.

Some people at work had started calling me an absent-minded pro-
fessor because I always had so many things going on at once in my head
that I forgot things. But I had gone full Mad Scientist now, and com-
pletely broke with reality. The news crews stayed for hours, even after
helicopters left. What more was there to show and talk about? Would a
location shot at night make it scarier? I wondered if this was how it was
going to be all the time.

Eventually I came to. I found myself lying on my bed staring at
the ceiling. I wasn’t sure how I'd got there. I had been sleeping. It
was around 10 p.m. I think the day, not eating, completely losing it,
and the lack of meds had caught up with me, and I just passed out.
Simply to see if it was all a bad dream, I pecked out of my primary
viewing window. Sure enough, two vans and crews remained. They
were just kind of sitting there, listless and texting on their mobile
phones. Damn. Not a dream. I thought of how many friends, fam-
ily members, and colleagues were reading about me right at that
moment. For most, this would be the first time they heard about
what was going on with me. It was going to be a massacre. The dark-

est of assumptions were going to be made. Articles with questions in
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the form of statements were going to rule the day: Did Pediatric Cancer
Doctor Molest his Patients? Other media-speak would be used, where
the pretense allegedly is followed by the worst possible scenario. My
mind shut down and forced me to fall back asleep.

I woke up again around midnight and checked outside. There was
only one holdout crew, there on orders most likely, and bored out of
their skulls. By 2 a.m. everyone was gone. It was silent, peaceful, and
windless. Not a single blade of grass would have betrayed what had
happened earlier.
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ELATIVE TO MY THEN STATION in life, I had been in this

kind of serious trouble before. As soon as I started preschool, it
was obvious I was not like other children. I was wild, constantly mov-
ing. I wasn’t a mean kid; I just could never stop. Mine was beyond the
typical high activity of toddlers and preschoolers. I was “wired”—and
wired differently. My maternal grandfather once gravely told my dad,
after I'd popped the screen out of his front door as a final straw in a
camel-load of other acts of destruction I'd waged against his house,
“There is something wrong with that boy.”

I was kicked out of two preschools for bad behavior. Tiwo. Who in
the hell is so unmanageable between the ages of two and four that they
get expelled from preschools? I was. Getting expelled from preschool
was a pretty uncommon occurrence in the seventies, unlike today. So
there were multiple third parties attesting to my difference—and in
fairly harsh ways. This behavior pattern followed me to elementary
school. I left my seat and wandered around the classroom, couldn’t
maintain focus, didn’t complete tasks or follow directions. I was smart,
so [ blurted out answers without raising my hand, much less waiting to
be called on—the concept was foreign to me. The writing on the wall
was that  had ADD or ADHD. I needed an evaluation.

But this presented my mother with a difficult decision. As a nurse,
educated in the healthcare system, she knew such a diagnosis meant
a prescription for Ritalin (it was just coming into vogue in the early
cighties), and she had reservations about giving a kid amphetamines.
Not much was known about the long-term effects then. She worried
about how it would affect my growth and kidney function.

She also feared having me labeled ADD and made to enroll in my
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school’s special education program. She didn’t want me to have to
endure the stigma of being a “Special Ed” kid, nor being marginalized
by the school district. At least some of these were legitimate concerns,
and all were appropriate for a mother at that time. The Special Ed kids
were made fun of all the time by the “normal” students, and it was
especially difficult for the “’tweeners”™—those who went to the special
education room for a portion of the day and returned to the traditional
classroom for the rest. It was a painfully slow, shameful walk for them
to enter the door of the regular classroom and make their way to their
seats, especially when it was quiet and all attention focused on them.
Everyone in the room knew where they were coming from.

So my mother refused to have me evaluated, so that I could not
be diagnosed. She made this decision with my best interests at heart.
And, based on her knowledge at the time, she made the right decision.
[ highly doubt that I would have made it to medical school or became
a physician if she hadn’t insisted on my inclusion in the standard and,
later, honors classes—despite phone calls from the principal’s office,
teacher’s notes sent home, and other headaches that resulted from my
behavior. None of the children enrolled in the special education pro-
gram ever appeared in the honors classrooms in high school. In my
district, once you were Special Ed, you were pigeonholed—it was a life
sentence, pretty much literally. At my high school, if you didn’t get into
honors classes your likelihood of completing a four-year college pro-
gram was abysmal. And, without college, medical school would have
been an impossibility.

Being spared the stigma of being a Special Ed kid made a huge dif-
ference in another way as well. Having to endure the derision of my
peers on a daily basis would have chipped away at my nearly nonexis-
tent self-esteem. So Mom did right for her little boy.

However, it came at a price. From kindergarten through junior
high, I was constantly assailed for my behavior and lack of self-control.
[ was called immature, incorrigible, irresponsible, wild, disrespectful,
impulsive, hyper, uncontrollable, loud, etc. There were stretches when
[ was sent home with a note about my disruptive classroom behavior

every week or two. My parents had no idea what to do with me or how
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to make me change, and their fear of child psychologists and the stig-
matizing conclusions they would reach didn’t help with the situation. I
was wedged between two immovable realities—upset school officials
and my exasperated parents—and bearing the brunt of the inevitable
anger and frustration on both sides. I just wanted to figure out how to
make everyone stop being mad at me and saying I was a bad kid. That
dilemma was my academic start.

I was a problem child up until eighth grade. Then I suddenly became an
overachieving athlete, hell-bent on perfection in everything I did. For a
long time, I attributed it to hitting puberty early, being the biggest kid in
my junior high, and just growing out of my hyperactivity. But it was far
more complex than that. Ironically, I discovered the root cause for this
pivotal point in my young life when I began addressing my addictions.
At the outset of my case, my psychiatrist and legal team were
“encouraged” by the fact that I had drunk to blackout several times
over the year leading to my arrest. Statistics show that when alcohol is
involved in offenses sentencing is more lenient. I had multiple issues
with this diagnosis, though. Ever since the night of the home raid, I had
lost all desire to get drunk. Sure, I'd had a beer or two since, Coors
Light, which was like a rehydrating sports drink for me compared to
the hoppy, thick stuff I had been anesthetizing myself with: double IPAs
and imperial IPAs that were around 10 percent alcohol. If I was truly
addicted to alcohol, given that I was facing federal child pornography
charges, with career and financial ruin just around the corner, wouldn’t
my desire for alcohol shoot through the roof—mnot disappear entirely?
The addiction psychiatrist who screened me explained that some-
one drinking to blackout is a “slam dunk” for alcohol abuse, and I would
be required to enter a twenty-eight-day inpatient substance abuse pro-
gram before I could even think about getting my medical license again.
It turns out that when the blood alcohol content exceeds around 0.20
percent, which is pretty stinking drunk, the hippocampus cannot form
new memories. A normal person is unconscious at this level, but if you
are up walking and talking (probably annoyingly so, as I had become),

then you had developed a pathologic tolerance to the sauce and were,
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thus, abusing alcohol. I agreed with that. I was abusing alcohol. T knew a
lot of other people who would fit this bill, too—but I wasn’t sure they
needed a month in rehab either. Yes, I was using beer like an inhalational
anesthetic, but once my reasons for it disappeared, so did this kind of
heavy usage.

This didn’t matter to anyone, though. From that point on, I was to
be an “alcoholic,” who attended Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, who
would ultimately need to do a stint in rehab, and who could never be
allowed to touch alcohol again, because that would lead to a relapse,
because an alcoholic is incapable of just having one drink or one sip.
In short, adding the “drunk doctor” label to “child porn doctor” was
(supposedly) a good move. But, on top of probably being inaccurate,
the label and diagnosis would create a new set of problems for me in
the long run.

It only took me one or two AA meetings before I realized I was not an
alcoholic. I would listen to people recall their very first and last drink as
if they were talking about the days they got married or their kids were
born. Even people who had not had a drop of alcohol in twenty years
had photographic recall of these milestone days and devoted an enor-
mous amount of psychological energy daily toward preventing that first
sip. One sip, and the cravings would overtake them and a vicious cycle
ensue. Every day they woke up, they needed to figure out a way to not
drink for the next twenty-four hours. Prayer, meditation, and calling a
sponsor were common strategies. My heart ached for them.

Nonetheless, it was through AA that I learned what my true addic-
tion was. It was why I stopped being a wild child in eighth grade. By
the time I went to my first meeting, I had not had a drink in almost
two months and thought nothing of it. But I listened to the stories of
how alcohol crept into people’s lives and slowly began to take it over.
The first step of the twelve-step program is “We admitted we were
powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.” I
heard how at first alcohol felt good, but then after a while didn’t, so
people would drink more and more to try to get that good feeling back.
[ heard how people felt like alcohol robbed them of their lives because
they were never present to experience and feel the life before them,
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because one foot was stuck in the past and the other was set in the
future. They straddled the present, but were never really in it. I heard
how they thought about alcohol all the time, and the intricate and inge-
nious things they did to maintain their habit and hide it from others.
They lamented how they initially looked to alcohol to give them a false
sense of worth and confidence.

Much of what I heard was familiar—but for me it wasn’t attached
to alcohol. I was a successoholic. Work and success were my drug of
choice—my deepest and purist addiction. After a few AA meetings,
I had my own version of Step One. I admitted that I had become
powerless over my work/career/success—that my life had become
unmanageable.

It all started innocently—with eighth-grade algebra. The first hit
was intoxicating: 98 percent on our first algebra quiz. It felt so good.
Wow. [ was on top of the world. People liked me and were impressed
when this happened. I stopped being reprimanded and told I was uncon-
trollable and not good enough for anything. I got praised. I learned I
could show people they were wrong about me, too.

Interestingly, my junior high’s administration did not want me to
continue in the honors math program, mainly because I'd behaved like
such a little bastard toward the pre-algebra teacher. My mother insisted
that [ remain in the program, and I set the curve in that class. But
algebra just was a gateway drug. To keep my high going, I had to start
excelling at everything I did. My parents were happy, and teachers actu-
ally started considering me one of the smart kids. If I had been found
shooting smack into my arm on the playground, there would have been
a massive uproar, expulsion, and intervention. But with work and its
success providing my high, it was as if all the authority figures in my
life, who'd previously written me off as trouble and constantly pun-
ished me, were scoring me great shit—with clean needles to boot. I
was hooked, and it transformed my life. It defined me and gave me an
exaggerated sense of worth and confidence. I was going to show every-
one just how wrong they were about me. And like all good drugs, at
first it felt great, but after a while, it stopped being fun and just created
more problems.
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Success became my identity. From eighth grade through high
school, I got one B, in typing. The rest were A’s. That was good, but it
was just high school. College was next. In the first semester of college,
[ got 4.0 GPA, after being advised not to take chemistry and biology
at the same time in my first term, and ignoring that advice. That was
great, too, but fleeting,

The real fix was the MCAT: 11-13-11-R? Not bad. But getting into
a kick-ass medical school would be where I'd really make my mark
and reach that nirvana of achievement—the ultimate high. But, no.
That wasn’t it either. OK, the USMLE Step I: rocking a 251 opened
a lot of doors within the competitive specialty of radiation oncology.
The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center?Yes, it’s the best
cancer center in the country. I will go there. I worked there, in the
Radiation Oncology department, for two months as a visiting medical
student, living in a roach-infested student hovel, and delivered a pre-
sentation on my research that blew their socks off and secured me a
residency there.

But slowly the success stopped giving me the high it once had. I was
building up a tolerance and getting less pleasure per unit of work-suc-
cess achieved. The personal, marginal gain was dwindling, yet the real-
world merits of my achievements were growing exponentially. I was
accomplishing things that a kid from my neighborhood and college
were not supposed to accomplish.

The first existential crises of my adult life occurred in college—the
anxiety over whether I would get into a medical school, how to pay for
it, what classes to take to preserve my GPA, and so on. So to escape the
worry, I lived at two extremes. I was the guy who could study in the
library for hours and then by the end of the night drink so much that
he would fall through closet doors. My drinking was legendary. I once
drank a whole fifth of gin before noon on pledge day, broke planks of
ice over my head that were six inches thick, and scared the hell out of
guys twice my size in my lunatic’s rage. I had to be taken to the emer-
gency room for punching open a wire-reinforced window because I
thought I failed a calculus exam (it turned out I had set the curve for

my class). There were a few times when the words on a page that I was
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studying appeared as gray blurs; I couldn’t read them and would go into
a full-blown panic attack, convinced that I'd forgotten how to read. My
chest would hurt, my hands tingle and cramp, and I would have trouble
breathing. I was still that crazy hyper kid. Id just shape-shifted into the
form of a highly organized and ambitious overachiever. It fooled every-
one, including myself.

It was in college psychology my sophomore year that I first met
Susan. She was tall, thin, and beyond cute, and had this long black
hair that was always wet from showering after her swimming class
right before. She intrigued me. When she smiled, her whole face did.
It was the kind of a smile that meant she knew something about you
that no one else did, yourself included. And unlike me, she was quiet,
but so confident.

As she got to know me, she saw through the fagade of the driven
overachiever and understood that I was just a scared kid who needed
help and a lot of guidance. She liked my humor, random pop culture
recitations, self-deprecation, and concern for others. She liked that I
was “handsome” (her words) and knew all the answers to the ques-
tions posed by our psychology professor, while everyone else remained
silent. She liked me. She liked who I was, not what I was. She appeared
to be the first person to ever like me this way, at least from my per-
spective. It was refreshing. She didn’t treat me as if [ were a commodity
or possession, unlike most of the girls at my college, who demanded
exclusivity if you so much as looked their way. She was pure, cool con-
fidence. She admired my drive and dedication to everything.

She tempered me, though. Her unconditional love and slower pace
toward life took some of the edge off. She would make me stop studying
and hang out—assuring me it would not prevent me from becoming a
doctor one day. She made me take spontancous three-hour road trips
into Windsor, Canada, in the middle of the school week. We would go
bar-hopping and dancing all night, and then drive back to campus early
morning, I stopped drinking so heavily because I didn’t need to escape
myself anymore.

We got married in 1997, right before I started medical school and
she started law school. I'd actually been accepted into Johns Hopkins
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School of Medicine (my ultimate goal since the start of college) to start
in 1996, but I wanted to defer a year. My future mother-in-law had
recurrent, metastatic breast cancer, and  wanted to be closer to Lansing,
Michigan, for her and my wife. So I chose Northwestern in Chicago,
instead, which let me take that year off. The choice also meant Susan
had more law schools to choose from within a reasonable distance. Of
course, this was the first and last time I made a career decision where I
considered my loved ones’ needs ahead of my own ambition.

Still, at the age of twenty-three, my short, explosive temper
remained, and it was problematic. I couldn’t shake that part of me.
I went to anger-management counseling before I got married and
started medical school. My wife’s family insisted on it, after hearing
about how much of a wreck I'd been in college. I had about ten ses-
sions with a psychologist. I related how I'd struggled in elementary
school and the way I'd had to study in high school and college to do
well (in the middle of the night, with massive amounts of caffeine and
complete isolation), which led to the diagnosis of ADD my mother
had feared. I kept it hidden from my parents until years later. I was so
worried I would let them down, especially after my mom had battled
so hard for me against it.

Ritalin was prescribed. Wow. That stuff really worked on me. It
was hard to argue against the ADD diagnosis when it had been sus-
pected since I was a small child, and the way the world finally slowed
down once I took Ritalin was the capper. As I look back, I think I
know why Ritalin worked for me when I really needed to focus. My
mind had been telling my brain to be on high alert for years. It never
really explained to my brain why, but it demanded that the brain be
ready for some catastrophe just around the corner. That is why I was
a hyper kid and needed complete sensory isolation to study in high
school and college. What the Ritalin would do is placate the part of
the brain that was dealing with these imaginary crises. By stimulating
my brain, it tricked it into thinking the imaginary crisis was being
handled. And by keeping that part of my mind busy doing something, 1
could focus on the less exciting tasks that lay before me.

Ritalin was a godsend for medical school. I could not have memorized
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the origin and insertion sites of the nearly 650 skeletal muscles of the
human body while my brain chemistry was better geared toward bracing
myself for an F5 tornado. Ritalin kept my brain busy, so that it would stop
interfering with what I needed to do. It worked very well.

[ kept my diagnosis secret during medical school, worried the ADD
label could compromise my ability to secure a competitive residency
position. I paid out-of-pocket for my drug-maintenance appointments
with a psychiatrist and name-brand Ritalin prescriptions, so it wouldn’t
show up on my student health insurance. I didn’t dare to ask for any
special testing considerations, like untimed exams, not wanting to
stand out as having a learning disability among my medical classmates.

Fortunately, I did very well in medical school. In our mock awards
ceremony, my classmates voted me Most Academic and Most Likely to
Win a Nobel Prize. Although these awards were in jest, and included
other categories such as Who Looked the Hottest After Being on Call
and Who Looked Like They Were on Call Without Actually Having
Been on Call, they were a tip of the hat from my classmates toward my
research insights and teaching abilities. They remained entirely unaware
of the neuropsychiatric gymnastics it took to accomplish what I did.

Finding it necessary to hide my assumed learning disability and
mental health issues, though, was just part of the indoctrination into
the culture of stoicism and infallibility that is the medical profession.
You don’t disclose your weaknesses to anyone, mental or physical.
You certainly don’t call in sick—that creates extra work for your col-
leagues, who are already a few hours behind in their own daily mess. A
study in 2007 revealed that 40 percent of executive directors of state
medical boards felt that just a diagnosis of a mental illness was sufficient
to sanction a physician—even if there was no evidence that the illness
affected their ability to care for patients and they were fully compli-
ant with their treatment program. Just the label was enough. Another
study that came out in 2009 found that many physicians who actually
did seek help of their own volition—being responsible and doing the
right thing—reported losing their medical careers or being less able to
find work, and experiencing financial hardship as a result.

Why it is critical to regulate an otherwise excellent obstetrician
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or pathologist with a ten-year history of well-controlled bipolar dis-
order—while also publicly broadcasting it in medical board periodicals
and on websites—is beyond me. In some states, the physician’s address
and contact information is provided along with his or her diagnosis.
How in God’s name does that help anyone? And what message does
that send to the public about mental illness? Can’t all this be addressed
behind closed doors, and if there is no problem with job performance
or patient safety, then just let doctors practice in peace? My job perfor-
mance certainly didn’t suffer from whatever it was that I had. I was a
rising star in the field. I was among the best.

We spend so much time and effort abiding by our patients’ HIPAA
rights, which protect the privacy of individually identifiable health
information. Yet when it comes to our own privacy, these rights are
trampled upon. Medicine’s own governing bodies reinforce the mis-
guided culture of martyrdom. So apparently I was doing the smart thing:
keeping quiet, hoping things would pass on my own, and avoiding any
labels that could have undermined my future.

Behind all of these emotional issues, though, something else was eating
away at me. It was during the very last session of my anger management
counseling, before our marriage, before my “illustrious” medical career
started, that something other than ADD came up. It was something that
Ritalin would not be able to fix for the long haul.

[ had my first recollection that something sexually inappropriate
had happened to me as a child. I couldn’t remember any details then;
[ only remembered my mother and grandmother arguing about me
going to the pool of an adult my mother didn’t know. That was it. I sus-
pected there was more to the story, but thanks to the Ritalin I thought
my problems were solved anyway. And so did my therapist. We both
minimized the vague recollection. He probably saw this good-looking,
athletic guy with a beautiful new wife and medical school ahead of him
and thought I would be fine. I had everything going for me.

[ didn’t have the archetypal characteristics of someone bogged down and

consumed by a troubled childhood. I was never a Goth or burnout. I
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played three sports until I destroyed my knee, then stuck with baseball
and starred in high school musicals. I was the our homecoming court,
voted most likely to succeed and to host Saturday Night Live. In college, I
won numerous academic awards, was on the dean’s list every semester,
was my fraternity’s vice-president, and I was marrying a tall, beautiful

woman, who was heading to law school herself. The world was my oyster.

Me, at 23 years old, right before marrying a beautiful woman and beginning medical

school at Northwestern.
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Once [ made it to MD Anderson, though, I started making uni-
lateral decisions about where we were going to live, based solely
upon my own work and success, uprooting us a year early so I could
participate in an enhanced internship program, and thus preventing
Susan from obtaining her LLM in health law. I also began think-
ing about work and success all the time, though I would hide it.
Sometimes I would have to check a few emails or run one more
analysis on SPSS Statistics software under the guise of going to the
bathroom, when I really should have been spending time with my
wife or watching the exciting game onTV. I couldn’t control myself.
I tore through my residency program and rode a wave of research
success, winding up with an unprecedented numbers of publica-
tions in some fairly strong biomedical journals. Ritalin, of course,
was no longer sufficient, as my temper and anxiety had returned.
An additional diagnosis of generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) was
given, and Effexor was added to the mix, to counter the rage that
came with my fluctuating Ritalin levels and inevitable crashes.



(hapter Jive

IT WAS TOWARD THE END of my residency, when I was about
thirty-two years old, that I came across my first glimpse of child por-
nography. I thought I'd downloaded a movie from the “golden age” of
adult movies, the 1970s. Peer-to-peer programs (similar to Napster)
were the only places that had these older movies back then. Most video
rental stores didn’t carry those titles anymore, and those that might
were always a bit seedy. I also wasn’t about to drop my credit card
number for online “vintage porn” only to have it taken in an identity
theft scheme that relies on embarrassment to ensure the duped victims’
silence. However, a problem with peer-to-peer, I would soon discover,
is that the files are not always correctly labeled.

So when I clicked on the movie, expecting a scene featuring a
few of the “legends of porn,” what filled my computer monitor was a
man entering a bathroom, clad only in a dark robe, with a fully erect
penis, and approaching a girl about six or seven years old. As if trained
already, she began performing fellatio on him. The revulsion I felt was
so extreme it was as if a hand had reached out from the monitor and
began crushing my larynx with sinewy fingers that wrapped around my
neck. It was hard to breath, my heart raced, and I could feel my internal
organs move uncomfortably of their own accord, in disgust.

I wish that was the only reaction I had. I would have ripped the
computer from my desk, taken it outside and smashed it. But, the robe,
the man, the erection, the small hands of the child and large hand of
the man on her shoulder, in a bathroom—1I realized at that moment
that this had happened to me, when I was about that girl’s age. The
memory was so clear. It appeared from nowhere. It was there for the
first time, yet somehow I knew about it all along. The musty smell of
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old-man penis, the sun shining behind the curtains of that small bath-
room window, the sounds of other kids playing in the pool, laughing
and splashing, returned to me as well. The leathery hand reaching out
to my shoulder to bring me in and the massive glans approaching my
then-small face. I felt locked in, as if there were a monitor in front of
my eyes and another behind them, in my mind, with their contents in
sync, mirroring each other.

Almost ten years had passed since that last anger management ses-
sion in which I'd had a vague recollection that something sexual had
happened in my childhood, but I couldn’t remember anything signifi-
cant. Watching the video, however, I knew exactly what had happened
in that past moment of my young life. “The Pool Man” was my first
clear memory, and it was invoked by seeing another child being sex-
ually abused in the same manner, by technically committing a felony.

A psychological trap had been set. I was like a moth to the child
pornography flame: I couldn’t not look. And it was very easy to retrace
my steps to get back there, too. When I was low enough to want to
learn more, to deal with the pain from my past or test whether my
memories were true, I knew how to trigger my mind to reveal its hid-
den secrets. Wherever my mind had gone during those moments in my
childhood, viewing children being sexually abused brought me right
back to that place. A sick and damaging form of “therapy” had been
established. There were patches of my life that were lost or forgotten,
and I became obsessed with getting those pieces back, regardless of the
legal, moral, or ethical considerations. I didn’t care.

[ did this multiple times for a year or so. I was reeling from the
revelation that something terrible had happened to me. Something
physical. Something I couldn’t tell anyone about. There was too much
going on in my life at that time, and the new knowledge add shame and
confusion to the mix.

This realization could not have come at a worse time. In addition
to my addiction to success and the medications that could not con-
tain my anxiety, Susan and I had staggering debts: loans for medical
and law school (over $250,000), which was accruing interest during

my residency, and credit card debt topping the $60,000 mark (we
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bought a starter-home money pit based on the promise of Susan being
employed upon our arrival in Houston—a promise that eventually
proved hollow).

I was also embroiled in a conflict with an influential and powerful
faculty member at MD Anderson, which had the potential to affect my
future employment prospects. My credibility and future were being
undermined by this figure because, heaven forbid, I'd had the temerity
to raise my voice to her when it became apparent that I would not be
permitted a three-day leave from my (medically unnecessary) post to
say goodbye to my grandfather on his death bed. (I never did.) Before
this incident I could do no wrong in her eyes, clinically or academi-
cally. An international leader in the field who goes out his/her way to
hamstring a trainee is about as bush league as it gets. However, when
ambition, career, and prestige replace humanity, behavior such as this
becomes not uncommon in the academic medical field.

Additionally, my wife and I were having trouble conceiving, and on
top of that, I felt a profound reluctance and fear about having children,
as I associated childhood with unhappiness. I couldn’t relate to chil-
dren, and always feared for their safety and felt uneasy around them. I
was petrified at the thought of becoming a father.

['was in the midst of yet another existential crisis. Being low already,
[ consciously or subconsciously told myself, Well, if it is this shitty, let’s just
see how shitty it can get. It was a form of self-torture for me. I was driven
by the compulsion to remember what happened to me, but to also
inflict pain and punishment on myself. I knew there was more to what
had happened. I started noticing subtle differences in my flashbacks
about The Pool Man that made me wonder if what I was remembering
happened on different occasions—that things had happened more than
once with this man. And there were more flashes of sights, sounds, and
sensations that these images evoked in me.

Then, like storm clouds suddenly parting, good things began to
happen for me. I had worked my way into a laboratory and was invited
to stay on faculty as a physician-scientist at MD Anderson after gradu-
ating from my residency training. One would think I finally reached the
pinnacle of academic achievement and would be content. And I was. I
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even had the audacity to take my foot off the gas pedal for a moment.
This was primarily brought on by the birth of my twin children, a beau-
tiful boy and girl. I was enjoying my life. I still worked hard, but my
maniacal approach had waned, for the betterment of my health. And
I closed the door on that early part of my life. It was like that part of
me went dormant, like a fever broke. For the next four to five years,
I didn’t want to learn any more about what had happened, so I never
went back to that dark well of online child pornography. (Even the
forensic evidence, the vestiges of files on our old desktop computer,
confirmed that they had not been accessed recently and were deleted
more than five years prior to the raid.)

[ started playing baseball, started pitching, again. With maturity (no
longer the head case [ was in college), some commitment to training, and
my Ritalin-Effexor cocktail to help keep me calm on the mound when I
started getting hit hard by batters, I was very good, actually. I faced a lot
of former college and professional players, who regarded me as one of
the top pitchers in our men’s amateur league. The highpoint came when
[ was thirty-four. On a dare, I tried out for a local independent minor
league team. My two-seam fastball clocked between 84 and 86 mph, I
threw a good curve and a forkball with a decent slider that day, and I got
a callback. My arm didn’t even hurt the next day. It was awesome.

I could still bring it: This is me pitching amid-80 mph fastball in my mid-30s.
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Over the several years after my children were born and I graduated
from MD Anderson, things only got better. My children were thriving
with me as their father. As they got older,  made them breakfast before
I left for work and came home at a decent hour to be with them. I could
see that a normal childhood was possible, despite not having any exam-
ple of this throughout my life. I started making money, and the debt
from medical school and residency started dwindling. Life was good. I
knew there was more to my childhood traumas, other memories had
yet to come to light—but, at that point, I didn’t want to deal with it,
and I had enough energy to keep those memories far away. I didn’t want
to view that stuff ever again. I finally was becoming the man my wife
had been waiting for since she first met me.

Then, like a psychological house of cards, it all came crashing down.
Because [ had pulled my foot off the gas, my work ethic was called into
question by some of my superiors. Their words were absolutely toxic
to me. To imply to a recovering successoholic, who needs achievement
and the approval of others to define and validate him, that he isn’t work-
ing hard enough is like pouring Jim Beam into a shot glass and wafting
it under the nose of an alcoholic whose favorite drink happens to be
whiskey. The grounds for this accusation were that I wasn’t coming into
the lab to work on weckends and wasn’t making it to research meet-
ings during the week (because I had clinical procedures lined up on
that day). Despite being a prolific publisher (the best in my group) and
often worked well into the middle of the night, my hours had gotten
to healthier levels. This meant that, rather than my assignments being
completed overnight, as before, it took me a few nights to get things
done. This was due to having twin toddlers, of course, but the field was
not going to care, I was warned. Time away from family is the price to
be paid to be a successful clinician-scientist, and if I was not physically
present at all times, making discoveries through osmosis and saturation
would never happen. This was the message I heard. This is how a recov-
ering success addict hears things.

In actuality, I was just being warned about what it was going to
take to be a heavy hitter in both the clinical and laboratory realms. It
was going to take time. Lots of it. I was choosing to have two jobs,
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and if that was the case, I needed to double my hours. There is no such
thing as a 50:50 person, the term used to describe a physician scien-
tist who spends 50 percent of his time in the clinic and 50 percent of
the time in the lab. The clinic demands—which include the uncer-
tainty of patient issues and drop-ins and their care taking precedence
over all other things—makes the designation of 100:75 or 100:100
far more accurate.

My ego would hear none of that. This was a direct challenge to
my worth, sense of meaning, work ethic, and purpose. At which point
OSU entered. Just as this new professional crisis was brewing, OSU
started recruiting me to lead its pediatric radiation oncology program,
run the adult brain tumor service, run my own laboratory as I saw
fit with complete academic freedom, become the residency program
director (which at the time needed a drastic overhaul and faced poten-
tial probation), help guide the search for suitable proton therapy, etc.
The list of new responsibilities rattled on. I was told that I would be a
leader of this new vibrant and growing department, and I would have
control over how it was to grow.

This was like telling a recovering alcoholic that, up in Ohio, there
was a whiskey distillery—which he could be in charge of—with a
warehouse full of barrels that he had access to 24/7. Even with tangible
evidence that I did not need to be “the man” to be happy right before
my eyes for the first time, the addiction of work and success came roar-
ing back with a vengeance and turned me into a drooling, career-crazed
zombie again. And there would be no stopping me this time.

Susan pleaded for us to not go. We had built a home and support
network during our eight years in Houston. She was a Texas-licensed
medical malpractice defense attorney, and had worked and supported
me during my residency at MD Anderson. I was finally on faculty at the
top cancer center in the country. We were a happy young family. Going
to Ohio would force her to start from scratch, both personally and pro-
fessionally. But her words fell on ears deafened by my own career lust;
Ineeded to prove to everyone who doubted me that I was the real deal.

There are no rehab centers for successoholics. In fact, you get cen-

ters named after you if you are an exceptional successoholic. This is a
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form of substance abuse that the whole society not only enables but
also celebrates. And, as long as it lasts, it can conceal a myriad of other
problems. On some level, we all know that a 120-hour workweek is not
healthy, especially for a family, but it’s still rewarded and even revered
in our culture. Just when being successful had stopped feeling good to
me, other people kept telling me how good it was for me, and fed into
my pathologic need for praise. Again, that’s like telling a recovering
alcoholic to quit being a pussy and drink up.

I took OSU by storm. Everything I touched or got involved with
turned to gold. The residency program was not only saved from
probation by me, as director, but I was growing it into a training
powerhouse. By 2013, we were competing for the top talent pool of
medical students from across the country. My residents’ performance
on the in-service exam began to average above the 90th percentile
via the core curriculum that I designed. My publication output was
ramping up, returning to pre-success-recovery levels. I also received
several grants for my research.

After just a few years of my lab being up and running, we were
building a preclinical radiation testing program for childhood cancer
and had applied for a patent. Every year, I was sought out by medical
and undergraduate students who wanted to work in my lab. I revamped
our radiosurgical program, another aspect of the department that was
abysmal before my involvement. My clinical load was immense as well.
In three and a half years on faculty at MD Anderson, I'd treated about
250 adult patients with primary brain tumors and metastases. In that
same time span at OSU, I treated around two thousand patients, about
two hundred of them children with cancer, the rest adults with brain
and spine metastases, primary central nervous system tumors, lympho-
mas, melanomas, sarcomas.

[ was finally getting to do the things that I'd previously only dreamed
would be possible after putting in ten to fifteen years. OSU gave me the
career opportunity of a lifetime. I was assuming new leadership roles
left and right and fixing anything that was broken. I was very proud of
what I’d been able to achieve.
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One highlight was a very stimulating phone conversation with a
recruiter who was looking for a new chairman to lead a smaller aca-
demic program. Word had spread about the amazing job I was doing.
I wasn’t even thirty-eight years old yet, and was getting chairman
offers. One of the leaders of our field described my performance as
“Pelloski on steroids.” This was probably not far off the mark. I had
enough stress hormones and adrenaline coursing through my blood
to kill a normal person.

Unfortunately, I also returned to shooting up in the bathroom
with my laptop, checking email, running analyses, signing off on
clinic notes—ignoring my family. Once I returned home from work,
[ would keep looking at the clock, just waiting to get back to work
for the evening.

It was a pretty impressive run. Had I remained on that treadmill, I
could have easily overdosed on success. Either I would have had a grab-
ber right in my office or just died quietly, slumped over my keyboard,
like one of those Japanese businessmen who succumb to Karoshi.

As my workload exponentially increased—and with it, treating and
seeing patients die in far greater numbers than I had before—the need
for immediate relief increased as well. I needed to get out from under
the inhumanly high standards that I placed upon myself and lived and
breathed by. So, as I always did in the past, I reached for beer. Sometimes
it was the only way I could fall asleep. After a while, I shopped for
beer by alcohol content rather than brand or flavor. The problem is that
chronic alcohol exposure tends to lower mood. It is a very effective
depressant, especially considering its area-under-the-curve effects, not
just the peak level when one is actively intoxicated.

Thus the positive energy I'd gained after my children were born,
which kept my horrific memories at arm’s length, was completely
gone. New flashbacks started to emerge. There was more, as I had
feared. It did happen more than once with The Pool Man. There was
another time, when I was really little. And there was another time, with
a woman—who was a relative, too. An aunt? Jesus.

Of course, when I felt bad, I added more work to my plate (fur-
ther isolating myself from friends and family) to increase the praise and
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feeling of achievement, while I washed things down with more alcohol
when I had the chance to. But while this formula had always seemed to
do the job for me in the past, I'd maxed out my limited coping mecha-
nisms. So [ returned to viewing children being sexually abused, to see
how bad it really was—to remember and counter these flashbacks.

In October of 2012, law enforcement saw me do this on a peer-to-
peer network and started watching me. They would continue to do so
over the next nine months.

Next to pulling a trigger, I believe accessing media depicting children
being sexually abused is about the quickest and easiest way to com-
mit a felony. When I built up the “courage” to see these horrific things
and was mentally prepared for the physiologic and psychological state
that enabled me to recall, validate, further explore, or piece together
new fragments of my own childhood sexual abuse, I crossed that legal
threshold. It induced a sense of fear and despair, a flood of nausea, pal-
pitations and chest pain, and a headache from neurotransmitter over-
load. It was as if my present-age spirit left my body, which became a
scared kid again, within a bubble floating in the midnight darkness with
only the computer monitor casting an eerie light.

It was too simple: Go to a free software download site. Get a peer-
to-peer file-sharing program. Download and run it. Type in the right
search terms, and hundreds, if not thousands, of files would fill up
the queue, many owned by the hundreds of other users online at that
moment. The whole process took about five minutes. I would click
on various files, not knowing what would actually download at the
moment. These networks were meant to be running nonstop, with bits
being downloaded here and there over days. Sometimes I never got that
far. I would chicken out at the free download site and run away.

I would never leave my computer unattended. So if I was going to
see anything, it was going to be then and there. I didn’t leave out the
fishing net to see what I caught hours or days later. There would always
be a few files that downloaded quickly within a sitting. That would be
what I viewed. The forensic findings on my computer had pages of links

showing O percent complete, meaning they were in the queue but I had
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shut things down before they could be imported.

The more disturbing the depictions, the greater the effect they had
on me. The ones where children were in obvious pain, crying, scared,
or bound were the most harrowing. But those would bring the clearest
memories into my mind, as well. There could be no questioning of
their validity.

Sometimes I would search for certain files that had resonated with
me in previous “sessions.” If [ was remembering my aunt, I would look
for female abusers in the media. These were rare. The sickness did not
permeate the world of women as much—but those who crossed that
line were just as vicious as the men.

If it was memories of The Pool Man that were haunting me, then
it was oral sex or sodomy. Sometimes boys would be abused, but
it was overwhelmingly girls being abused by men. The younger the
victims were, the more my hands would tremble on the keyboard
and the further back I could remember into my childhood. It was as
if one part of me was forcing the other to watch, as some form of
sadistic punishment.

The files came from everywhere: Russia, Chile, the UK, Thailand,
Ukraine, Mexico, Romania, and plenty from the United States. A
global problem. In many of the media, there is obvious poverty and
desolation in the background, which only adds to the sadness and
cruelty of this world.

When I had seen enough and could no longer tolerate the induced
state, I shut everything down. I deleted everything and anything that
came across my computer. [ deleted titles out of the recent files folders.
Then I would uninstall the peer-to-peer file-sharing program. I wanted
nothing there to remind me. As if trying to clear my mind, I wished it
all away. But the mind is like a computer’s hard drive: you can never
really erase those images. Whether an in silico hard drive or the in vivo
mind, the only way to truly delete this filth is to smash it to bits.

After I shut everything down and deleted the record of what I'd
done, a maelstrom of disgust, guilt, anger, and fear would swirl in my
mind as [ lay in bed, isolated from my family and everyone else, try-

ing to sleep. Thanks to the beer, I'd gained weight, and overweight, I
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snored. I always had to wake up before anyone else in my family did
anyway, so gradually I began to sleep at the opposite side of the house.
When I returned home late from work on consecutive days, after my
kids went to sleep, my wife would tell them I was on a business trip,
even though I was only three miles away, working in my office on grants
or covering the late hours of the clinic. I came and went without seeing
them, as if [ weren’t really there at all.

[ didn’t know where to direct the horrible feelings I had. Was it
toward my memories, realizing that very terrible things had been done
to me? Was it toward the images I had just seen? Or was it toward my
own deep-seated feelings of worthlessness and disappointment? What
made me stoop so low as to enter that dark world? I always told myself
[ would never do it again. That was the only way I could ever fall asleep
on those nights. But I knew I would come back.

Opver the next few days, I would ruminate on what I remembered
and what I'd seen. Lots of alcohol and anger would “assist” in the pro-
cessing. My temper was on a hair trigger. I grew so unpredictably com-
bustible that my wife and children became uncertain how to approach
me. I especially needed alcohol for anesthesia and sleep afterwards,
or else I would sweat through my pillow with my eyes wide open in
the darkness. Eventually, I would start to believe that my memories
weren’t true, that I was just projecting what I saw onto myself, to be
able to see myself as a victim. But when life and work replaced sleep
and rest, more flashbacks (new, old, and from the media I'd viewed
previously) would surface more often. I would make myself crazy with
this cycle, and eventually feel like I had to look again, to verify that I
wasn’t losing my mind.

Through these horrific sessions I developed a very clear picture of
what all happened to me. My first suspected incident of sexual abuse
happened when I was around three years old. I cannot recall who the
adult was. It was a stranger, though. It may have been a babysitter. It
also may have been an innocuous diaper/underwear change that some-
how stood out as different and spooked me. Or it could have been
something more sinister. I just knew that it was not quite right or nor-

mal for me.
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I remember laying flat on my back. Someone was doing something
to my lower body, and I remember a strange sensation in my pelvic
region and pit of my stomach. My head was turned to the side, I believe
to avoid looking at the stranger, or maybe my head was turned that way
for me, by the force of a big hand on my head. I stared at an orange-
painted wall and could hear voices or some kind of commotion outside
the room I was in.

My parents were college students at Michigan Tech at the time, and
had many parties at their married housing apartment. Whenever I hear
music from The Doobie Brothers, I think of those parties. They were
always a fun and exciting time. I got to stay up late and [ would be doted
upon. | have fond memories of those times, except for this memory,
which I believed might have happened at one of these gatherings.

Whatever this action was, I believe it started an amplification of
my anxious and active behavior. It carried into the darkest time of my
childhood. My parents left college and lived in a flat above my father’s
parents. Their financial woes grew, and my mother worked long nursing
shifts, while my dad had multiple jobs and came home late exhausted.
Arguments were frequent. Whether they were between my parents or
my father and his parents, it was a near-weekly phenomenon. Home
was a pressure cooker. At one point, my mother filed for divorce and
was going to fly to California to be with her sister. At the airport to see
her off, I darted across the boarding area, into the line by the gate, and
jumped into her arms, sobbing and pleading with her to not go. The
three of us cried together, and so did a few others in line. As with other
intensely unpleasant episodes in my life, I did not remember doing this.
I remembered being at the airport, but I probably began to shut down
as it became clear my mom was saying goodbye to us, and bolted to her
by instinct. My father told me this story when I was much older. He
said a Hollywood scriptwriter could not have topped what I said when
I was that terrified and heartbroken little boy.

It was while that was going on in my home that I had the mis-
fortune of running into The Pool Man. He was an older man in the
neighborhood who invited kids over to his pool in the summers. Of

course, I was all about getting into that pool. Five-year-olds are funny
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like that. My grandmother, who would watch me most of the days my
mother worked, brought me over there one day, after I saw a bunch of
the neighborhood children playing in the pool. As I was changing into
a bathing suit, in the bathroom of his home, I noticed the door was
cracked open and someone was looking at me. It was The Pool Man.
I'm not sure why I didn’t just show up already in my own swim trunks,
or if they were provided for me by the host.

There were the sounds of people laughing and splashing in the pool.
The window must have been open. He stepped into the room, wearing
only a robe. I had seen an adult penis before; I saw my dad naked many
times. This one was different. It stood out away from the body, poking
through the robe. It was fully erect, not something I'd seen before. As it
drew closer to my face, the robe opened a bit to show some gray pubic
hairs. This was also different to what I had seen before. I was told to
open my mouth, and so it began. A big hand was placed on my shoulder
and moved my small frame as needed.

At some point, I think someone called for the man, and he yelled
back, “In a minute!” but kept me in his grip and had my full mouth
silenced. Shortly after, my mind went blank. I do not know how long it
lasted, or if or where he ejaculated, but eventually I found myself swim-
ming in the pool, with the other kids. I remember feeling a bit detached
and wondering if they all had to do the same thing to swim there.

One of the lowest feelings I had, as I started to remember more of
what happened to me, was after I realized that I went to that pool more
than once, and was abused by The Pool Man more than once, as well. In
at least one of the other encounters, he added digital-anal penetration
to the list of activities. I was so disgusted with myself that I would ever
agree to return to that pool, or even want to go back. I told myself that
on some level I'd gotten what I deserved for being so careless. Blaming
yourself for your own abuse is common in adult survivors of childhood
sexual abuse. It’s also a very difficult feeling to shake. Even if your adult
self rationally knows that it wasn’t your fault, being stuck in the child’s
mentality that comes with the memory can be confusing as hell.

For the next few years, my disruptive behavior in school worsened

and the disciplining intensified. And, as if I needed more problems, I
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had yet another encounter with a disturbed adult. It was a woman with
blonde hair, about my parents’ age, who was probably a distant relative
on my father’s side of the family. In my mind, her name started with
a D, and I have mentally called her Auntie D ever since I first remem-
bered what she did to me.

My grandparents took me to some type of family gathering or
cookout when I was about seven years old. I found myself sitting on a
green wool couch, in a densely carpeted living room with the shades
pulled, only slivers of bright daylight pecking around the edges. I could
hear people talking and laughing, either in a different room or outside.
I remember her pressing herself against me and asking me if I would
kiss her.

To a seven-year-old, a kiss means a peck. So I was surprised when
her mouth met mine. It was open, and her tongue tried to pry its way
past my pursed lips and into my mouth. Then she said some words I
will never again forget: “I just love the way a grown man kisses me.”
Along with some other moaning and breathy sounds, she kept saying
this, as I was sexualized. At some point, she fondled my prepubescent
penis between her skinny fingers and shiny fingernails, while keeping
her mouth on my confused face. I went blank then. I have no idea how
or when things ended. I do know that I got a seven-year-old’s ver-
sion of an erection, and that part felt kind of good. Of course, this
was another source of intense feelings of shame and guilt for me, once
[ fully remembered what happened. I felt so disgusted that my body
betrayed me and responded to the skillful hands of a monster. A woman
no less, whose instincts are supposed to be to protect children at all
costs, not defile them.

Another common theme to my abuse episodes was that they
occurred when a lot of other people were around. I could always hear
some kind of commotion on the other side of a wall or window. The
ones I most clearly remember happened in broad daylight. This was a
realization that brought one of the biggest waves of tears. Help was
always just around the corner when I was being molested, but I never
got it. No one ever walked in. It also meant that I never yelled for help

either. Was I too scared to make a noise? Was I paralyzed with fear? Did
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[ just assume that others knew what was going on and this was just

how the world worked? It made my heart sink, to think that these were
things I'd had to consider, so young.
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HE FIRST FEW DAYS after my charge went public on July 24

were difficult. The liberties the TV news media took with their
coverage of my charge and affidavit created a near panic. It was hys-
teria. The headline “Pediatric Cancer Doctor Charged with Child
Pornography” wrote itself. The insinuations that my own children were
involved, as well as other children known to me, were especially trou-
bling for my immediate neighbors, who had young children my kids
played with. There were also enough breadcrumbs released in the news
to make readers and viewers incorrectly deduce that my pediatric can-
cer patients were somehow involved.

The blogs and comments sections accused me of being a child
molester who preyed upon the most vulnerable of children, those
with cancer. The very first line I read in one blog was “Great. Another
child molester. And he is a doctor who works with children. Is it safe
anywhere?” There were several who characterized all pediatricians as
pedophiles. Parents of my patients were interviewed on the TV news.
Most of them at least said I was a good doctor who took good care of
their kids and that they’d never noticed anything strange about me. The
most vociferous, though, who wrote what was essentially a “Hang Dr.
Pelloski” post on his Facebook page, was a father who (interestingly)
was so noncompliant and seldom present for his son’s cancer treatment
that the children’s hospital was considering a guardianship intervention
by Child Services.

A friend of mine would later tell me that “WTF?” was strewn
throughout the posts about me in Facebook. Some stuck up for me and
said there had to be more to the story. Others quickly condemned me
and said there was no hope for this monster. To be honest, I would have
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written the same thing about me, if I'd only read or watched what was
said about me. I would have wanted me killed, too, if I were hurting my
own children or child cancer patients.

I was now officially on house arrest and under federal supervision. I
met with my pretrial services officer, Hank, on the morning following
my court appearance. He would supervise me. Hank was another tall
guy with big shoulders and short dark hair, but again very kind and pro-
fessional. He had a female college student or intern working with him,
to observe our conversation, as he laid down the ground rules.

It was more humiliation when he reminded me that “you are to
have no sex toys, vibrators, dildos—mnothing sex-related in the home.
No adult videos, nothing of that nature.” The student blushed; I could
see she felt very awkward. “You are, from our perspective, in jail, but
you have the privilege of being home for it.”

In addition to requiring Susan’s supervision in the presence of my
own children, 'had to stay within five feet of the back door, and I could
only step out the front door to leave for preauthorized medical, legal,
spiritual, or employment purposes, which had to be scheduled every
Monday. Our meeting culminated with the house arrest monitoring
tether being affixed to my left ankle. I would eventually develop a kind
of Stockholm syndrome attachment to it, and desperately defended it
against any accident or damage when wrestling with my kids. I went
into a mild panic whenever it was taken off to change the battery.
Throughout my house arrest I had terrifying dreams in which I would
be out at social gatherings or doing mundane things like grocery shop-
ping and suddenly realize that I hadn’t scheduled it with Hank. I would
awake in a full-blown panic.

Later that night, my wife returned to Columbus. She’d been on
the road for the last two full days. My house felt like just a collec-
tion of floors, walls, and roof after being surrounded and violated by
news crews the night before. But once she stepped into it, it felt like a
home again. Our children were staying with their grandparents up in
Michigan. She found me somewhat shell-shocked and already about ten
pounds lighter than when she’d seen me four days before in Colorado.

She looked at me with a sympathetic smile when I pulled my pant leg
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up to show my new tether and gave me a hug,

We had a meeting with my attorneys that week, on Friday. The
size of my legal team had increased to three. There was Newton, who
had gotten me through the day I was charged; Dickins, whom my psy-
chiatrist had insisted upon; and his partner, Charles Wadsworth, who
would also be working on the case. A few people I knew wondered why
I decided to have three attorneys and not just one for my criminal case.
Some feared it gave the impression that I had a lot to hide and needed a
big team to minimize the damage. Susan, from her lawyer perspective,
endorsed the decision to have a team: “Sweetie, this is your life. You
have one shot to get this right. And with lawyers, you get what you pay
for.” It was a comment well-received by my new team. Even though it
was going to undoubtedly raise the cost of legal fees into the $75,000
to $100,000 range, I reluctantly agreed.

From what [ knew about Presidents Washington and Lincoln, and
from my professional experiences with multidisciplinary tumor boards
(a meeting where new cancer patients are discussed by a roomful of
different cancer specialists), it is far better to have several opinions
contributing when trying to arrive at the best solution to a problem.
[ knew there would be thousands of decisions to be made throughout
my case, and burdening one person with all of them would be tough—
no matter how adept that person was. Washington would listen to his
generals argue out their differing battle strategies. Lincoln surrounded
himself with contrarians. And in my experience, sometimes the person
in the meeting room you’d least expected would come up with the best
treatment approaches,

These three lawyers brought some very different perspectives and
experiences to the table. The one who was to be my lead attorney,
Dickins, was a veteran, well-respected and well-known. His new part-
ner, Wadsworth, was my age, a young up-and-comer in his field as I
had been in my own. He had an appreciation for all the computer and
technology elements to my case. The third attorney, Newton, was the
one I'd contacted initially, who had guided me through the day of my
charge. He had an almost academic interest in criminal psychology and

was fascinated by the psychology that underpinned my offense. He told
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me that in social and professional settings no case in recent memory
had drawn as much interest and conversation as mine had, and said that
many, surprisingly, felt terrible for me.

[ appreciated that they all had offices in the same building and had
worked cases together before. They were great guys—true profession-
als who assured us they would do everything they could for the best
outcome. They also explained that the case would take six months to
a year to unfold and would be punctuated by three major events, with
lots of legal work in between. The first event was the charge, which had
already happened on Wednesday. They were already starting to work
toward a plea bargain, which would lead into the second milestone of
the case, my plea hearing, where I would, they assumed at that point in
time, plead guilty. After this, the mitigation would start. In this phase
all the factors around my offense would be considered in preparation
for the final key event: my sentencing hearing, where a federal judge
would hand down the punishment.

[ was learning so much about a whole new field.

At this meeting, I also discovered that OSU had launched an inter-
nal investigation to make sure I had not inappropriately touched any of
my pediatric patients. I cannot begin to imagine what that process was
like—how devastating to everyone involved. This was exactly what my
wife and I did not want to happen. Not only did parents have to suf-
fer with their children’s cancer treatment, followed by, for many, their
children’s death, but now they were confronted with news that one of
their treating doctors may have been a pedophile. It was just one more
thing for them to agonize over.

My patient satisfaction results had never dipped below 92 per-
cent, which is remarkable, given that the majority of my patients had
the worst cancer prognoses and would be dead within a year. It was
even more noteworthy in light of the fact that my time was frequently
diverted by my myriad other responsibilities. Still, my attorneys feared
that someone might seize the opportunity, claiming that I had done
something bad in order to collect damages from the institutions that
allowed a piece-of-shit doctor to practice medicine there. More to

worry about.
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I received a few pieces of hate mail over the next few days. A few
stood out. One was from an old girlfriend who basically called me
a monster, said she was praying for my children, and offered to take
them away from me for their safety. Another was an anonymous letter
with the passages from the newspaper about my children’s alleged vic-
timization highlighted and annotated with a few handwritten scripture
quotes; the writer said that my wife and I were demons for abusing
our own children and that God would ensure we’d burn in hell for all
eternity. [ received a letter from the Ohio State Medical Board asking
that I permanently surrender my medical license—meaning they never
wanted me to practice in Ohio again. Fortunately, my medical board
attorney (the fourth attorney I would retain) interceded, and the board
allowed me to voluntarily suspend my license until the criminal case
was over. Still, I was told not to get my hopes up about ever practicing
again in Ohio. [ also received a late letter from the children’s hospital
stating that [ was named in a child pornography investigation and it was
strongly suggested that I resign (I already had, of course). To this day, I
still flinch at a fresh pile of mail, like a combat solider who jumps at the
pop of firecrackers.

A few of the neighbors who had small children themselves told
my wife they preferred to not associate with us anymore. They cited
the local TV station news reports that said I admitted to involving
children I knew. That was it. Sadly, one of those homes was where my
daughter went to play almost every day. She was not allowed to go
there anymore.

['was told OSU and Nationwide Children’s Hospital forbade my for-
mer colleagues from talking to me. I felt like a hot potato that everyone
wanted to drop. Within the next day or two, the facts of the case were
somewhat clarified—that there was no suspicion of improper direct

contact or molestation—but by then no one was paying any attention.

We had our children stay with our parents for about a week so that
we could see how it was going be on the home front. Once we were
confident no bricks would be thrown through our windows, no images

of me hanging, burning in effigy from a tree, no protesters camped on
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our front lawn, we felt safe enough to allow them to return to us. We
dreaded having to tell them that they couldn’t see their nearby friends
any longer, right when they would probably need them the most.

My parents drove them down to Columbus, and when they arrived
we kept things as normal as possible in the children’s presence. Once
they went to sleep, a very long, uncomfortable discussion with my par-
ents ensued, full of anger, sadness, disappointment, and horror. They
had to absorb everything at once. Not only did their son (who was until
very recently a source of pride) just have his life publicly destroyed
(and their own reputations too, by association and surname), but they
learned for the first time that their little boy had been sexually abused
multiple times at multiple hands. It was draining.

Nonetheless, before they left that weekend they had begun to pro-
cess what had happened and why I was the way I was. A lot of mysteries
about me were starting to make sense finally. I had a particularly long
talk with my father before he left, after he’d been able to ruminate on
the topic for a couple of nights. The news hit him the hardest, initially.
It was extremely important to me to have his support, and I finally did.

Once my parents were gone, we needed to discuss the new rules
and conditions of my house arrest with the children. It was a conversa-
tion I had been dreading, but it had to happen. Both children sat with
Susan on the basement couch, with me opposite them on the shorter
arm of the L-shape sectional. She started, “OK, we need to talk about
some new rules. Daddy made a mistake and did something bad that
made people mad at him. He is not a doctor anymore. He might be
later, but not now. He is going to stay home now.” My daughter’s face
flushed when she heard about me not being a doctor. She loved the fact
that I helped sick people, especially sick kids. She had toy stethoscopes
and thermometers and always took care of her “sick” stuffed animals,
asking me for an occasional consult.

“So, Daddy is in trouble because he did something bad?” My daugh-
ter asked.

“Yes. He is in grown-up ‘time-out,’ and he has consequences.”

“What are ‘consequences’?”

“They are new rules of a punishment. Daddy cannot go out to places
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with us, or play outside. We cannot have your friends come over and
visit us. Also, some of the people who are mad at Daddy don’t want any
of us to go over to their houses, including the moms and dads of your
friends. It is not your fault. You did nothing wrong, Sometimes when
grown-ups don’t get along, it makes new rules for kids, too. It is not
fair to you guys, I know, but that is how it is.”

“So, Daddy does not have a job anymore?” she continued her ques-
tioning, At this moment, my son slowly walked over to me, climbed
into my lap, hugged me, kissed my cheek, and kept his arm around me,
not saying a word. He just held on to me and looked at the floor of our
basement. I hid my tears from him.

“No, but Daddy will work again when his consequences are done,”
my wife continued.

“How long will the consequences last?”

“We don’t know. Grown-up time-out takes a very long time.” My
daughter looked at me with disappointment. Sensing this, Susan added,
“Daddy is still your daddy. He loves you and we love him. He did some-
thing bad, it was a mistake, but he is not bad. Daddy is not a bad person.
Also, Daddy cannot be alone with you. Mommy needs to be there, too.”

“If Daddy is good, why do you need to be there, too?” My daughter
never misses a beat.

“It is just the rules for now.”

[ finally added to the conversation, “Daddy will be home a lot now.
[ will be able to draw, read, and build Legos now. I am so sorry that I
made a mistake.”

“Why did you do a bad thing?”

“You guys remember how I was ‘Yelly Daddy’?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I was that way because I was not feeling very good. So I
was mean to you guys and did the bad thing. But I will get better and
not yell so much. We will have fun with me being home. I promise.”
My son hugged me again, but my daughter remained skeptical. I had
been Yelly Daddy for quite some time. So not only had I been mean
and grumpy, but now I'd done something so bad that even grown-ups
were mad at me. Further, because of me, she was losing friends that
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were part of her everyday life. I was definitely not on her list of favor-
ite people at that moment.

Her personality significantly changed over the next two weeks. She
sensed the tension between her mother and me, and there were all of
the abrupt changes in plans and rules. Just as I did when my parents
argued, she always tried to insert herself in any of our conversations to
deflect our attention—often when we were discussing pressing mat-
ters. She became much more clingy, irritable, afraid to sleep by herself,
emotionally labile, hypervigilent, and sensitive to any criticism or disci-
pline. It added enormous stress to an already fraught situation.

However, I would always remember that on the day we told my
daughter of my consequences, after my wife reminded her a little later
not to step foot into the adjacent yard, she came up to me and said,
“Daddy, I love you, but I am very mad at you that you were bad and
have consequences. But I still love you,” and then stomped off. Most
adults cannot articulate their emotions so clearly. I was so proud of her,
and [ felt like an incredible loser for not being as forthright with my
emotions in the past as she was, and for bringing this mess into her life.
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LOVE SAVED MY LIFE. It was receiving the unconditional love
and support from my wife and father-in-law that saved me that first
night [ was alone in a dorm room in the middle of Colorado. With each
passing day, I was gifted with more of the same. Being reintroduced to
my children over those five days in Colorado helped me endure the day
my story broke and the night my home was surrounded. I had been an
absent and angry father to them for a while, but they still loved me,
and my relationship with them began healing before everything truly
started.

This was critical. I was about to lose everything I'd let define me
and my worth, yet people still supported and loved me, for me. When
my story broke and the local TV news and Internet media portrayed
me as a monster, a few days after the shock wore off, the support only
increased. Neighbors and people who really knew me, whom I had
feared would want me hanging from a tree, started calling me to make
sure I was OK and still alive.

And Susan sent out this incredible e-mail to all the women of the
neighborhood, shortly after the media explosion:

Ladies,

I know some of you have asked that I not contact you, but I
wanted to share some information that I thought you might want or
like to have. I won’t contact you again unless it’s absolutely necessary.

The reason [ am writing is to put your mind at ease that you will
not be involved in this process. We were assured of this in the begin-
ning, that there was no evidence or information needed from any
of you; it’s not that kind of case. I have asked again for confirmation
from the prosecutor, but thus far I have been assured that there is no
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reason for any of you to be interviewed or otherwise attached to this
case other than the stigma of living by and socializing with us. And
for that I am so very sorry. I know how important social perception
is in this town, though I have no doubt you ladies have already done
your damage control there; you're too awesome to be dinged by us.

[ 'am so sorry for the fear and confusion that has entered your
lives and what you’ve had to endure thus far. I am slowly com-
ing in and out of various stages of shock and fear myself. I knew
some of Chris’s childhood abuse, but I had no idea what was hap-
pening until my house got raided as I was starting the bedtime
process with the kids. And I am sorry I was not allowed to say
anything at the time other than there was no danger to any of you
(which is also why Chris was allowed some vacation, and is cur-
rently at home, and not in jail without bail). I believe him when
he says it’s like an Auschwitz victim looking at Holocaust photos,
but I have several more years knowing him. And no, it doesn’t
make it less disturbing, just that I understand what he means and
that PTSD manifests itself in some horrible ways sometimes. I
grew up with someone in a constant fight-or-flight survival mode,
so nothing ever seemed abnormal to me. And I know what I would
probably think if I wasn’t involved and didn’t know Chris as well as
I do. I'still feel like I’'m having an out-of-body experience.

My other reason for writing is to again plead for your help in
protecting my kids. They are too young to have much informa-
tion about the reality of the situation. There is enough opportunity
for trauma here, and I need to minimize it as much as possible for
their sake. I don’t want my kind, happy, confident, outgoing kids
to become withdrawn and angry. Chris did what he did, and he has
to pay the consequences, whatever they may be, but my children
should not have to suffer any needless or careless strain and distress.
So, please, I ask that adults and kids not ask them questions (they
don’t know anything) or make hurtful comments, and if you see
gawkers hanging out or driving by one too many times, please say
something, or let me know so I can say something. Hopefully that
novelty will soon pass.

In the same vein, for the sake of getting my family through this,
I have chosen not to read or watch the news, and I do not want to
know the gory details of what my husband was viewing. If you have
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investigated this, please keep it amongst yourselves. I cannot absorb
that, and take care of my kids and myself. My imagination is bad
enough and I don’t want to actually know. What happens between
the two of us will be decided in time. I have been with him for 20
years, and right now he needs my help, and I have very young chil-
dren I need to guide through this mess as cleanly as possible.

For those of you that have asked my children to also stay away,
[ plan to tell them simply that the adults have had a disagreement
that will take some time to sort out, and unfortunately sometimes
in these situations the kids get caught up in it as well. So, if you
get approached (my guess is by my too-crafty-for-her-own-good
daughter), that’s what I'm going to say.

For those still in support, I cannot ever thank you enough. It
gives me extra bursts of strength when I think I have none left.

Once we have a better grasp on what will occur the next few
months and what will be Chris’s restrictions, we will be selling
the house. Once Chris is sentenced (6-9 months from now), who
knows what will happen. I will cross that bridge when I come to
it. For now, [ am pretty sure I will be pulling the kids from school,
and that’s about as far as I've gotten. They will be home this week-
end, and may go to my parents as various things come up. 'm
hoping to keep everything as normal as possible for their sake.

Thank you for your time, and again I'm so very sorry, and so
is Chris. He cannot express how truly sorry he is that his release
from this mental torment has negatively affected all of you, and
mostly his own family.

I read this email with the same admiration I have when I watch a momma

bear defend her den and cubs on a National Geographic documentary.

The support we received only grew after it was sent out. Our neighbors

rallied. And, yes, in July, when mental health professionals and attorneys

were trying to package my neuroses with the more traditional labels

of depression, alcoholism, and/or sex/porn addiction that the courts

would understand, along with my long-standing “established” history of

ADD and generalized anxiety disorder, my wife made the diagnosis of

post-traumatic stress disorder. I was a bit skeptical about this. PTSD? No.

That was what soldiers got from combat. I never did any combat.
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Outsiders’ perception of our Upper Arlington neighborhood is that
it is a bit haughty and blue-blooded. Since Susan and I both come from
working-class families, in which our parents were the first generation
to go to college, we did feel out of place when we first stumbled onto
the neighborhood. We thought the old homes looked cool and liked
how the neighborhood was full of old trees and winding roads. We had
no idea of the deep regional traditions and class antagonism that came
with the address.

As in Shaker Heights or the Main Line, families in Upper
Arlington have lived there for many generations. It was odd to be
asked which UA elementary school I attended growing up. My first
inclination was to say I'd gone to the Feinberg School of Medicine
at Northwestern University, which would presumably have rendered
moot the question of from which institution I'd matriculated primary
school. Instead, I would politely say that I did not grow up in Upper
Arlington. So you can imagine how terrified we were of how we
would be perceived by the neighbors when my story broke—follow-
ing a theatrical police raid and TV news media encampment on our
front lawn. Not only were we outsiders to UA, but our presence and
my offense imparted a glaring blemish to its pristine linens. Even the
dignified homes and ancient trees seemed to collectively shake their
heads in disgust at us. At me.

But we saw none of that. How the media and hateful bloggers
treated us was not a harbinger of things to come. Out of all the neigh-
bors in our immediate vicinity, all but two households were in our
corner. The support from our UA neighbors was unprecedented
and overwhelming. Even people we barely knew or rarely saw, or
who were from more remote parts of the neighborhood, showed us
unwavering support. If my wife was outside or out on the sidewalk,
people driving by would stop their cars, get out and tearfully hug her,
and offer anything to help her. Families brought us dinners, visited
and talked with us, offered to watch our children for a while so Susan
could get away for a bit. On one day in October, fifteen households
in our neighborhood sponsored a luncheon as a show of support and

care for my wife. There was a huge food spread and they gave her a
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gift card to a local fitness center that offered child-sitting services.

[ heard stories of neighbors yelling at the reporters, calling them
“low-life vultures” and complaining to the police about them. Children
from the neighborhood who knew me were telling their parents that
Dr. Pelloski is a good guy, and they don’t know what they are talking
about. I don’t believe he would ever hurt any kids. The very next day
after the media swarm at my home, a neighbor, the mother of two girls
called me, and gave me her usual cheerful greeting—“Heeecey! What's
goin’ on?”—to tell me that nothing had changed.

The elementary school where my children started kindergarten
was incredible as well. The teachers and principal, and the parents
of my children’s classmates, were understanding and supportive, and
made every effort to absorb any of the stressors my case could have
created for my children. Susan met with the staff to see if the kids were
even going to be allowed into the school. She was met with open arms
and a pledge to preserve my children’s well-being. So we enrolled them
in kindergarten after all.

Later in the year, when they turned six, we threw them a birthday
party. Twenty-nine children, mostly from kindergarten and a few from
their old preschool, showed up, and they all had a blast. No one declined
the invitation, cancelled, or tendered a relatives-suddenly-showed-up-
in-town-sorry-we-can’t-make-it excuse. The whole community rallied
around my children to make sure their kindergarten experience was
normal and healthy. I couldn’t ask for anything more. I just hoped they
would be treated well. And they were.

Even the neighbors who initially pulled away from us softened their
stances over time and allowed my children to play with theirs again. One
of our initial detractors made sure our sidewalk was plowed and clear
for us in the winter, and reestablished contact with me and encouraged
me during therapy. When my family’s lives could have taken another
scarring turn, compounding the trauma that my case generated, the
community of Upper Arlington, Ohio, stepped up and helped my wife
and children. It could have been easy for others to turn their backs on
them and assume they were already damaged goods. But they did not.
For that, I will be eternally grateful.
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It would be dishonest to say I was never outraged over how every-
thing played out in the media and the response it generated. On the
other hand, I understand how the game is played and that many people’s
intentions were good. The wave of fear generated by the local news
should have been of no surprise to me. It was business, not personal.
Local news has to compete with twenty-four-hour news channels and
Internet news outlets. When they have a juicy story, they need to milk it
for all it’s worth. That is what brings in the clicks and viewers, and gen-
erates revenue, which puts food on the table. And, in fact, many people
don’t want real news. Real news is boring. The only time C-SPAN ever
grabbed a decent Nielsen share was when Clarence Thomas and Anita
Hill were talking about pubic hairs on Coke cans and Long Dong Silver.

The next wave of support came from my laboratory group and resi-
dents. In their eyes I was still their principal investigator and program
director, respectively. The day after my charge went public, when I was
avoiding windows and doors, hiding from news crews, my chief res-
ident’s father left a bag of Subway sandwiches hanging from my side
door. Since I didn’t recognize him, I assumed they were poisoned and
promptly threw them away when he drove off.

Eventually my coworkers and residents all ignored the unofficial
and “plausibly deniable” OSU gag order and started contacting me and
coming over to visit while I remained on house arrest. Over time, I was
even able to do some troubleshooting on the research projects I had
initiated, do a little data analysis, and give career guidance via texts and
house visits. All off the record, of course.

Once they felt safe enough to reach out to me, they all did. They
came in droves, and we shared texts and phone calls, potluck dinners
and visits at lunchtime, TV football and beer (at least until I was for-
bidden to have any alcohol as a condition of my bond). They all came
to see me to make sure I was OK. Many were stunned to see how
much younger I looked and how much weight I'd lost. It is amazing
what stress does to a body. My blood pressure, when measured during
my alcohol abuse evaluation in early August (at the height of the media
circus, no less), was 118/70! It hadn’t been that low since high school.
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I'd hovered around 145/85 for the two years before my arrest. I'd also
instantly dropped twenty pounds, without changing what I ate and with
no exercise during those first few months on bond.

There were also other reasons besides friendship and moral support
that people reached out to me. A disturbing and tragically common
theme was their own childhood sexual abuse. I was amazed by how
many people confided in me that they, too, had been sexually abused as
children. Many were women, but there were several men, as well. For
some, I was the first or second person they ever told. Some were peo-
ple I had known my whole life; others I had only met recently. They all
knew that something happened to me as a child the moment they heard
about me in the news. Some envied the relief I'd gained by being forced
to talk about it. Yet they found solace in talking with me about what
happened to them. It was as if we were members of our own secret
society and had finally discovered our mutual hidden allegiance. I was
able to convince a few to start counseling. For others, who did not have
the time or the funds to get counseling, I encouraged them to at least
tell the people close to them. Nothing beats just getting it all out. Even
if the life around the sufferer is crumbling, getting it out is liberating.

Though there were quite a few tears in these meetings, there were
also laughs. One of the nurses I used to work with, who’d come to visit
us, noticed people driving slowly by the house and gawking after our
address was pasted all over the news and Internet. So, as she drove off
after her visit, she made sure we saw her pass our house going three
miles an hour staring blankly out her open window—followed by a
goodbye wave and her huge, infectious belly laugh that we could hear
across the yard and street. Moments like that kept things light for us.
These moments were all additional layers of support that proved I had
many people and things to live for.

One glaring gap in my support network was the academic faculty
physicians who were my primary colleagues. They didn’t return my
texts and refused to write a character reference or to testify on my
behalf at my sentencing. Neighbors, friends, family members, students,

residents, nurses, physicians in private/community practice, and basic
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science researchers all leapt at the chance to support me. Some were
people whom I did not know well personally, and yet they still wrote
letters on my behalf to my judge. Some wrote without even being
asked. Many owned private companies or had law firms that were their
own businesses, and thus had much more to lose by sticking out their
necks for me. But no support came from medical doctors who were
on faculty at the university hospitals where I'd worked. None from the
people beside whom I'd fought in the trenches on almost a daily basis,
for years.

Even the few academic physicians who were initially supportive fell
silent as time went on. Some told me they could not talk to me or
support me because of the mandate given by their legal departments
(which is technically illegal, since that would be interfering with their
freedom of speech outside the workplace). When I asked if they could
write a letter of support on my behalf, the near-unanimous response
was Let me talk to Legal first.

No one else, in any other line of work, including other physicians
in the private sector, ever said anything even remotely similar to this
in their responses to me. There was no need for anyone to check with a
third party first, except the academicians. It was especially difficult to
hear that many supported me or understood, but could not get involved
out of fear of some hypothetical risk to their careers. One physician
from the West Coast basically told me that her academic position was
her entire life and identity and, while she was sympathetic to my pre-
dicament, she could never do anything to jeopardize it—whether the
danger was real or imagined. This was a person I'd spent many hours
with in the past, talking her down from the ledge during her first few
years of grueling post-med school training. However, I would get no
help from her when it was my turn to desperately need it.

It would have been one thing for them to tell me to go to hell, if
they felt that my offense was unforgivable. But it was disturbing to
hear that physicians—some of whom had psychology or neuroscience
in their backgrounds, and were thus far better able to appreciate the
long-term effects of childhood trauma than the average layperson—did
in fact support me in spirit and in theory, but were being successfully
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bullied into involuntary silence. After all that hardcore studying, long
hours in the lab courses, their twenties spent tirelessly working round
the clock in hospitals and shouldering a massive accumulation of educa-
tional debt—they lacked the courage to follow their own conscience?
At what point did we physicians, especially those in academia, collec-
tively and figuratively lose our balls?

While we all know universities are notoriously competitive and are
never beyond reproach, on a personal level many individual physicians
and scientists within those institutions still believe in a higher cause.
From the day we step into medical school to the day we leave academia,
it is pounded into us that academics are supposed to be above politics
and the prejudices of laypeople. For thirteen years, academia told me
that private practice physicians are self-centered, unprincipled, and
concerned only with money. A steadfast belief endures in many corners
of academic medicine that a physician who leaves for private practice
has betrayed that higher calling and joined what many in academia call
the “dark side.” Academia, at least for many within it, has successfully
sold itself as a bastion of science and altruism, a beacon of enlighten-
ment, an arena immune to fear and ignorance.

When it came time to support me, however, academics were dis-
suaded from doing so by self-centered entities concerned only with
money. The irony is that, in sticking to their principles, the private
practice guys were selfless in their actions despite the financial risk of
attaching their names to mine. Thus, academia showed itself to be hyp-
ocritical through and through and without conviction in the principles
it is supposed to represent. Further, even though academics deceive
themselves that it is “not about the money,” by letting others handle it,
they are just as beholden to the corporate/business side of medicine as
private practice physicians.

At first I felt quite betrayed by my colleagues. They'd turned their
backs on me when their endorsement could have provided so much
help for my family and me. This was the community in which I'd been
working myself to death, shaving years (if not decades) off my life while
isolating myself from those who actually loved and cared for me? This
was how much I mattered to the field, which demanded that I dedicate
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myself to a point where all I would have to show for it would be my
son coldly and distantly reciting my CV as my only eulogy while a gold
medal is laid upon my corpse? It was an incredible eye-opener for me.

But a double-dose of reality crept in during my healing process. The
first was that I was lucky that anyone would support me at all, given my
charge and the public perception. The second was realizing that I could
not blame those who would not publicly support me. I used to be one
of them, self-absorbed and ball-less. Would I have stuck my neck out
for someone in my same situation had my career continued unscathed?
Probably not.

I, too, would have rationalized why I could not get involved. A
physician who treats children and is the director of Pediatric Radiation
Oncology cannot be associated with someone who was caught with
child pornography—even though I would certainly have understood
how someone could arrive at that activity, given my own personal
history. I would have had a career to worry about. I would have had
places to go and positions and titles to acquire. I could not have that
blemish on my record. No way. Sorry, man.You are on your own with this,
would have been my response, too. I would have abandoned my col-
league in need and bowed to the PR interests of university adminis-
trators and legal officers, even though they did not understand the
mental health aspects as I did.

So I counted my blessings for the support I did receive, and let it go.
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As MY LEGAL CASE EVOLVED, the decision for me to plead
guilty was confirmed. There really was nothing to contest. I'd
confessed, and there was ample computer forensic evidence that I
had viewed child pornography. The hope was that because of this plea
agreement and my cooperation, the prosecution would not ratchet up
the technicalities. As another part of this deal, I was to undergo an
interrogation with lie detection. The prosecution wanted to verify that
I was not a physical threat to children and had no sexual attraction
toward children.

Agreeing to be questioned in this fashion is seen as a good sign in
and of itself. Many assume that those with child pornography charges
have a lot to hide and will avoid this type of interrogation and analysis at
all costs. I, however, was chomping at the bit for it. It was the first time
[ would get to officially talk about my case to anyone from the other
side since my conversation with the detective during my home raid.

The method of testing was called CVSA, for Computer Voice Stress
Analyzer. I will always remember those letters because they were
pasted on the computer that sat before me on the detective’s desk. The
microphone clipped to my shirt collar was plugged into its USB port.
CVSA is a screening tool for the more well-known and more expensive
polygraph (“lie detector”) test. The science behind CVSA is very inter-
esting. When a person speaks there is a low-frequency vibration of the
vocal cords that reflects the level of stress placed upon them. This fre-
quency is not audible in the normal human range of hearing. It is in the
infrasound range of eight to fourteen hertz, the same frequency range
that African elephants use for communication at long distances (up
to six miles) to coordinate the movement of herds and locate mates.
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The stress on the vocal cords is an indirect measurement of the nerve
impulses that arrive from the brain to make the cords produce sound.
When you tell the truth or say something direct or sincere, the speech
and motor portions of the brain coordinate and send signals down to
the vocal cords. Lying requires a bit more work by the brain. A third
part of the forebrain has to run some interference when what you’re
saying is the opposite of what you know. This extra work is transmit-
ted via extra signaling, and this extra input causes microtremors in the
cords, which are detected by the CVSA software. Thus the test is used
more to verify truth telling than to detect lies.

If T failed the CVSA or the results were inconclusive, then I would move
onto the full polygraph assessment. This would mean a lot more time and
money spent on all sides, so the hope was that the CVSA would conclude
this part of the investigation. Both sides were fairly certain I was “safe,” but
they needed some form of scientific documentation to support it.

Before beginning the assessment, I met with the prosecutor, Newton,
and the detective who would conduct the questioning to go over the
ground rules. It was September 25th, at this point, seventy-one days
since the raid on my home. The interview (or interrogation, depending
on whose point of view you took), was to last an hour and would consist
of an open “conversation” (to verify overall truthfulness) and then a set
of three agreed-upon questions run through the CVSA toward the end
of the hour. No lawyers were to be present, just the detective and me.
[ was told if the questioning wandered off track or if I felt I was getting
backed into a corner, I would have “kill-switch” capability and could stop
the meeting and demand that my attorney intervene. I told them this was
not going to happen with me; we could talk about anything (though of
course my attorney got a little squirmy with that statement).

The three agreed-upon questions by my attorneys and the prose-
cutor were:

1. Have you ever masturbated to images of [your own children] in
various states of undress?

Since we had pictures of them naked after baths and because of my

charge, this question had to be asked. It was so difficult hearing and

seeing their names in this context.
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2. Have you ever derived any sexual gratification from your
pediatric patients?
3. Have you ever derived any sexual gratification from

[your own children]?

Again, it was agonizing to see their names.

An additional eight sample and control questions would also be ana-
lyzed to establish baselines. I signed some papers, and off I went with
the detective down a corridor to the interrogation room. It was ten by
ten feet, a cube of a room in the belly of the Sheriff’s Department, and
had the same suffocating qualities as my holding cell: no windows, all
drywall and white-painted cinderblock. The microphone was clipped
to my collar close to my throat. I sat across from the detective’s desk
with the CVSA laptop between us.

“Now, before we start, we need to be clear on some things,” he
stated. He was a big guy with serious eyes and a military-style haircut.
Not tall, but big—his hands were weathered and massive and looked
like they could easily crush a clutch of walnuts. On our way in, he’'d
told me a little of his time in the Marines and that he had been on the
police force for almost thirty years. If he was trying to scare the shit out
of me, it worked.

“We need to be clear on what sexual gratification is, because it can
mean different things for different people. As far as I am concerned it is
anything sexual. It goes beyond rape or physical violation. It is more than
what we think of as molestation. It can be extra touching, like when giv-
ing children baths or, in your line of work, if you spend more time than
you need to do a physical exam. Or, you can have children touch you in a
sexual manner. Or it can be indirect. Photographing or filming children
for your sexual arousal. Masturbating to pictures or movies of children,
pornographic or even nonsexual media. Or observing children when
they are not even aware of it while you are getting some sort of sexual
pleasure: masturbation or lustful thoughts. Another example is showing
children pornography or other inappropriate media. Basically, anything
where you gain sexual arousal at the expense of children.”

“I'am perfectly clear on your definition and I agree with it, too.” I

said, assertively. “There is one thing I want to clarify, though.”
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“What is that?”

“Question number two: Did I ever derive sexual gratification from
my pediatric patients? I want that expanded to any and all children I
have ever seen: Did I ever derive sexual gratification from any child?
That is what I want asked and answered.”

“Are you sure? Do you want to run that by the attorneys?”

“No. In addition to the parents of my patients, I have neighbors
who think I was checking out their kids. I want this addressed. My wife
wants this verified!” Just about everyone I talked with about my view-
ing—friends, neighbors, mental health professionals—all assumed that
I got off on child pornography. They couldn’t understand that I was
torturing myself with it and making myself remember what happened
to me. Expanding the scope of the question would include all children.
Even those in the illicit media that I viewed. I needed this clarified.

“Really?”

“Yes, there was a lot of untrue stuff about me in the media, too. I
want to make things clear.”

“OK. We are clear this includes any children in any media you have
ever viewed?” he seemed like he thought what I was offering was too
good to be true, from an investigator’s perspective.

“Yes.”

“You know, most people who are in the trouble you're in don’t
even want to sit down and talk, much less expand the scope of the ques-
tions.” He looked at me for a while, expecting me to renege. I didn’t
flinch. He shrugged his shoulders and then took pen to paper to make
changes. “OK ... I will modify question two.” I had just swung the door
wide open. He seemed pleased that I wanted this asked. Given his line
of work, he definitely wanted to ask this question. It was the question
everyone wanted answered.

[ gave him the thumbnail sketch of my career. He told me how much
experience he had with CVSA, and then the investigative questioning
began—mnot the analysis questions, but the credibility questions.

“OK, we are going to get to it now. Aside from the agreed-upon
questions, [ am going to ask you other questions to make sure you are
open and honest about things regarding your case in general. The first
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question I have is why? Why were you drawn to child pornography?”

“The first time I had ever saw it, I was expecting ‘normal, legal
porn to show up, but instead, it was something else. I got sick: head-
ache, nausea. I could feel my heart beating, my chest hurt. Then I real-
ized that [ was made to do what I was viewing when [ was the same age
as the girl in the video clip.”

“You were abused?”

“Yes. It was a man who had a pool and invited kids over all the time.
That was the first one I remembered.”

“There was more?”

“I was abused by at least three different adults from the ages of three
to eight or so.” I could see genuine sadness in his eyes. “I can’t remem-
ber exactly what happened when I was three. The pool guy happened
around five or six years old, and a distant family relative, a woman, was
the third, when I was about seven or eight.

“Tknow I haven’t remembered everything.” At this point, the detec-
tive became somewhat choked up and quietly, solemnly told me that
someone close to him has been abused. “Aw man, I am so sorry,” I said.

“Yeah, that is why I decided to work for this task force. To protect
children. To speak for those who cannot speak for themselves.” I could
see the warmth, pride, and concern in his eyes, behind his formidable
stare. He quickly snapped back to the task at hand, however.

“Did you ever tell anyone or try to press charges?”

“I'am sure the guy with the pool is dead. I am not sure who exactly
the woman is or what happened the very first time. I told my grand-
parents about the woman, but I was told to be quiet and not be ‘dirty.”

“I know you have helped a lot of kids with your work. And so I
know you understand why we are having this conversation here today.”

“Yes. You guys want to ensure the safety of children. I get it. And I
do want kids to be safe, too.”We had an understanding. Sure, I knew he
needed to gain my confidence and trust to make me relax—and maybe
accidentally divulge some extra information he could investigate. It
was all part of standard interrogation practices. But I also felt that he
believed, on some level, that my concern for children was genuine,

despite my offense and its appearances to the contrary.
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“Getting back to the offense. How would you do it?”

“I would download a peer-to-peer file sharing program. Type in
search terms. View whatever came up. And when I could not look any-
more, [ would delete all the files and uninstall the program.”

“That is how you always did it?”

“Yes.”

“You do realize that when we analyze the computers, we can check
time-stamps, times of possession, and keystrokes.” I knew they already
had all the answers; he was testing me.

“Yes.You guys got everything. Every computer we ever owned, you
have. We never threw them out because they had bank and credit card
account information. We didn’t want identity theft to occur.”

“I can understand that. Computers are scary that way.”

“Yes. Apparently they store everything.” I was pushing my luck, trying
out my gallows humor, but he just nodded to confirm my observation.

“So why your work laptop?”

“After we moved to Columbus, we never used our old desktop
again. There was no convenient place to set it up. That was why it was
in a heap when you guys found it during the raid. I was glued to my lap-
top at all times. So that was what I used. I never used any OSU servers
or systems. Only my home Internet line.”

“So, before your activity in Columbus, 2012, when was the last
time you looked at child pornography, on that or any other computer?”

“It was in "06 or "07. I stopped once my kids were born. I thought I
was over it and didn’t want to pick at that scab like that again.”

“So, the time-stamp on these deleted files should be "06 to *07?”

“Yes.”

[ believe he got what he wanted, because our attention then
switched to the three questions to be analyzed. The concept of CVSA
and the science behind the questions that would be asked were
explained. My anxiety returned after the break that our initial discus-
sion had provided. There were going to be six positive control ques-
tions with yes or no answers that were correct—things like Your name
is Christopher Pelloski? (yes), or Your shirt is blue? (no; it was green).
Then there were to be two negative control questions with known
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untruthful responses: Is the wall black? (yes), and Have you ever exceeded
the posted speed limit? (no).

The scientist in me appreciated this approach. Several variables
were controlled for here. Truthfulness, of course, but even the differ-
ence between honest and false phonations of the words yes and no were
taken into account. However, the emotional human side in me became
acutely self-aware. I was sitting in a cement box with an ex-Marine
whose job was to tear those who harm children a new one, and who on
some level suspected that I deliberately and physically harmed children.
The media, bloggers and their readers, and even some from my home-
town—all assumed I was a monster. All of this loomed in my mind, and
the content of the questions wasn’t even in the same ballpark in terms
of relevance and intensity. A question about wall color compared to
whether [ molested my own children was like comparing a pinprick to
a shotgun blast. These questions were going to be the deciding factors
in all of this?

Would my own nerves betray me? Every time my children’s names
were mentioned, I got hot-cold flashes thinking about harm being done
to them and how old I was when things happened to me. Would a rush
of blood from my intensifying heart rate cause a quaver in my voice
because I was responding to hearing my children’s names or foreseeing
new allegations against me (which were the point of the questions)—a
quaver that would be interpreted as confirmation that I was indeed a
monster. Sweat poured down my back as we proceeded with the ques-
tions. After each question was asked, I was supposed to pause a bit
before my voice was recorded.

“Have you ever derived any sexual gratification from any child?”

“No,” quickly.

“That did not register, [ am going to have to ask that again.” Fuck!
[ was getting rattled. How was I going to explain this to my wife? She
would leave me, take the kids, and I would never see them again. The
prosecutor’s worst concerns would be confirmed, and she would come
at me with a vengeance. And rightly so, based on the data from this
exam—I completely forgot that a polygraph would be the backup if

these results of this exam were suspicious.
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“I know you want to get ahead of all of this. If you are telling the
truth, it will show up. Just wait one second and then answer the ques-
tions.” I took a deep breath and we proceeded. We hit all of the ques-
tions: wall colors, speed limits, and whether or not I was a dangerous
sexual deviant. You know, light stuff. He showed me the voice wave
patterns afterwards. There were a few lines that looked a little more
jagged than the others. The wavelengths on those were a little shorter
as well. But overall there was no dominant wave pattern I could see.

“We are going to throw this one out.”

“Really?”

“Yes. The second time around clarifies the picture. The first time
you are nervous and not sure what to expect, and that can alter the
patterns a bit. You are nervous, I take it.”

“Uh, yeah. Very.”

“Well, if you are telling the truth, you now know how the ques-
tioning will run and what it feels like. You are more relaxed, and your
voice patterns are more consistent on the second time around. If you
are lying, you are now freaking out that you have to lie to the detective
one more time. And so that pattern becomes more apparent.”

The second time around, there were no hiccups. The big three
questions were asked again and I responded at the correct time:

1. Have you ever masturbated to images of [your own children] in
various states of undress? No.

2. Have you ever derived any sexual gratification from any child? No.

3. Have you ever derived any sexual gratification from [your own
children]? No.

At the conclusion of this second run-through of the questions, he
showed me the voice wave patterns again. They were strikingly clearer.
Nine patterns were smooth, with equal wavelengths and amplitudes.
They were nearly identical, except for the overall length of the record-
ings, which may have correlated with the differences in how I say yes
versus no. However, two wave patterns were jagged and had varying,
but overall shorter wavelengths. Were these the two negative controls?
Were those the two lies I was told to make: the wall is black and I never
exceeded the speed limit while driving my car. [ tried to think which
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questions these oddball curves corresponded to and replayed the ques-
tion order in my head. Was number nine the one about my address,
or was that the one about whether or not I jack off to my kids? I was
scrambling to remember.

Even in this setting, I could not help but analyze data like the invet-
erate scientist that I am. I would probably calculate the acceleration and
force of the guillotine blade as it fell toward my neck, if I ever found
myself in that situation—using the last moments of my life to appreci-
ate Newtonian physics.

The detective abruptly pulled away the data and said that we
were finished.

“Did I pass?”

“We will look over the results and check on your responses and let
your attorney know. Maybe tomorrow we’ll know the results?”

I walked out of the department with my attorney, and when we
were out on the street, he asked me how it went.

“I was just asked if I beat off to kids or molested my own children.
Do you have any idea how fucked up that is?” I was exasperated and
exhausted.

“I know, man. I am sorry. But it is done. Hopefully we can move on
from here.”

It took me about twenty-five minutes to get back to my house. Later
that night, my attorney called and informed me, “You’ve passed.”Those
two jagged curves were the control lies. I would later learn that the
microtremors are strictly a function of the brain knowing it is lying and
have nothing to do with the stress responses in heart and circulation.
Thus questions of wall color and whether or not you have committed a
heinous crime can be asked back to back and be given the same scien-
tific consideration.

Both the official and unofficial questions had checked out on the
forensic computer evaluation. This meant that both sides knew, with
much more confidence, that I was not a danger. In his report, the
detective said that, based on his twenty-plus years of experience with

CVSA, from the answers I gave he concluded that I was honest and
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truthful and the voice stress analysis yielded a clear interpretation.

His report read:

Conclusion: Based upon my training and experience, it is my
opinion that the subject did respond truthfully to the relevant
questions. Due to the gravity of the charges, a second opin-
ion was requested from Det. Sgt. Gregory Danielson, Franklin
County Sherift’s Office. The evaluation of the charts was done
“in the Blind”. The conclusion drawn by Det. Sgt. Danielson
were the same as the examiner, that the subject did respond
truthfully to the relevant questions.

Briant Watts, Franklin County Sheriff’s Office.

The results of this interview and the detective’s report were a turn-
ing point. This was made clear to me on Halloween night, when a local
news channel was running a special on the results of the Internet task
force operation. Forty arrests had been made, including mine. A lot of
dangerous people had been nabbed—people whose involvement with
child pornography was just the tip of their sordid iceberg. These indi-
viduals had also committed enticement, rape, and other heinous contact
offenses. Horrible. My name was left out of the TV segment and the cor-
responding printed piece the next day, despite the tempting high-profile
aspects of my case. This meant they knew I was not a danger.

It made a huge difference for my wife and children, not having their
trick-or-treat experience shadowed by another public dark cloud. My
wife saw no drop in turnout as she sat out on the sidewalk handing out
candy, and our children happily went around the neighborhood with
their grandparents. It was a welcome fresh breath of normalcy, though

naturally I remained out of sight in our basement.
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SEPTEMBER 25, 2013, was a pivotal day. Not only was my CVSA
interrogation that day, but it was when I first met my abuse coun-
selor, Rachel. My pretrial services officer, Hank, was getting annoyed
that months had passed since I'd been declared an alcoholic, but I was
receiving no counseling whatsoever. I was going to AA meetings, but
that was not the same as one-on-one therapy. My psychiatrist was still
pushing the alcohol angle and bandying about depression and bipolar
diagnoses, for legal purposes, of course. I, too, was getting annoyed
that [ hadn’t started therapy. People involved with my case wanted me
to talk about drinking, but I wanted to talk about the people who put
their tongues, penises, and fingers into me when I was a kid.

Throughout my entire house arrest, Hank was top notch—a true
professional, and someone who really cared and wanted me to get bet-
ter. A pretrial services officer is in the awkward position of enforc-
ing the rules governing a defendant’s bond release. These rules are
especially complicated in Adam Walsh Act offenses, in which access
to the Internet and unsupervised proximity to minors is prohibited.
It is the kind of job that could easily cause someone to slip into the
role of a harsh taskmaster dealing with a manipulative criminal. While
he certainly laid down the law, he was also part psychologist, coun-
selor, and confidant. He could laugh and acknowledge when things were
awkward— which included his having to verify that the urine streams
that would comprise my drug screenings did in fact originate from my
penis, via a grocery-store-style convex mirror above a toilet. He would
diffuse the tension with a comment like “Well, here is where the friend-
ship ends,” followed by chuckles.

Hank provided a human face to the federal machine that had taken
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over my life. He was also very sensitive to my children’s psyches. He
would time most of his unannounced house visits for when my children
were at school. It was also his call to allow kids to trick-or-treat at our
house, provided I stayed out of sight in my basement. I appreciated that
gesture and his trust.

Because of a catch-22 created by the twenty-eight-day inpatient
treatment requirement for “impaired” physicians and the need for
twenty-four-hour monitoring by the court, I hung in alcohol treat-
ment limbo from July until late September. Finally, Hank felt we’d
waited long enough and I needed to start some kind of substance abuse
counseling—not just going to AA. That was when my abuse therapist,
Rachel, entered my life.

When I called her, I got her voicemail. So I left a message telling
her if she needed any background information on me to just look up my
name on Google. When she called back, I could hear the discomfort in
her voice, “Ah ... Hello, uh, Chris, er, uh, Dr. Pelloski.”

“You must have looked me up, eh?”

Nervous laugh. “Yes, I did.”

“It is not what it sounds like. There is much more to the story.
[ promise I am safe, otherwise, I would not be at home right now.”
Nervous laugh back.

“I would assume so.” She seemed more relaxed. “I know there are
many sides to the same story, and I will definitely hear yours. Let’s set
up an appointment.”

From then on, the deep healing began. I told her my story, The
Pool Man, Auntie D, my suspected assault as a toddler, the difficulties
my parents had when I was very young, ADD, GAD, drinking, school,
career, home raid, and my felony charge—all of it. She went through
her notepad at a frantic pace, flipping pages, adding in note sheets and
Post-its. At some point, she stopped me and asked if I could create a
timeline for her and bring it to our next appointment, so she could
fully digest my life.

Despite crying and almost throwing up a few times, I was able to
recite the facts of my life. Even she looked a bit tired afterwards. “Let
me see you twice a week for the beginning, so I can make sure I get
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everything straight before we start working,

“There is a lot of stuff here. I am so sorry you have had to go through
all of this. You have lived a couple of lives, here,” she said while trying
to organize her papers, not looking at me. Then she paused and looked
up, “When just one is hard enough.”

During our first meeting, she said my story screamed of PTSD.
After hearing me describe what it felt like when I viewed child por-
nography—that it was what put me in a state of mind to remember—
she said it was obvious I had experienced dissociative amnesia when I
was molested. Dissociative amnesia is a protective mechanism the mind
uses to block out overwhelming stresses or trauma. By witnessing sim-
ilar trauma I could dissociate enough to remember what happened to
me. When I told her that watching children being sexually abused took
my mind to where it went when I was abused, she said it was a classic
dissociation trigger. That is why my memories remained repressed until
the first time [ stumbled across child pornography and saw something
very similar to what had happened to me.

One of my friends who reached out to me when this began, who was
abused herself, said she completely understood. She had gone through-
out her adult life not realizing she had been abused, until decades later
she saw the relative who had done it for the first time since it happened.
Then she could remember everything.

There is a definite link between dissociative disorders and PTSD.
This is because their causes and symptoms overlap somewhat. Painful,
traumatic events can cause tremendous emotional and mental disrup-
tion in a person’s life. So, along with developing post-traumatic stress
disorder or other psychiatric disorders, a person may develop some-
thing called a dissociative disorder as a way of coping with the trauma.
The process of dissociation may be protective. However, in the long
term it can wreak havoc on a person’s life.

Dissociation. 1 finally had a name for something I always did when
things became horrible or unbearable for me. My world would tear
away from the brain and body that housed it, whenever either one
became too overwhelmed or acutely injured to retain it. I did this the

moment a pile of adolescent fury fell on my knee and cracked it open
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sideways on the 23 yard line. I did this when I was surrounded by the
news crews that created a perimeter around my home, hovered over it
in their flying machines, and slithered inside via their televised defile-
ment of my character. I did this when other predators defiled my pre-
pubescent body and innocence. I am quite certain it was those earliest
events that taught my mind how to escape to safety—a method that
would be repeated and reinforced over the course of my life.

I got real good at it. I was the funniest and had my sharpest wit,
giving the appearance of happiness, while emotionally rotting on the
inside. So my colleagues and co-workers had been thinking all this
time, during my downward spiral, that I was a real hoot, while my

family bore the brunt of my anger and anxiety. That is dissociation, too.

Rachel had me take a PTSD screening test, and I scored off the charts
for “PTSD with dissociative features” on October 30th. I finally had an
accurate Axis I diagnosis—mnot attention deficit disorder, not general-
ized anxiety disorder, not depression. And, within five minutes of her
hearing about my relationship with alcohol and the ease of my absti-
nence after my confession, she also ruled out alcoholism.

It took me a long time to wrap my head around having PTSD. When
my wife had suggested it in July, I didn’t think that was the case. I
thought she was being a little dramatic. But damn, Susan had been right
again. [ hadn’t thought of the dissociative amnesia phenomenon since
medical school, either. These were psychology and psychiatric terms—
and ADD and GAD were the only ones that had ever been applied to
me, and I had pills for them. Radiation oncology is about electromag-
netic radiation, electron volts, molecular biology, DNA damage, cancer
cell kill, tumor kinetics, and clinical cancer staging—not emotions and
mental health. It is hard science: physics, chemistry, and biology. I was
going to need to dust off some of my books from medical school and

start researching whole new sets of scientific journals.
My plea hearing was scheduled for November 15. My attorneys feared

that after entering a plea of guilty I might get hauled off to a county jail
to remain there during the mitigation process. Because of this concern
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I had my forensic neuropsychological evaluation performed the day
before I would appear in court. It was a good thing for me; otherwise
I would have turned the wood floors of my home into sawdust by pac-
ing back and forth while trying to keep bile from shooting through my
nostrils. I had learned to control my anxiety and stress, but I still had
reactions within the normal range of emotions. The examination would
keep my mind busy. Being carted off to jail just a week or two after I
was finally given a correct diagnosis and had reached a good foundation
of healing with my family would have been devastating at that juncture.
I was worried sick for my children at this vulnerable point.

Although the neuropsychiatric evaluation was for the purpose of
establishing the underlying psychopathology for my offense, I wanted
it to become an integral part of my therapy, too. It was going to be a
daunting task. I knew the media distorted things to make me look like
a child molester and get everyone scared, but the analysis that would
emerge from this examination was going to be based upon my responses
and my word only. I was going to be completely open and honest.
Nonetheless, I felt some apprehension about truly learning what kind
of human being I was.

The evaluation was exhausting: interviews and tests from 9 a.m.
until after 2. Fortunately, the forensic psychologist made the day go
very well. He was a slightly bowed man whom age had shrunk a few
inches; his was the hunch of a learned man who read a lot to make his
living. His hair was gray, long, and somewhat wild, not unlike Einstein’s
famous photo. And like the great scientist’s, his eyes were young and
lively, and a grin was never far behind as he spoke eloquently and effi-
ciently. While he had the appearance of a quintessential academician
of all things psychological (sans only the elbow patches), he sported
glasses with bright neon-green frames, wore very shiny patent leather
shoes, and had a stack of Post-it notes with FREupIAN SLips printed on
one side. This told me that he was the kind of guy who knew his stuff
but didn’t take himself too seriously. I felt I was going to like him.

“Do you want some coffee? I am going to work with you for a long
time today, and I do not want to declare you insane because you got
tired on me.”Yes, I was going to like him.
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“Sure, I can always use a hit of caffeine.”

“Let’s not jump right into substance abuse just yet.” Another grin.

When the coffee arrived, his dark sense of humor came with it.
“Looks like you were just stupid enough to get caught. They really
didn’t find a lot of stuff. Not the amount I am used to seeing. And you
deleted everything?’

“Yes.”

He sifted through my packet. “I appreciate the timelines your abuse
counselor had you make. She is excellent. Her reports are excellent.”
And so it began. Once again, [ was telling my life story and all of its
painful details to someone I had just met, who was writing everything
down and would soon give what he wrote to others to read.

This was the most comprehensive interview I've ever had.
Childhood, work, feelings—we covered everything, from me getting
kicked out of preschools to building cancer research programs. We
even discussed my preference for classic porn from the 1970s and early
’80s. It was extremely awkward to provide the details of what I saw as
the “virtues” of that era versus what is produced these days. However,
given what was attached to my name, it was probably a good idea to
let everyone know that I preferred a vulva with hair on it as opposed to
a bare one.

I liked the older era better because the arousal was more cerebral
(not mechanical and robotic), it was shot on actual 35 mm film like a
real movie (not direct to video), the performers looked like real peo-
ple from the real world, and there seemed to be at least some enjoy-
ment by the performers. In that era, they were trailblazers and so a bit
rebellious in their own right. I'd always been fascinated by the history
of adult cinema and found the personal histories of these pioneer per-
formers compelling,

Lastly, they had hair on their bodies. I just did not understand the
fascination with depilated genitals that has seemed to grip our society
since the early 2000s. Why? That is not what adults look like. This was
the kind of debate I would have with my friends at 2 a.m. in a greasy
spoon somewhere after a night of drinking in college, when they made
fun of me for liking the old stuff—mnot in a setting that would generate
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areport a federal judge would later read. Still, it was somewhat ironic
that I stumbled across child pornography while looking for performers
who actually appeared to have attained Tanner stage V.

Describing the instances of abuse was especially difficult. It was
so degrading to describe what happened to me, again and again. I did
not have any tears left that day, so I appeared stoic and numb, I later
learned. I was tapped out. At an appointment with Rachel the day
before I'd spent all my tears crying at the thought of being taken to jail.

The clarification questions were especially prodding and painful.
“So this was done to you by the man who owns the pool, and yet you
still went back to swim again? You didn’t think there was something
wrong with that, or tell anyone?” This was especially shameful for me.
How could I have let my desire to swim in a pool supersede my own
safety? I'd struggled with this question during my downward spiral
once I realized that The Pool Man had happened more than once. I
couldn’t answer why. I still can’t. To this day, I am not sure what was
going through my mind. I was five years old, though. Did I think it
wouldn’t happen again, or did I rationalize it as what you need to do
before you get to swim? Swimming in a big in-ground pool was fun
when you were a poor kid. Having to admit that it felt good when my
aunt stroked my child penis was humiliating as well. Though, in that
case, I did tell my grandparents about it (and even said it was fun), for
which I was deemed both dirty and untruthful, despite my insistence.

About my use of peer-to-peer networks, he asked, “What were you
looking for? Girls, boys, men, women?”

“I would punch in fairly generic terms and watch whatever came
up. You could never tell what was going to show up in that short period
of time. When I came back to view again, sometimes I tried to finish
watching something that resonated with me before and I would search
for that particular thing. But you never knew what would appear from
the queue. When memories of what happened with Auntie D haunted
me, I actively searched for women participating in the media, several
times. These files were rare, but were very jarring to me. It violated
nature. Men are pigs, I get that. But mothers are supposed to lift the
SUV off of their trapped toddlers or throw their bodies on them to get
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between them and a deranged gunman—not mouth their genitals.”
He absorbed everything I said. Then asked, “Did you masturbate to
this?” Again, this question. It was always there.

“No!” I made no effort to hide my annoyance. “This was asked and
answered in my interrogation—with lie detection ... No.”

Again, the expected response followed.

“But you did masturbate to normal, legal porn?”

“Yes. When I was horny and wanted sex but couldn’t. That’s how I
took care of things—just like every other guy I have ever known within
ten years of my age who wants sex but can’t have it at the moment. It
is an outlet.” This question was really starting to bother me quite a bit.
I'd had to masturbate to porn in cold, sterile fertility clinics when my
wife and I were having trouble conceiving, and no one had an issue with
that. I couldn’t just walk into an exam room, drop trou’ and deliver my
fluid in a cup on command. Like every other grown man who has ever
produced a clinical semen sample by himself, I needed (heaven forbid)
the natural visual cue of pornography to get things going. Thousands of
people owe their existence to, and had their sanctity of life begat by, the
miraculous modern procedures performed within maternofetal med-
icine clinics throughout this great country. And pornography certainly
had both a figurative and literal hand in it, too.

“How often?”

“I don’t know. Once or twice a week sometimes during the large
spans of time that my wife and I were not intimate? Pretty much the
frequency with which I wanted to have sex but couldn’t.”

“Why weren’t you?”

“Well, T was rarely home, and when I was I was either yelling at
everyone and making my kids cry or working or drinking. Not the most
romantic formula for regular lovemaking.”

“So, you viewed regular porn frequently. How often was the child
pornography?”

“When I was actively viewing, it would be around once every two
months. Whatever the affidavit says.” My tone started showing my
exasperation. “I didn’t schedule it on my calendar, and the police were

watching me the whole time. They could answer that more accurately
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than me. That was pretty much my pattern, even before they started
watching me. I would view, hoping it would be the last time, and then
months, sometimes years, would pass in between the times I viewed.
There was a long period of many years in between the two periods of
active viewing.”

“So you really only viewed during those times you were connected
to the peer-to-peer program. Not in between.”

“That’s right. So I viewed five times while the police watched me
for over nine months. I probably have viewed ten to fifteen times over
an eight-year period, with a four- to five-year break right in the middle.
So much for a fetish, huh?”

“Fetish? Why do you say that?”

“Some cop in the news said it was disturbing that someone like me
had this fetish.”

“Well, was it a fetish for you?” He probed at every opening in the
conversation.

“I would think a fetish is something you would like doing more
often. And it’s not like I kept doing it more and more frequently. I
wasn’t ramping up my activity. I even took a long hiatus.” I needed a
comparison. “Come to think of it, my real fetish is baseball.”

“Baseball?”

“Yeah, during those eight years, I probably did a baseball-related
activity—I am counting practices, games, bullpens, workouts, and just
watching games on TV—probably, what? ... Let me think.” I started
doing the math in my head. Once a week is about fifty times a year.
Twice a week over a year is about a hundred times. “Yeah, twice a week
for eight years is about eight hundred times. I certainly liked baseball.
[ did baseball eight hundred times, even with how busy I was as a doc.
Does ten to fifteen times compared to eight hundred times over an
eight-year period sound like I enjoyed it to you?”

“Good point.” I think he conceded to contain my then-mounting
anger and frustration. Without skipping a beat, he moved on. “Did you
ever drink and view child pornography?”

“No. I wanted to be stone cold sober when I viewed.”

“You mean, you did not drink to get drunk and give yourself
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permission to do something illegal?”

“No, this was one of the few times I did not want to be numb. I
wanted to remember. Once I built up the courage to look, I did.”

“So this was not an enjoyable experience for you?” he still ham-
mered away at this point.

“No! If it was, I probably would have had a few beers while doing
it.” He could tell I'd had my fill of this line of questioning and tried a
different tack.

“There are many reasons why people view child pornography. For
a decent-sized proportion of the offenders, it is nonsexual. Or, well,
for nonpleasurable sexual reasons: boredom, the sense of belonging
to something, the thrill of doing something illegal, curiosity, sexual
fantasy, sex addiction, porn addiction—and your reason.” He said as
he pointed to me, “You are not the first person to tell me it helped
you remember your abuse. Your sporadic and infrequent use certainly
supports that.”

[ felt a sense of relief knowing I wasn’t the only one who’d lost his
mind the way I had.

But then his tone changed from empathy to frustration. “The bot-
tom line, however, is that it doesn’t matter what the reason for NP/
NCs is, for viewing...”

““NP/NC’?” I asked, interrupting his train of thought.

“Nonproduction/noncontact—meaning you did not produce child
pornography, nor are you a hands-on, contact child molester. And
most of your Internet offenders are just that.” He paused a bit and then
recovered his train of thought. “Yes. It doesn’t matter what the NP/NC
offender’s reason is for being there. The bottom line is, whether it is
for sexual or nonsexual reasons, you are never going to do that again.”

He sat back in his chair and smiled a bit, “As a matter of fact, I
would bet had the police came to your door and said, “We are watching
you,” you never would have done it again.”

“Yeah,” I said, dejected that this wasn’t how it happened.

““Yeah’ is right. That is the case for just about all of you NP/NCs.
We in the ‘business’ call it Door Knob therapy.”

“Door Knob’...”
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He cut off my question. “It’s when the police turn the door knob
of your house before they raid it. It is highly effective, and probably
accounts for the bulk of the near 100 percent success rate.” He said
this with a smile that quickly evaporated before he delivered his next
line. “But this is something people don’t want to hear. They make these
incorrect assumptions. So we have the public floggings that you had
to go through.” Then his tone became more positive. “Ironically, the
viewing of child pornography is the least of the NP/NC’s problems.
Although society screams about it, you guys have other more serious
issues going on, which eventually get addressed, and that also contrib-
utes to the low repeat offense rates.”

He continued, “People find it difficult to believe that offenders
might view child pornography for nonsexual purposes. There is clearly
data to suggest that this is true, but it is never the person the detectives
and prosecutors are going after. The defendant who is currently in ques-
tion will always be viewed as actively being in the progression from just
viewing child pornography to committing hands-on offenses—even
though there is no data to support that assumption either. Actually,
whether someone does or does not masturbate to it has no bearing on
them becoming contact offenders either.”

“Well, to me, people seem preoccupied with the masturbation
question because the terminology is misleading.”

“What do you mean?

“It is not porn. Porn is something you giggle about and get horny
to. The other stuff is childhood sexual abuse and rape. ‘Porn’ implies
fun for all. Child porn is not fun. But, I guess if you called pictures of
Auschwitz or Dachau porn, people would wonder if you masturbated
to it when you viewed it, too.”

I could see in his eyes that he agreed with me and knew that I had
been thinking about my offense for a long time. “We could discuss that
topic all day, if time permitted. But there are those who feel there is a
slippery slope between legal and illegal porn. How are you any differ-
ent in this argument?”

“There is a vast difference between fully sexually developed par-

ticipants, with bush, and prepubescent children. And there is a vast
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difference to why I looked at both.”

“Wow. So you engaged in this highly illegal activity, that is very easy
to detect online, that cost you your career and reputation—and you
didn’t even enjoy it? That is pretty masochistic.” He started forming his
image of how my mind works. He continued, almost perplexed. “And
you had this horrible childhood, and then you take care of young peo-
ple who have cancer and will die soon, and heaped this overwhelming
career on top of it. That is pretty masochistic, too.” There was a very
long pause. “Did you want to get caught?”

“I'don’t know. And you are not the first person to ask me that.”

We both took a moment to digest this very loaded question. Of
course there were days I was furious about what happened to me as a
child and the way everything all panned out. But, there were other days
[ was relieved that this happened, that I was no longer struggling to
keep my head above water and gasping for air in the world I'd created
for myself. At the moment he learned of my charge, a close colleague
who’d always worried about my mental health and the amount of effort
[ expended on my career wondered if my offense and getting caught
was my escape.

The closest thing I can compare my viewing to is the well-studied
self-harm, or “cutting,” phenomenon. The classic example is exhibited
in about 70 percent of people with borderline personality disorder.
They cut their skin, typically on the forearms. There are a few theo-
ries about why these patients do this. One is that those who feel com-
pletely dissociated need proof that they are alive. The pain and tangible
damage inflicted on their skin provides this proof. Another posits that
some individuals may transfer their pain, anger, or powerlessness onto
their skin to gain some semblance of control over at least one type of
pain that plagues them. Yet another theory postulates that this prac-
tice preoccupies the person with a new pain, allowing them to avoid
dealing with a different, more chronic psychological pain. Some have
concluded that the true purpose of self-harm is as an indirect method
of drawing attention to their pain and “asking” for much-needed help. It
is probably a combination of a variety of motives and triggers.

[ can certainly see the parallels in my viewing, though. I had no
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control over the suffering I saw in my patients while at work. I had
little control over when they died. I had no control over the intrusive
thoughts and memories of my abuse that were surfacing during this
horrible stretch of my life. I had no control over the sexual abuse that
was dealt to me, or how others interpreted my behavior as a young
child. When I exposed myself to the trauma of seeing children being
sexually abused, at least I got to decide when I did or did not see it,
and determined for how long it would last. I had the power to shut it
off and make it stop. If I doubted that my memories were real, viewing
children being abused would serve as some kind of verification that I
was not imagining it, that it did happen to me—that there were adults
out there who did this to kids, and this was the proof. If I was numb,
depressed, or dissociated from the dull pain of my real life, the surge of
adrenaline and other stress hormones into my bloodstream while view-
ing—the physiologic terror/stress response—certainly convinced me
I was still alive.

There is a huge difference, though, in these two methods of self-
harm. One requires a knife or razor; the other requires the exploita-
tion of children’s suffering, children who have already suffered enough.
The similarity of these coping mechanisms ends at the personal cause
and effect. The two are wholly and drastically different from a moral,
ethical, and therefore legal perspective, and the latter only furthers the
pain of all involved.

To this day, I do not know if I broke the law on purpose, subcon-
sciously wanting to get caught. My instinct for self-preservation says
no, but the relief I felt when everything came out makes me say yes.
I needed something drastic to stop me from hurting myself, to give
myself permission to stop and have others force me to stop—not just
viewing, but all of the anguish I heaped upon myself. I needed my life as

[ knew it to stop. I needed a grown-up time-out.

The interview continued, delving to great depths into all the topics of
my life. Then came the personality tests: the Minnesota Multiphasic
Personality Inventory—2 (MMPI2), and the Millon Clinical Multiaxial
Inventory—III (MCMIIII), which collectively consisted of over seven
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hundred random, and at times bizarre, true-or-false phrases, like:

I have diarrhea once a month or more.

I like mechanics magazines.

Once in a while I think of things too bad to talk about.

My hands and feet are usually warm enough.

Evil spirits possess me at times.

During one period, when I was a youngster, I engaged in petty

thievery.

It was endless.

Given the day, the questions, the thoughts of pleading guilty to a fel-
ony and going to jail on the following day, I was completely exhausted.
[ just wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear. When the psychologist
returned with the test results, he had a grim look on his face. “Wow,
you are fucking bat-shit crazy.” Then a smile broke and he continued,
“Nah. Just kidding. You are not crazy. Or sociopathic. Or violent.” He
became a bit more serious again. “But, you are very troubled. Do you
see this graph?This is a profile of someone with deep-seated emotional
scars which have their origins in early childhood.” He showed me the
saw-toothed graphs of the MMPI-2. “A ‘normal person’ [said with air
quotes, to soften the blow to my soon-to-be revealed massive ego]
would have a nice smooth line that runs in the middle. Yours is very
jagged, with significant peaks and valleys, my friend. This is the profile
of someone who has been thoroughly traumatized.”

He showed me the other graph, from the MCMI-III. “In the person-
ality disorder spectrums, you scored high on the narcissistic and mas-
ochistic areas. You were moderate in anxiety and depression. I know
you don’t have these personality disorders; otherwise you would have
no friends and not be as nearly successful as you have been.” True per-
sonality disorders were always explained to us in medical school with
the following scenario: if you had a room of twenty people and one of
them had a personality disorder, everyone in the room would have a
problem with that one person, except the person with the disorder.

“But there are some traits there,” he continued. “It probably was
what you developed as a way of surviving the traumas. And, as far as

[ am concerned, probably every physician, politician, or other type A
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person would have this kind of profile, especially the narcissistic part.”
He showed me another graph. “You also scored highly on the Axis I
disorders for PTSD, anxiety, and only moderately for alcohol depen-
dence.” PTSD again. My wife, my therapist Rachel, and now the per-
sonality tests.

The composite summary further characterized me as an emotion-
ally immature and self-indulgent adult with a profile reflecting unre-
solved and deeply ingrained disturbances. An adult who at one point
was rebellious against authority and became estranged and alienated.
Who would react compulsively without considering ramifications.
There was a pattern of disillusionment and resentment, fearfulness and
frustration. This manifested in a strongly contradictory but ever-pres-
ent preoccupation with success and demonstration of self-worth, while
simultaneously possessing an underlying fear of humiliation with anxi-
ety surfacing and depressive thoughts recurring. All of this culminated
in a negative perception of a world that I could not comprehend, along
with a self-critical stance that prevented me from enjoying meaningful
relationships and a manipulative interpersonal style. The data suggested
that I was at my core an often sullen and resentful man who likely
became angry, if not rageful, when frustrated.

This was a massive punch to the gut. I had heard similar judgments
about me before, presented as complaints at different junctures in my
life and in different scenarios. But never delivered impartially like this.
It was an informative moment. I had always suspected some of this, but
now I had words and data to confirm it.

I'd also noticed many of these traits within the academic medical
field in general. The career path I had chosen in my life resonated with
my pathology. Narcissism and masochism are the engines of academic
medicine.You need to both promote yourself and sacrifice an enormous
amount of yourself at the same time to make it in the field. Although
“making it”is a metric that remains ambiguous to all, and is most likely
an ever-receding target, especially when it seems almost within reach.
Academia itself is a perpetual existential crisis, in practical terms (Will
my research get funding?) to a more fundamental ones (Will my research ever

matter in the grand scheme of things?).
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To avoid becoming a serf in the feudal system of academia one must
be prepared to enter a war of attrition—to see who can sacrifice the
most of their personal life—and I was clearly shooting for the aristoc-
racy. This was always painfully evident when I ran into people I'd trained
with who went into private practice. They seemed to have shed the
masochistic element and saw academic medicine as just a continuation
of training, with a chairman replacing the residency program director.
Those in private practice tended to smile more and talk about places
they’d recently vacationed, or what their children were doing in school
and their kids” extracurricular activities. I could never really contribute
to these discussions; I could only talk about my work and give a vague
update about my kids: APGAR scores, current age, approximate height
and weight and overall health, to the best of my knowledge.

There are many apparently well-adjusted individuals in the field
who seem impervious to this status quo, can check their pride at the
door, and are content with being serfs—but clearly I was not one of
them. The way this resonated with me, however, was more like aero-
elastic flutter—always pushing the amplitudes of the peaks and troughs
higher and lower, until my mind ripped apart like the Tacoma Narrows
Bridge in 1940. Not even my beautiful family, our healthy and happy
children, a meteoric career trajectory, and financial security (finally)
could dampen these effects. I could never accomplish enough.

“This is good news for you, actually. Well, legally at least.” The psy-
chologist snapped me out of my moment of revelation and back to the
test results.

“How so?”

“Well, if you were ‘normal’ [air quotes again] the judge would say,
Get the hell out of my courtroom you fucking pervert, why were you
looking at child porn? And then throw you in prison for a long time to
think about it. If you were crazy or dangerous, you would get locked
up for a long time for the sake of public safety. But it is clear—and I
know you were answering honestly; there are a lot of cross-checking
algorithms to rule out false or misleading answers to sway the results
one way or the other, and you were honest—it is clear you had a rough

time growing up.”
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“Jesus. OK, so you ruled me out for being crazy or a deviant pedo-
phile. But it looks like you ruled me in for being an asshole. Is there any
hope for me in the future? Can I get better?”

My admission and genuine concern was met with an understand-
ing, reassuring laugh. “That is entirely up to you. You are really going
to have to take a long, hard look at yourself. And you need to work
through your trauma with that excellent counselor you have. Don’t just
talk about your legal case with her. The case will come and go, but you
really need to focus on fixing yourself if you want to really do it.”

On my way out of the office, he assured me that I would not be
carted off to jail the next day. He said I would have in the past, but for
nonviolent offenders like me, “they are realizing that it is best to keep
the current therapy going, before prison time. It is easier on everyone
that way. People get fixed faster and more efficiently.” Had it not been
for this last bit of knowledge, I would never have slept that night.

My attorneys, however, remained very concerned by the judge
assigned to my case.

Regardless of my career choices and legal trouble, I realized I had big-
ger personal problems to deal with. The most severe of my traumas
came between the ages of three and seven. I was sexually abused several
times. My young parents teetered on the edge of divorce, frequently
arguing and fighting, while my other main caregiver, my grandmother,
lived at the frenetic pace of what I was starting to realize was probably
also full-blown and untreated PTSD. I got myself kicked out of two
preschools during this time, because I was acting out. I was reeling
from all the shit that was done to me and happening in my life. This
cycle of acting out and being reprimanded continued for years after,
like ripples in water. This in turn reinforced the self-concept that I was
bad and worthless.

So my emotional development had basically arrested in this setting,
where the world truly was unstable and unsafe from my point of view.
A wounded five-year-old had been running the show ever since. This
child became very angry toward and distrusting of authority. Well, hell,
of course he did. There were a lot of adults letting him down during
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this time: physically harming him, saying he was bad, ignoring bound-
aries, and ignoring him when he was trying to tell them something
vital. Eventually, this child had a major score to settle and a cinder
block—size chip on his shoulder.

In hindsight, I believe I developed some sort of attachment disor-
der from about the age of four to eleven. I displayed nearly half of the
identified features: delays in school-based learning (I really couldn’t
read very well until the end of second grade; I only learned things I was
interested in, like the names of the bones in the body and the struc-
ture of atoms), poor relationships with peers, preoccupation with fire
(I couldn’t stay away from lit candles or our fireplace), hyperactivity
(the suspected ADD) and very little impulse control, inappropriately
demanding and clingy behavior. I drove my family and teachers crazy.

I recalled how, as a young adult home from college, I once
watched home movies that my mom had made of my brothers and
me when we were little. As an adult, I found myself getting annoyed
by my child self on the movie screen. I could not hold still. I was an
attention-seeking ham. I kept jumping around and mugging for the
camera, sticking my face in the lens. I could see my mom’s hand fre-
quently trying to move me away so that she could film one of my little
brothers crawling for the first time or taking their first few steps. I
felt compelled to yell at my child self, Calm the hell down, you spaz! 1
can only how imagine how difficult it was for my folks to deal with
me. After just sixty seconds of home movies I'd had enough of myself
being so incredibly annoying. It is amazing my young and struggling
parents did not beat the crap out of me on a daily basis—and that they
actually had two more children after me.

Many trauma and abuse researchers believe that emotional devel-
opment is somewhat arrested at the time of the inciting action—or at
least the achievement of milestones subsequent to the insult is severely
jeopardized. When I reexamined Erickson’s psychosocial stages, I saw
that I had taken on a variety of unfavorable crisis resolutions: suspicion,
fear of future events, feelings of shame and self-doubt, confusion over
who and what I really was, and the inability to form affectionate rela-

tionships. Normally, the stages flow smoothly and sequentially from
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one to another, but instead, mine were strewn about and severely dam-
aged, a multicar highway pileup caused by a thick fog,

Unfortunately, that child became more empowered and assumed a
larger role in governing me when he started to do well and succeed by
all measures of authority and society. I starting showing people that I
meant something. I could prove them wrong, even if I didn’t believe it
myself: You see that, you bastards? How you like them apples? the wounded
child would say every time he accomplished a new achievement despite
the sea of doubters and naysayers. He became drunk on success.

I became a cancer doctor to ease people’s suffering. My medical
school classmates nicknamed me “The Cancer Man,” not just because
[ was obsessed with all things cancer and founded a medical student
interest group for cancer, but because I had made cancer my sworn
personal enemy. It had killed my mother-in-law a month before my
wedding and my maternal grandmother a month later. These were
two people who’d had a profound stabilizing effect on me at critical
phases of my life, and I was pissed that both were gone. My classmates
knew all this, because when I imbibed at cathartic post-test parties,
my contempt for cancer would emerge, and in my booze-enhanced
Midwestern drawl I would essentially challenge the disease to meet me
in the parking lot after work so I could kick its ass in front of a cheering
crowd. It was a display of passion and dedication that provoked both
amusement and awe among my fellow students.

But, on house arrest, thinking over my life, I started to doubt my
true motivations in becoming a top-flight academic physician-scientist.
This was particularly disturbing for me. Of course I wanted to help
people, case suffering, and make a difference. That is what a doctor
does. That was why I chose that career. But the manner in which I made
the decision to be more than “just another doctor” may not have been
entirely altruistic, and it was definitely driven, in part, by a needy inner
child. At some point along the way, the line between helping others and
working toward my own glorification became blurred, and eventually
[ crossed over it in an attempt to satisfy some pathological need for a
sense of worth.

All of this could be described as trying to fill a bottomless hole
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inside of me, constantly attempting to placate this inner five-year-old
child so that he felt significant and loved. I could have cured cancer, won
the Nobel Prize, and been the first human to communicate with intel-
ligent life from other planets, and it would never have been enough. It
would never have come close to the high I got from that eighth-grade
algebra quiz. This is what abuse and trauma during childhood can do to
someone (in addition to setting them up for a variety of medical and
psychiatric disorders).

It was a revelation. I realized the very success of my therapy
depended on nurturing this wounded child, thanking him for getting
us so far on his own, and then taking over the reins from him. This is
what the personality tests and the forensic psychologist were trying
to tell me. Understanding this was critical to healing from my trau-
mas and becoming a better person. I could no longer afford to be
defensive about who or what I was while pointing to my success as
justification for the unhealthy parts of my psyche. It was almost as if
I needed my external validation to be razed to the ground so that the
wounded child could no longer be enabled by the accomplishments
achieved on his watch.
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S I RESEARCHED PTSD and dissociative amnesia, it was like

discovering the Rosetta Stone of my life. Since I was barred from
the Internet, my former residents and lab workers printed out scientific
journal articles from PubMed and dropped them off at my house. I would
read them on my elliptical machine, as I'd finally started exercising again.
My PTSD symptoms rattled off the checklist right out of the DSM-5
(the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, is the most widely accepted resource used
by physicians and researchers for the classification of psychiatric illnesses):

Recurrent, involuntary, and intrusive memories ...

Dissociative reactions (e.g., flashbacks) ...

Persistent effortful avoidance of ... [tJrauma-related thoughts or
feelings ... Inability to recall key features of the traumatic
event (usually dissociative amnesia) ...

Persistent (and often distorted) negative beliefs and expectations
about oneself or the world (e.g., “l am bad,”“The world is
completely dangerous”) ...

Persistent negative trauma-related emotions (e.g., fear, horror,
anger, guilt, or shame) ...

Irritable or aggressive behavior ...

Self-destructive or reckless behavior ...

Hypervigilance ...

Problems in concentration.

However, it turned out that the best summarization of PTSD had
been prepared for me about a year before my official diagnosis. My

121



TRAUMA, SHAME, AND THE POWER OF LOVE

children started calling me “Yelly Daddy” because of my ever shorten-
ing temper and the increasing boom to my voice. My observant daugh—
ter drew a fairly accurate picture of me in the midst of a PTSD crisis.

“Yelly Daddy”—My daughter drew this picture of me when she was four
years old. It captures the essence of someone in full-blown PTSD crisis.

It also appeared that I had the Selective Type of dissociative amne-
sia, as described by the DSM5:

Here, the individual is not able to recall all that happened in an
event, just a select few tidbits. For instance, a rape victim might
be able to recall just parts of the event of rape and not the full
event in its entirety ... Individuals suffering from dissociative
amnesia also tend to report symptoms of depression, anxiety,
depersonalization, trance states, analgesia, and spontaneous age
regression. The disorder usually also co-occurs with sexual dys-
function, impairment in relationships, self-harm and suicidal
impulse, as also aggressive impulse.

I read the FDA’s Advisory on PTSD, provided by the Sidran
Institute (see the Addenda section at the back of the book for the full
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statement), and large sections of it seemed as if they were written
with me in mind.

[C]hildhood sexual abuse was a very strong predictor of the life-
time likelihood of PTSD. The trauma most likely to produce
PTSD was found to be rape, with 65% of men ... who had been
raped developing PTSD ... Epidemiologic studies demonstrate
that PTSD is a chronic problem for many people ... Child sexual
and physical abuse may not only produce PTSD in some, but may
increase PTSD susceptibility in response to later, adult stress-
ors ... Many people with PTSD turn to alcohol or drugs in an
attempt to escape their symptoms. Clients who are dually diag-
nosed with substance abuse and PTSD may benefit from trauma
treatment instead of ... traditional model substance abuse pro-
grams ... Schools increasingly report disciplinary problems with
no understanding that some children may be suffering from
violence-related trauma disorders rather than ADHD or ADD.
Consequently, they are improperly treated with Ritalin, while
their real problems remain unaddressed.

I wondered how many kids get hit with ADD or depression misdi-
agnoses, are improperly medicated, and live in frustration as I had.

[ also came across a phenomenon PTSD researchers call genera-
tional reverberation. PTSD sufferers can pass on a genetic trait that
makes them susceptible to PTSD to their offspring. And since the par-
ent has undiagnosed/unmanaged PTSD, and therefore poor control of
their emotions and responses to stressors, they induce active PTSD
in their offspring. Seeing parents flipping out, losing their temper, or
yelling is always somewhat traumatic for a child as it is. But for those
with the PTSD susceptibility trait, it is as if the parent is yelling into
an amplifier with the volume set to 11. Another article gave a spe-
cific example, discussing the high transmission rate of PTSD to the off-
spring of Holocaust survivors and subsequent generations. It widened
the scope of my introspection. Looking beyond myself—a mystery that
seemed to be unraveling right before my eyes—to the experiences of
my entire family.
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After reading this article my thoughts immediately went to my grand-
mother and what had happened to her. I started putting pieces of her
story together: bits from my grandmother directly and from my grand-
father, father, and things my brothers had said she told them. I began to
form a harrowing picture as I finally allowed myself to think and feel for
her. She’d survived captivity in Nazi prison camps and God knows where
else, from the age of ten to fifteen or sixteen. She was abducted by the SS
from her hometown of Klagenfurt, Austria, and thrown onto a train—
not for being Jewish but for the purposes of political intimidation.

She died in 2006, and I never heard the details from her. I don’t
know if she could have told the full story; she rarely talked about it.
She bore a scar on her inner arm where there had been a prisoner
ID—tattooed or branded, and at some point crudely removed, leaving
a fleshy, disorganized bed of keratin. It was as if both her mind and body
had tried to erase the experience. The few times she tried to talk about

it, my parents told me it was with clenched vocal cords, followed by

My beautiful grandmother at ages 16 and 21. As with me, the

emotional scars remained deceivingly well hidden.
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silence and her abrupt departure from the room. Keeping it in was a
physical demand for her.

She was taken walking home from school. When she disappeared, the
town officials, Nazi puppets, publicly declared a child killer that plagued
the area’s woods had abducted her. However, just before her abduction, her
father had forbidden his children to join Hitler Youth and the other Nazi
programs that came to Austrian cities and villages after Anschluss, in the
spring of 1938. I believe her father was told what really happened, because
after my grandmother was abducted, he acquiesced and let his remaining
children join the programs. My grandmother was most likely used to set
an example for those who would not comply. I am sure he passed the
information along to other dissenting households, because there were no
further abductions of children from the village by the “child killer,”and the
participation rate in mandated Nazi programs was nearly 100 percent. My
great-grandfather abandoned his moral stance in the interest of his chil-
dren’s lives, though the forced conscription of his three sons by the Third
Reich later meant he was unable to protect them in the long run.

Children typically had no use in the Nazis’ labor and concentra-
tion camps. When they got off the train, they were lumped in with
the elderly and those incapable of manual labor, and were gassed and
incinerated right away. But there was something about my ten-year-
old grandmother that spared her this instant fate. I believe I now fully
understand why. I know what adults are capable of doing to children.
This evil was augmented by a situation in which civilization, supervi-
sion, and accountability no longer existed.

My grandmother was lovely her entire life, even up to her death. In her
final repose, her still face was beautiful. She looked like a movie star when
she was young—perfectly symmetrical facial structure, piercing, clear dark
brown eyes, and teeth a cosmetic dentist could only aspire to create.

It was not until I let my mind fully go and began to think of my
grandmother as an incredible survivor that I came to some very dis-
turbing realizations. I am quite certain she caught the eye of a guard or
officer and, with the right nod or hand signal, was relegated to a role
that is reprehensible, unspeakable, and horrific. I cannot imagine what

was done to her, how often, or by how many. From the ages of ten to
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fifteen, she survived these atrocities, and endured. What terrors and
pains did she experience? What other atrocities did she bear witness to?

How does one so young possess the survival skills to make it through,
after being stolen away from her mother and father, to transition from
child to adolescent while being repeatedly assaulted by wicked and evil
demons? Even after she was liberated from the camp, or perhaps escaped
from her captors (she never clarified), she had to wander a war-torn
countryside to get back home to Austria. Again, her survival skills were
tested. At some point she was caught stealing a loaf of bread and had to
serve time in a makeshift post-war jail. Later, this “criminal act” nearly
cost her the ability to emigrate to the United States, though by then she
was married to an American, my grandfather, who’d met her while serv-
ing in the U.S. occupation force, and they had a child (my father). My
grandfather had to write to one of Michigan’s U.S. senators and threaten
to renounce his citizenship if his family was denied entry into the States.

When my grandmother returned to her family’s pig farm after the
end of the war, only her mother recognized her. Her brothers had been
all killed in the war, so her sister was her only surviving sibling. My
father spent his early childhood in Klagenfurt, and he told me that the
atmosphere around the dinner table was so tense even he could per-
ceive it, despite being so young. It makes sense. The person who’d mar-
ried my grandmother and was sitting across from her family members
had been on the side of the war that had slaughtered her brothers and
now occupied her country.

How could the adaptations to handle all of these traumas not alter
someone? Not just the behavior they exhibit for the rest of their lives—as
[ saw in my grandmother, and now fully understood—but biologically.

In fact, it has been shown that trauma does cause biologic alterations—
all the way down to the molecular level. As I researched PTSD fur-
ther, I learned that traumatic episodes and prolonged exposure to
a threatening environment can directly alter someone’s DNA, spe-
cifically the genes that regulate neurotransmitters, stress response
hormones, and neuron metabolism. These are all components of

the normal fear response, the building blocks of the fight-or-flight
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sympathetic nervous system. If you have any doubt about whether
slight modifications in brain chemistry can affect behavior or emo-
tions, go to a local emergency room and observe people who have
taken PCP, cocaine, LSD, ecstasy, etc.

Similarly, with trauma, especially repeated or ongoing trauma,
modifications can occur that alter the concentrations of key neurotrans-
mitters and hormones. These alterations can keep the sympathetic ner-
vous system of some people in a perpetual high-alert state and prime
them for developing PTSD later in life. These modifications are epigen-
etic, meaning that the actual DNA code is not changed, but the structure
of the DNA is chemically modified and therefore read differently by the
genetic machinery. One such epigenetic process is called DNA methyl-
ation, in which the methyl group (CH,) is bound directly to a cytosine
(the C in the T-C-G-A four-base DNA code). Having this extra chem-
ical attachment changes how the genetic instructions are read from
DNA. (See DNA Methylation Mechanisms in Trauma and PTSD in the
Addendum section at the end of this book.)

I'd researched the role of methylation in the formation of brain
tumors toward the end of my residency and beginning of my assistant
professorship. Never could I have predicted then that I would be think-
ing of methylation in the context of the emotional well-being and the
behaviors of my family and myself, years later.

DNA methylation can cause a quick environmental adaptation within
a generation or two. This is different from genetic mutation, which relies
on the DNA sequence itself to change and thus (if it’s successful in terms
of survival or reproduction) requires many generations before the advan-
tage is realized by the species. Methylation can not only induce changes in
the appearance or behavior of a living thing within the subject’s lifetime,
but it has been shown that the subject can pass this change on to its off-
spring. So it is almost like an expedited evolution in some way.

One fascinating experiment demonstrating this mechanism
involves taking mice embryos from a litter that are genetically identical
(same DNA sequence, like identical twins) and implanting them into
genetically different females, which carry the embryos to term. One
set of the females is given a normal diet, and the other nearly starved.
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When the pups are born, the starved ones are smaller, as you'd expect,
but later in life, these mice become obese compared to their normal
counterparts, who remain within normal weight limits—even when
both sets of growing mice are given the same amount of food. When
the DNA sequences of the mice are compared, they remain identical.
But when the methylation patterns throughout their DNA are com-
pared, the differences are striking, especially on the genes governing
metabolism and so, ultimately, body weight. The code-within-the-code
is entirely different, and it yields a very different phenotype.

So what does all this mean? Methylation can prepare the next gen-
eration to be ready for something—some kind of stress. During gesta-
tion, the lack of food leads to changes in DNA methylation that tell the
starving mouse embryo, Hey, you better absorb and retain as much energy
and nutrients as you can (by storing it as fat and becoming obese), because food
is going to be pretty scarce.

What messages were encoded in the methylation changes my
grandmother underwent: The world is a shithole that is no place for a child
or any human to live? or You better have your head on a swivel at all times,
because something horrible is going to be around every corner? She had numer-
ous miscarriages before having my father. My mom had always assumed
they were a result of anatomical injuries my grandmother had endured.
But I wonder now if her suffering was so severe and profound that
her body, completely distrusting the world, simply refused to bring
another life into it. The most basic threshold of her faith in humanity
had to return before there was enough to carry my father to term. I am
quite certain that DNA methylation played a role in this.

So, broadly, PTSD susceptibility trait can be imprinted onto a
trauma victim’s DNA through methylation, and this alteration can
be passed down to future generations so that the constantly-on and
exaggerated fear response is activated. A step further in this elucida-
tion observed by other researchers is that different types of abuse, at
different intensities, can leave a unique methylation signature on the
DNA contained in the cells of different parts of the brain and sympa-
thetic nervous system. This means there can be a molecular “scar” left

within the developing nervous system’s DNA that is specific to whether
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the person was raped, beaten, emotionally abused, or neglected in a
chronic versus single-event exposure. This certainly describes a plausi-
ble molecular mechanism behind the intergenerational transmission of
PTSD in Holocaust survivors.

The silver lining to these discoveries is that it suggests there may
also be a molecular/epigenetic basis for therapy and recovery, such
that it can reverse the pathology. I certainly seemed to experience that
during my therapy. My therapist and I often joked that I just needed
to re-methylate—only in the right way this time. Our levity about
my therapy was not that far from reality. The technical term is epigen-
etic reprogramming. There are studies showing that with psychotherapy
alone (“merely” talk therapy, no medications), the methylation sta-
tus of key neurotransmitters can be altered, with a resultant positive
change in symptoms. Similarly, chronic exposure to alcohol can alter
the DNA methylation patterns of stress hormones and key mediators
of the immune, limbic, and sympathetic systems in an unhealthy way.
Detoxification and treatment can reverse these aberrant epigenetic
changes as well, and improve cognition, stress response, and emotional
functioning. These are examples of mental illness phenomena and tra-
ditional forms of successful “low-tech” therapy that are finally gaining
a cutting-edge, hard-science explanation: physics, chemistry, and biol-
ogy. There is a massive paradigm shift on the horizon of psychiatry and
all other branches of mental healthcare. The molecular revolution is

coming, if it has not arrived already.

Of course, I latched on to these molecular discoveries. That is what I
do. This is the language I understand. It served as an intellectual bridge
between my hard-science world and the world of mental health. But I
went further and began to examine the emotional havoc that PTSD has
wreaked upon my family for generations. The long-term impact of my
grandmother’s childhood experiences governed her behavior and per-
sonality for her entire adult life. I rarely saw her sitting calmly; she led
her life at a constant frenetic pace. She would clean her entire kitchen,
including mopping the floor, at 2 a.m. Then she would wake up at 5 or

6 a.m. and start another day of nonstop action. She collected the mail
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and walked the dogs of people throughout Ferndale and Royal Oak
who were on vacation. In the summer, she mowed lawns; in the winter,
she shoveled snow. (I got so much crap from my friends and friends’
parents who claimed that I “made” my grandmother shovel the snow
from our driveway. She did it before I even knew we had an accumula-
tion.) She was also our taxi service for school—there was always a ride
in the morning if we chose that mode of transportation.

Her main love, though, was being a cafeteria worker at my ele-
mentary school—a lunch lady. She was there for over twenty years.
She started when I was in fifth grade, and I became “The Don” of big
chocolate chip cookies for all my friends. She was my supplier. She
“retired” three different times over those twenty years, but the kids
kept pulling her back. She was always worried about them not thriving
in her absence. I estimate the school district lost thousands of dollars
in free cookies, milk, and extra hot lunches that she gave to children at
Roosevelt Elementary School. She could not stand to see anyone not
eating, and would have followed the kids around on the playground
with a food cart if she could have. They all called her Grandma, for her
huge heart and equally huge smile. I missed every one of her retirement
parties; I was too busy with medical school and residency to bother.
[ was given grief for even considering leaving my ivory tower medi-
cal training to see my grandparents on their deathbeds, and I had to
fight tooth and nail to go to their funerals. So there was no way in hell
[ would have been granted leave to see my grandmother retire from
being the lunch lady of all lunch ladies.

Her mind was a steel trap, too. She remembered everything. Every
detail of every person’s life was permanently recorded and readily avail-
able for retrieval and sharing. It would frustrate her when you couldn’t
keep up. “You know the one ... the one.” The one woman she met in
line one day at the grocery store whose son was going to Wayne State
Law School, who needed her dogs walked everyThursday night because
she played bridge with her sisters in Port Huron. The one neighbor
who’d just had a below-the-knee amputation due to diabetes-related
gangrene and now needed his lawn mowed. The one. She remembered
everything about everyone. Silence and uncertainty were her enemies.
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I understand now. Any break in her kinetic energy would have
allowed her mind to slow down and, potentially, remember what she
went through when she was just a girl. Those thoughts and terrors had
to be beaten back with nonstop activity and conversations. These mem-
ories could not seep into her consciousness; that door had to be bolted,
boarded up, and nailed shut against the evil that tirelessly hammered on
the other side trying to get in. I recall how fidgety and uncomfortable
she once became as she stood by me during the afterglow of our high
school’s production of The Sound of Music. I played Rolf, costumed in
a Brownshirt uniform, complete with the red armband and its black
swastika embroidered inside a white circle. My grandmother hugged
me reluctantly and then immediately looked away. Not until decades
later did I fully understand.

[ also remember, when I was much younger, that whenever I spent
the night at my grandparents’ home, she would come in, thinking I was
asleep, sit down beside me, and run her hands through my hair, looking
down at me. I could feel her thinking. I sensed she was relieved to see
me warm and safe, but I could tell that her mind was elsewhere. Was she
remembering? Was the presence of innocence her visual security that the
evil done to her was gone, and the sleeping child in front of her the proof
that she needed to know the world might finally be safe? These moments
were the only ones when I saw my grandmother slow down.

Though my father would be the first one to deny it, I strongly
believe he carries the PTSD susceptibility trait as well, inherited from
my grandmother. My grandmother directed a lot of her pain and anger
toward my father. Her fear, anxiety, and near-manic approach to life
made his childhood beyond difficult. She was a harsh disciplinarian. It
was very difficult for her to show affection toward him; she seemed
to reserve her kindness for others outside of the family. There was no
therapy back then. People did the best they could, without any help. My
father most likely was born with the PTSD-susceptibility trait, inher-
ited from her. The sensitivity, high energy, and neediness of children
with this trait, coupled with my devastated grandmother’s parenting
style, must have made for a constant cycle of punishment. He carried

the experience into adulthood. Early in my childhood, the frequent
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arguments my parents had were explosive. They were very young and
poor and doing the best they could with a little kid to worry about, too.
My father worked multiple jobs to keep food on the table and brought
his anxiety and exhaustion home. Combined with my hyperactive and
needy nature, it was another generational bad mix.

Like my grandmother, my father is a natural genius. He joined a
fledgling paint application company and assumed the directorship of
Research and Development when the owner caught wind of all the
science courses he took in college. My dad was driving the forklift at
the time, and trying to wrap up his college degree. Over the next few
decades, his innovations and numerous patents would go on to help
this company grow from its humble origins into a massive, worldwide
power in industrial anticorrosion coatings. Under the hood of most
automobiles, the gray metal tubing and fasteners are coated with a
paint he invented. Brakes, rims, and gas tanks that avoid the oxidization
created by the addition of ethanol to gasoline are just a few of the other
applications for coatings developed under his watch.

During this time, my father’s existential stress and anxiety went
from figuring out how to survive and keep a roof over his family’s head
to worrying about multimillion dollar contracts failing because the cus-
tomer’s machine settings were incorrect or something in the quality
assurance testing was amiss during the development of a new coating.
In his mind, a financial disaster loomed around every corner. He took
any product failures personally. Further, he felt responsible to all who
worked under him, as if they were part of an extended family. Failed
products and busted contracts meant layoffs and job losses, and it was
his burden to bear. Many times, my father would help out people who
worked in his lab if they were having a financial or family crisis. In the
same way my grandmother worried about the kids at my elementary
school, my father worried about the people at his work.

The frustration, anger, and anxiety followed him home. The family
prepared for his return from work the way a small town in a movie
Western reacts when the bad guys roll into town for the big shootout
with Johnny Law—women, children, and shopkeepers scrambling to

get off the street and behind closed doors. The arguing between my
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father and me became especially heated when I was in college, when
[ was becoming emotionally and intellectually independent while still
being financially dependent upon him. The clashes of a stressed-out
father and son are never pleasant, and we had many such clashes. Classic
PTSD reverberation.

So the starting material for my mind was constructed by two gener-
ations in which the susceptibility and sensitivity to trauma were created,
passed on, and reinforced. I desperately needed an emotionally warm and
secure childhood environment to ward off those molecular demons, but
I experienced just the opposite. While what I had to endure was peanuts
compared to what my grandmother and father endured, I was programmed
to react strongly to even the slightest of traumas.

Perhaps the greatest outcome of my case and therapy is that this
familial trait was identified. The reverberation will stop with the next
generation, and they will enjoy a much better emotional life than my

forebears and I have.
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S ——

WAS AMAZED TO LEARN that PTSD can be a lifelong condition

(if never treated properly) and that childhood trauma, sexual abuse
in particular, primes the mind to develop symptoms later in life, when
confronted with adult stressors. I was able to pinpoint several periods
of my life where I was presented with an existential crisis in the form
of financial, career, life, and relationship uncertainties. The greater the
number of these uncertainties, the more severe my symptoms were
during those periods. When I mentally reviewed the years preceding
my arrest, when I was at my absolute worst and in a personal free fall,
[ came to realize just how great an effect treating children with cancer
had had upon me.

Despite the TV news media’s persistent portrayal of me as a pedia-
trician, [ am not. I am a radiation oncologist. I happened to treat chil-
dren, and had the title of Director of Pediatric Radiation Oncology at
OSU and Nationwide Children’s Hospital. But of the over two thou-
sand patients I have treated in my career, probably less than two hun-
dred of them were children.

The residency training for radiation oncology is four years long and
commences after a general internship year, which is the first year of
training after medical school. During the four years of radiation oncol-
ogy training, residents are expected to participate in and/or perform
between 450 and 750 treatment cases. Of these, only 12 need to be
pediatric cases. There is no formalized or required fellowship in pedi-
atric radiation oncology. Pediatric cases account for less than 1 percent
of all radiation treatment deliveries in the United States, so this is a
very rare subspecialty. Because of the low numbers of cases, economics
dictate that children are usually treated at the same centers as adults.
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A typical radiation treatment machine costs around $3 million, plus
another $500,000 in annual operating costs. For a machine to be finan-
cially viable, it needs to treat about twenty-five patients per day, but
even a metropolitan area will have only a handful of children on any
given day who require radiotherapy.

The preparation and training of pediatric oncologists (“chemo-
therapy docs”) is very different than that of pediatric radiation oncol-
ogists. After a three- to four-year general pediatrics residency, where
every patient is a child, the oncology fellowship begins, and it lasts
for three years. Thus, for five to seven years, these trainees are trained
and surrounded by experienced physicians and support staff who care
for children and only children. Coping with the suffering and death
of children is part of their ongoing curriculum. Conversely, in most
radiation oncology departments, there is only one radiation oncologist
who treats children. This work is done in relative psychological isola-
tion from the rest of the department, as most people prefer to avoid
children with cancer.

When I would interview faculty candidates for radiation oncology
positions and ask what area of subspecialty they preferred (breast can-
cer, GI cancer, etc.) a very common answer was that they absolutely did
not want to work in the pediatric sector. It is too depressing. Initially, I,
too, avoided treating children. From 2006 to 2009, I treated only one
or two pediatric patients per year as a licensed radiation oncologist at
MD Anderson. Given my difficult childhood, I felt I couldn’t relate to
children. And since I wasn’t yet a parent, I had no clue about kids. I also
felt I couldn’t relate to parents.

But then, in 2010, the job in Columbus was offered to me. When
[ was considering the position, my wife, several friends, and even sev-
eral colleagues at MD Anderson, openly expressed their concerns and
questioned if I could handle treating children. I had been so opposed
to treating children during my time at MD Anderson that this move
was confusing to them. But, I told them (and myself) that having my
own children and seeing them thrive enabled me to “get it.” I under-
stood all things “kids” and could now relate to parents. Plus, it was my
nature to take on the toughest jobs around and attack them head on.
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Going after the brain tumor, glioblastoma, arguably the worst and most
incurable adult cancer there is, was an example of this mentality. Taking
care of children with cancer was an even scarier and more demanding
subsection of radiation oncology, intellectually and emotionally. But I
was finally up to the task, and I had to do it, to show how tough I was.
Plus, the pediatric directorship was a title—my first leadership title,
ever. On top of that, being “Director of Pediatric Radiation Oncology”
gave me a 40 percent pay raise. The OSU offer was a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity, and taking care of pediatric patients was part of the deal.
With this self-deception and rationalization, I accepted the position.

My lack of training, especially in coping with the suffering and
death of children, the isolation within my department (I was the only
radiation oncologist treating these patients, and I was rarely physically
at the children’s hospital with the other pediatric specialists I coordi-
nated with in patient care), and my own history of abuse and undiag-
nosed PTSD meant that I was not emotionally prepared for this part
of the job. Further compounding the difficulty was that, typically, if
children required radiation as part of their anticancer therapy, it was
a bad sign, medically. I did not see the more common and favorable
acute lymphocytic leukemias, which have an 80 to 90 percent cure
rate using only chemotherapy (which doesn’t cause the brain damage,
growth abnormalities, and secondary cancers that radiotherapy does).
I saw mostly the kids with brain tumors, bone tumors, and soft-tissue
sarcomas—the ones who were in the most dire shape. Thus, I saw the
worst cases of the most difficult cancer patient demographic there is—
children—with very little preparation.

This was an entirely new storm system entering my mind’s already
complex climate. I had never dealt with this kind of weather before.
The technical aspects of delivering radiotherapy to children came easily
to me. I quickly became proficient at it, and understood the concepts
well enough to effectively teach it to my trainees and students. But the
emotional component never caught up with my newfound expertise. In
fact, as time went on, it lagged further and further behind. Obviously
hundreds, if not thousands, of radiation oncologists have treated chil-

dren over the last hundred years across the world. Did any of them
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implode and commit a despicable affront to common decency the way I
did because of this same lack of training and preparation? Probably not.
However, it certainly played a role in my ungluing. Because, for me,
dealing with this part of the job was nothing short of a psychological
kick in the teeth.

There is a bit of gallows humor that provides an explanation for
why the pediatric oncology fellowship lasts three years. During the
first year, the trainees meet and treat their patients. In the second year,
the patients recover from their treatment and are in remission. During
the third year, their cancers come back, and many die. Thus the entire
unfortunate life cycle of children with very dire prognoses is encapsu-
lated within the setting of a three-year training period. The fourteen
pediatric cases I'd “logged-in” over eight-plus years in Houston as a
trainee and faculty physician were no match for the carnage I was about
to see.

[ had twenty pediatric radiation oncology consultations in the
month of December 2011 alone. As I entered my third year in the posi-
tion, the number of deaths, cancer relapses, and children being rushed
over on life support for emergent treatment began to pile up and wear
away at the peace of mind I thought I'd developed when my own chil-
dren arrived. I took each treatment failure and death personally, and
would perseverate on my treatment plans in these cases, looking for
evidence that I was indeed to blame. My rational mind would conclude
that nothing else could have been done, but the other parts refused this
explanation.

Cancer is a well-documented childhood trauma itself, and the
children being robbed of a normal childhood resonated with my own
lack of a normal childhood as I spiraled into a PTSD crisis. It was get-
ting more and more difficult for me to consciously think about what
[ was saying during consultations. I would stand before crying parents
and an adorable, sick child who would either succumb to his or her
disease within about a year or be maimed for life by the radiation I
was about to deliver. In a few instances I could feel myself dissoci-
ating— stepping out of my body—as if to let my physical shell han-
dle the difficult task of interacting with the families. This separation
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was especially strong if the children looked, acted, or said things that
reminded me of my own kids.

There was one little girl with a medulloblastoma who could have
easily been my daughter. She was the same age and had the same sense
of humor, extremely bright and beautiful. Over the course of her treat-
ment, | watched all of her hair fall out from the whole-brain radiation
and concurrently administered cocktail of chemotherapy. The addition
of chemotherapy made the probability of her hair growing back (or
at least looking like it used to) very unlikely. The dose of radiation to
her spine, administered in the hope of sterilizing her spinal column of
any tumor cells that might have seeded it, would most likely perma-
nently lock in the five-year-old size and bone composition of her verte-
brae, making her trunk disproportionately shorter than her limbs and
shortening her final adult height. The most horrific side effect would
be that this bright little girl, with her great wit and comic delivery,
would become dull over time. She would not maintain her expected
trajectory of intellectual and cognitive development due to the radia-
tion dose I was delivering to her entire brain. At that dose, along with
the chemotherapy and her age, she would probably have a final IQ in
the upper 80s—assuming the tumor did not recur, fatally, and there
was about a 40 percent chance of that happening.

At about the same time, I was treating a woman in her thirties who
had had precisely the same kind of tumor and treatment when she was
the exact same age as the little girl. The impression that radiotherapy
left upon the woman was striking. She was in a wheelchair, her hair was
thin, her spine and skull malformed, and she had a very flat affect. Her
medical chart was composed of four sections, each about eight inches
thick. Pounds of paper chronicled the life of a childhood cancer sur-
vivor: endless hormone replacement monitoring, neurocognitive test
results that plateaued over time. What was not documented in those
charts was the hollow, withered, emotionally exhausted countenance
of her devoted mother, who over the last twenty-five years had lost a
career, a husband, and countless friends while caring for her daughter’s
special needs. Needs made acutely special by the large doses of electro-

magnetic radiation that had been shot through her child’s vulnerable
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and then developing central nervous system when she was just five
years old. This was the very same treatment that I was forced to give
to the little girl in the next room, to prevent the same tumor from
killing her. The grown woman'’s latest ailment was the development of
a glioblastoma, a brain tumor that gave her about a fourteen-month life
expectancy. It was most likely induced by the radiation exposure used
to treat her childhood cancer.

[ felt nauseated when I watched the little girl with her family and
our staff members, the way she would make them laugh while she
endured her treatment with fearless innocence. I would look at this
beautiful angel and see only the blank stare that would greet me in the
next room, knowing that—in the best of scenarios—that would be her
fate, too. I had to keep myself dissociated; otherwise, if I allowed myself
to clearly process the human drama playing out in front of me in real
time, I would have lost all professional composure and sobbed uncon-
trollably, frightening the little girl and her family.

Having these cases juxtaposed in my clinic was maddening. It was
the cancer treatment “before and after” right before my eyes, without
the respite of the intervening decades. It was an exquisitely cruel trick
played on me by the Cancer Gods. They knew, full well, the state I was
in—and how poorly I would respond to their morbid and perverse
foolery.

Oftentimes, I would quickly leave the clinic to gather myself in the
hallway, or I'd close the door and cry in my office. While avoidance is
a common behavior of PTSD sufferers (for example, a near-drowning
victim avoiding water), I could not avoid children suffering. It was very
difficult for me to hear children crying in my department. I think sound
is especially difficult for me, because out of all the senses that compose
my fragmented memories of my abuse episodes, it was the sounds of
people and normal activities on the other side of wall that remain the
clearest in my mind. The sounds of children suffering were there every
day, and I could not talk about it. I was isolated within my department,
and I certainly couldn’t talk about it when I left work. It turned people
into wrecks when they heard about my cases. My wife would cry, and

people at social events would quickly change the subject if I even hinted
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at what I'd dealt with over the previous week. Many nights I would
come home to a dark and quiet home, my family already asleep. So
often it was just me and my sixer of the strong double-IPA cough syrup
that allowed me to, for a brief hour or two of intoxication, break the
surface for some air. My brain’s elaborate mechanisms for self-preser-

vation were breaking down.

[ probably will never be allowed to treat children again, because of the
nature of my offense. However, without question, those three and a half
years of doing so were the most rewarding work I ever did, despite the
toll it took on me. Words cannot describe the honor it was to have been
part of their path. I had no idea how spiritually and physically resilient
children could be. I once treated a four-year-old and a forty-year-old
with the same tumor and treatment regimen at the same time. The
four-year-old was running up and down the hallway, fighting with his
brothers for a hat or toy. The forty-year-old was curled up in the fetal
position in a dark room, averse to loud noises and bright lights.

Of course, children heal and bounce back faster; that is their phys-
iology. But there is something beyond that. Children are tough. Of
course they are scared, but they are open and honest about it, and their
fears can be addressed. With adults, getting to the root of the problem
and figuring out the true cause of fear or uncertainty can be exhaust-
ing. Children are straightforward. They haven’t had time to develop
the complicated walls that adults have to conceal their emotions. Their
innocence, grace, and dignity under what can be horrific conditions are
truly inspiring.

[ 'was not the only one who saw this in my clinic. There was a huge dif-
ference in the attitudes of my adult patients, depending on what time of the
day they were treated. The morning patients rarely had many complaints
during their weekly on-treatment visits with me. I would ask if there were
any issues or problems, and in the morning the typical response was “Nope.
Doing just fine. See you next week.”Whereas in the afternoon, encounters
tended to run a little longer, and mundane complaints like “My skin is itchy”
or “Sometimes I get a headache that goes away withTylenol” seemed to take

up an inordinate amount of the appointment.
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It wasn’t clear to me what caused the difference until one day a
morning patient of mine, who was in his seventies and getting palliative
radiation for a bone metastasis from prostate cancer, clued me in. After
I good-naturedly kept badgering him about not having any problems
that I could fix, he looked me square in the eyes and said, “Doc, I see
those little kids you treat every morning. Whatever problem I've got is
nothing compared to what they have. I can manage.”

My adult patients who received their treatments in the morning
saw the majority of my pediatric patients. The very young ones who
required anesthesia for treatment deliveries were among the first
treated in the day, since that was when the anesthesia teams were avail-
able, before they went on with the rest of their day in the adult hospi-
tal. Seeing those children gave the adult patients perspective, and they
bucked up out of respect for what the kids were going through.

Many of the adult patients grew attached to the little ones. They
would bring them toys and treats and make them laugh. The children
got doted on, and they loved it. It was a nice reprieve for the family
as well. Being the only pediatric patients in the entire medical center,
each attained a sort of celebrity status in the eyes of many there. While
the children would cry in the beginning of their treatments because
the machines were big and scary and what was about to happen was
unknown, they would also very frequently cry at their last treatment
because they were going to miss seeing all the friends they had made
while visiting our department. It was precious. They were so precious.
[ will truly miss them, and taking care of them.
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NO SOONER THAN I had those important breakthroughs of per-
sonal introspection and early healing but I was reminded of the
massive blast-crater of a legal case my actions had created. Susan and 1
spent the first few weeks of November getting our wills and power of
attorney documents in order. I made a notebook listing where to find
all the bills that needed to be paid and how to draw out more money
from our retirement accounts. It was a great distraction from the fact
that I would soon surrender my right to vote and admit that I did a hor-
rible thing to the nation. We were draining our life savings to maintain
stability for our children as long as we could, to enable me to repair
the relationship with my family without any additional stressors. It was
a painful financial decision, but worth far more to our children’s emo-
tional futures. [ was making great strides in fixing my relationships with
my children. The grim prospect of being carted off to jail after entering
the guilty plea, however, created a visceral panic. I needed more time.

In the roughly four months between the police raid and the day
I pled guilty, my attorneys worked with the detectives and prosecu-
tors on my plea deal. Because of the way the statutes are written and
the technology I'd used to view, I could easily have been eviscerated
by the technicalities if a purely black-and-white interpretation of the
law was applied. Peer-to-peer networks, by definition, are distribu-
tion-and-receiving networks in and of themselves, but from the way
[ used the technology, my honesty and openness in describing how I
used it, the voice stress analysis interview, and the forensic evaluation,
it was clear that my intent was only to view, to access. I did not leave
the system running all day and night, contribute to the distribution
machine, or amass a huge collection. I only viewed whatever came up
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during those ten to fifteen times over eight years that I visited that
world. Thus the files that came into the queue during those ten- to
forty-five-minute “sessions” that I didn’t download were not counted
against me. Technically, this constituted an attempt to access, but given
the randomness of my searches and what I viewed within that nar-
row time window, it was clear I was not attempting to acquire those
files specifically. I also deleted every file after viewing, meaning I did
not have a stash that I could go back to or potentially distribute in the
future. So I believe that what I pled guilty to appropriately reflected my
infringement upon society’s mores and was not maximized by jargon or
technicalities, at least from a score-keeping perspective.

Still, child pornography offenses are steeply penalized and scaled by
levels according to the Federal Sentencing Guidelines. A level 18 is the
baseline offense for accessing/possession. Then enhancements are added
to the baseline in an attempt to reflect the full culpability of an offender.
[ was given a +2 for using a computer, a +2 for the presence of prepu-
bescent victims, a +2 for having 59 confirmed deleted files (the range for
this enhancement is 10 to 149 files), and a +4 for the presence of sadism/
masochism/violence (I'd viewed some horrific stuff). Two points were
deducted because I accepted responsibility for my crime, and one more
point for notifying my intent to plead guilty in a timely manner.

After the plea deal my offense score (which took in all the fac-
tors of my offense) was 25. According to the guideline recommenda-
tions, my punishment was to be fifty-seven to seventy-one months’
imprisonment, five years to life on probation, and a fine of $10,000 to
$100,000. This information literally made me vomit up a stomach full
of coffee and bile when I read the first draft of my plea agreement one
cold November morning leading up to my hearing. I asked my attor-
neys if there was any way I could be either a physician for an seriously
underserved area (inner city, rural area, American Indian reservation,
etc.) or do cancer research at the NIH—for free, no salary—as my
sentence instead, so that the federal government and society could get
something useful from my punishment. But my attorneys informed me
that service could not replace prison. It is preferable that my extremely

rare skill set be wrapped up in an orange jumpsuit and rendered idle
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to the tune of more than $3,000 per month of taxpayers’ money than
to have me address areas of critical healthcare need within our country
at no cost.

The sentencing recommendation was Why my attorneys advised
me to prepare to be hauled off to county jail. A lot of times, judges
who know a person is going to spend time in prison will get the clock
started and have them start serving their term before the final sen-
tence is handed down. This practice came about at a time when most
defendants in child pornography cases were assumed to also be child
molesters. I was sure that someone would want to take a swing at the
pervert doctor who was on TV when I was in the county jail. I would
be a great prize for someone who didn’t have much more to lose. I
hadn’t been in a fight since seventh grade. How in the hell was I going
to defend myself?

My plea hearing was on November 15, 122 days since the raid on
my home. I woke up early so that I could shave, shower, and put on my
suit. Everything I did that morning, I did with the thought that it would
be for the last time ever—simple things like brushing my teeth or tak-
ing a shower. My jail time would dovetail with my prison time, and the
house would be long since sold by the time I was released. Most of my
worry, though, was for my family. Was there going to be another media
circus at our home, like when I was charged in July? Would the roof
rattle again, in the helicopters’ downdraft?

My children had grown accustomed to my disheveled hair, stub-
ble, and whatever clothes I'd slept in the night before as I made them
breakfast and packed their lunches on early school mornings, so they
were surprised to see me in a suit. I made sure their lunches were to
their liking and threw in a few extra snacks. I turned up the thermostat
so they could be treated to a nice hot air blast from the heat registers
as they got dressed for school. As I helped my wife get them into their
car seats, | gave silly answers to their questions before the real answers,
just to hear them laugh.

“So Daddy, why are you all dressed up?” my daughter asked.

“Because I need to go swimming after you go.” I said straight-faced,
and then waited.
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“What!?” she said, smiling,

“It’s way too cold, dude!” my son added. Dude was his new word,
picked up from the big kids at school.

“Oh, yeah. Maybe I should just get into some shorts and flip-
flops, then?”

“Oh, Dad! It’s too cold for that, too!” my daughter pointed out,
laughing.

“OK, OK ... Daddy just has a meeting this morning,” I always told
them I was going to a meeting whenever I had a scheduled appoint-
ment for lawyers or therapy. “Daddy just wants to look extra good
for this one.”

“Oh. OK,” my agreeable son said, satisfied with my answer, as the
seatbelt buckling continued.

I hugged them both for so long, fighting back any tears, that my
daughter finally said, “OK, Daddy, we need to get to school on time!”

I laughed through my burning throat for them. Keeping things
normal otherwise. As they drove off, I asked myself if there had been
enough time for us to heal, and was worried sick there wasn’t. I could
see their little heads bobbing in their car seats as they looked around,
oblivious, assuming it was just another day. I had stopped being Yelly
Daddy. They noted that. I could draw cool sharks and explained science
to them using the chemistry and paleontology sets my wife bought for
us to work on. I could make them laugh. They knew I was trying to get
better, and would call me out if I was getting too huffy or impatient.
My son told me during one of our play sessions, “Dad, you are cool
now. I like you.” My daughter was far subtler in declaring our relation-
ship healed. Despite Christmas being several months away, [ managed
to crack her exclusive wish-list, which consisted of three items:

1. A puppy (or puppies would be OK too).

2. Magic powder that confers the ability of flight (of course).

3. For Daddy’s consequences to be over.

[ was ready to accept prison in the spring, but I needed more time
to be with them. My work wasn’t done yet.

We did not tell our children that I might be going to jail that day.
They never would have gone to school-—well, not quietly at least.

146



Chapter Twelve

They would have been terrified and angry, especially my daughter.
My in-laws had originally planned to come down to see the kids’
first Irish dance recital, but now they were coming to provide moral
support during my hearing, and potentially to soften the blow of my
unexpected departure for my distraught family. They were also on
standby while en route from Michigan, in case my wife and children
had to leave Columbus to avoid another siege of our home. The con-
tingency plan was that they would turn around and prepare for my
family’s arrival if the situation warranted. One of the kids’ teachers,
who was also the mother of one of their friends, volunteered to take
them to her home to wait out the aftermath of the hearing. It was
another incredible example of the love and support our neighbor-
hood and school district gave us.

After my family left for school, I had one last moment to sit on my
porch. I was starting to sweat through my clothes. I had not worn a
shirt and tie in over four months, and my body was not used to hav-
ing so much of its heat trapped. I had a cup of coffee, looking at the
fuzzy frost on the blades of grass in my yard for maybe the last time
and wishing I really was going swimming somewhere warm. I had sat
there to read, write, smoke Marlboro Lights, and reflect. I'd spent
four months watching summer give way to fall and winter starting
to announce its arrival. This was where I had mostly talked with my
visitors and well-wishers from OSU, to avoid the kids’ overhearing
details about the case and to give my wife some distance from the
place that, in her view, eventually broke her husband. We dubbed it
The Therapy Porch. I needed my time there more than ever to collect
my thoughts and cool off.

When Susan returned from dropping the children off, she came to
the back door and looked out at me though the window, motionless,
her face wearing a kind of terrified calm. She didn’t object to the lit cig-
arette in my hand as she normally would have. Today was different—a
cigarette or a brick of Valium would be entirely permissible. Then she
nodded imperceptibly and disappeared to get ready.

Of course, it took her all of fifteen minutes to go from just-woke-up
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to stunning. She wanted to look professional, but not like an attorney.
She wanted to look like a family member, but not too casual. And she
got it just right. She and I had discussed how much she wanted to be
present. She would not walk with me into or out of the federal build-
ing. Doing so would open up the possibility of her being photographed
with me, which would forever bind her to me in visual media. It would
jeopardize her future job prospects and our children’s future. So we
would stay separate.

She also did not want to hear the gory details of what I'd viewed,
nor about all the rights of citizenship that I would be losing. She wanted
to wait in the hallway outside the courtroom, and come in only if
needed—to rescue me if it looked like I was going to be sent to jail.
She would attest, on the witness stand, that I was not a monster and
that she was perfectly comfortable with me being around her children.

This well-laid plan was crushed within the first five minutes of our
arrival at my attorney’s office.

“Oh. No. You will be there,” Charles said, politely but assertively
wagging his finger toward my wife with an earnest smile. “This will
turn into a bond hearing. You need to be there. The judge needs to see
that you are there, and how you react during the entire proceedings.”

Susan had been keeping it together for the whole drive to the office,
but she broke down at this news. But here is where the young attor-
ney exhibited his great ability to manage people. “You are going to do
great,” he said. “Do you know why?”

“Why?” between sobs.

“Because you have to,” he said with a big smile. My wife started to
laugh and immediately pulled out of her dive. She was ready.

My attorneys had my wife sit in a very conspicuous area in the gallery:
front row, stage right, next to one of their associates. This was to let the
judge know who she was without tipping off the reporters. Susan later
told me that during the hearing the judge did indeed look over at her,
and did so for a particularly long time when deciding if T was to remain
on house arrest or go to county jail. Every time he looked over at her,

she said she felt as if the column of air above her suddenly became a
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hundred times denser, and she could feel it pressing down on her shoul-
ders and coating her lungs.

The courtroom had a cathedral-like feel to it. It was immaculate.
The ceilings were high, and the bench was a massive mountain of var-
nished hardwood. I expected these structures to dwarf the judge, but
they actually made him look bigger. He was kind, extremely informa-
tive, and deliberate with me. I almost took pride in being allowed to
speak to him. He had that air. I wanted to be as polite and forthright as
possible, and atone for my sins.

When he asked about my highest education level and what institu-
tion I'd graduated from, I cringed when I told him, “Medical Doctorate,
from Northwestern University Medical School.” He did a double take;
he’d earned his JD from Northwestern University School of Law. The
two schools are right next door to each other in downtown Chicago,
in the shadow of the John Hancock Building. Oftentimes, the medi-
cal and law students shared conference rooms and auditoriums. All the
early morning lectures during my first year of medical school were
held in Lincoln Hall, a striking facet of the law school’s historic Levy
Mayer Hall. Lincoln was a beautiful, scaled-down version of the British
House of Commons, complete with stained glass windows that caught
the morning sun off of Lake Michigan and massive dark wood benches
that each student could convert into their own mini-office. I am sure
he and I had sat in the same rooms as we learned our respective crafts.
[ felt so ashamed to share this common history with my judge but to be
standing in his presence as a criminal.

Standing before the court is about as humbling experience as any-
one can endure. My hands felt as if they’d been dipped in an aquarium
of cold and slimy water. I stood at attention, my knees locked, and
never shifted my weight for the fifty minutes or so that the hearing
lasted. Both of my arthritic knees felt completely ossified, my legs pain-
fully fused into a single rigid bone by the time it was over. Bending
them to walk again was excruciating, as if I had to break them first.

The rights that [ would surrender as a felon were listed aloud: no
voting, no military service, no firearms, no elected public office.

To verify I was mentally capable of making the decision to plead
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guilty, T had to say I had a history of ADD and generalized anxiety disor-
der and that I was currently taking Zoloft. The PTSD diagnosis and the
determination that the other disorders were misdiagnoses were still too
new to be included in my mental health history, but during this hearing
the truth started to come out. As the statement of facts was read, the
true nature of what I'd done came to light: first the fifty-nine files, all of
which had been deleted, not actively collected. But then the gruesome
details of what I saw were read as well. I cringed, knowing my wife was
right behind me, hearing it all. Bondage, penile penetration of children
as young as five or six years old by grown men, forced oral sex.

To the statement of facts, I said, “Your Honor, I plead guilty.”

My voice sounded calm, but the air I used to say those words felt
like superheated gas from a blast furnace that charred my throat, nose,
and mouth on its way out.

Then came the bond hearing, as promised. A sidebar was called
and elevator music played so that what was being discussed could not
be heard in the gallery. I was close enough to make out some of the
discussion. I tried to stare at the federal seal that hung in front of me,
but I occasionally stole a glance at the group. I heard all the attorneys,
including the prosecutor, argue for me to remain on house arrest. I
could see the judge nodding and heard the words “voice stress analysis,”
“ongoing therapy,” “family counseling,” and “No, no, your honor, not a
threat.” At one point some of them glanced over, past me, at my wife.
They must have been confirming who she was to the judge, although I
am sure he knew from the start. When they finished, the judge returned
to his bench and began to recap my behavior up to that point.

“Dr. Pelloski has been cooperative from the beginning. He returned
from Colorado of his own accord to surrender himself.” He asked my
pretrial services officer if  had been in compliance with the conditions
of my house arrest.

Hank, always professional, stood tall and reported, “Your honor, to
my knowledge, the defendant has been in full compliance with the terms
of his bond. I have no concerns or indications to the contrary, either, sir.”

The judge then took a long look at my wife and continued thinking
out loud. “Doctor Pelloski has never posed a threat to the children of the
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community.” He repeated this statement several times, but saying it as
if tacitly asking my wife, Is this guy really OK? She later said she was too
numb from the weight of his gaze to recollect what she did when he made
this statement. She couldn’t remember if she nodded or just looked terri-
fied, but apparently he got his answer from whatever she did.

He continued, “Dr. Pelloski is currently undergoing active therapy
with several health professionals. It is the court’s wish that this con-
tinue.” There was another long pause. “I will continue Dr. Pelloski’s
home monitoring for the remainder of the duration of this case, pro-
vided he remains in compliance with the terms of his bond.”

I was so relieved I couldn’t remember what was said after that.
Regardless of what my final sentence would be, this was an incredible
personal victory. There was still time for me to heal with my family and
explore and treat my very new and finally correct diagnosis of PTSD.
My children’s emotional futures may very well have been spared that
day. For this reason, I will always be grateful to the prosecutor, mag-
istrate judge, and district judge for allowing me to remain on house
arrest. They trusted me, when I'd given them little reason to do so.

They did not have to, but they did.

The media tone changed slightly after the hearing. Write-ups described
me as polite even when declining to talk to reporters. Most of the sin-
ister insinuations were omitted this time around. They did continue to
say that files had been found on my computer, giving the impression
that [ had stockpiled the stuff rather than deleting it—but it was a far
cry from what was said about me in July. I was thankful for that. One
of the newspaper reporters even had a tone of sadness when she wrote,

“Today a meteoric career in oncology came crashing down.”

The only visual media used was a video shot of me leaving the federal
building carrying my ankle monitor case and then entering a car. We’d
made arrangements with the TV news crews in the hope that if they got
the shot they wanted—the “perp walk”—they would not set up shop
at my home. They honored our implicit request. Not a single soul came

to our house.
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To bolster my spirits of after pleading guilty to a dark felony, a few
of my friends texted me over the weekend to tell me that their grand-
mother/sister/cousin had said they thought I was good-looking. So at
least my attempts at grooming and hygiene didn’t go unnoticed. I had
been exercising. I kept off the twenty pounds that I'd immediately lost
after the burden of holding in my abuse secrets was relieved. I'd even
had to get my suit retailored so that it fit me properly and I didn’t look
like some kid borrowing his father’s for the prom. I also made sure to
get some direct sunlight as often as I could during my house arrest, to
avoid the pale, sickly appearance of a predatory Nosferatu.

[ didn’t tell my friends I didn’t need cheering up. I was still going to
be around for my family for a while. I was still going to heal with them
and get myself better. That was all I cared about on that day. I slept in

until 2 p.m. the next.
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OVER TIME, people from my more distant past began to reach
out to me during my house arrest. When I talked with sev-
eral people I'd grown up with from elementary school through high
school, and even some college friends, I was amazed by how many
had made observations about me that were similar to each other. This
was especially true of the girls I'd dated or those who had an interest
in me but never connected with me—the ones who “got away.” Many
were not surprised that I had been abused once they found out. They
told me that in one way or another they always knew that some-
thing was wrong with me but could never articulate what it was until
everything came out.

One phone conversation was especially poignant. It was with some-
one who was always very close to me but never officially more than a
good friend. She finally had some closure about why we never became
more involved. Her words cut like daggers: “There was always some-
thing about you. But I could never put my finger on it.You had an edge.
You were the kid who knew everything about sex—when no one else
did. People always gravitated to you when they were curious about
it, and you would hold court, at lunchtime or on the playground. In
grade school you already seemed to know how everything worked. In
high school, you were far too confident in that area. You were way too
intense. It intimidated me. It kind of scared me away from ever dating
you. And I know I was not the only girl who noticed this about you.”

When I got off the phone, I felt yet another pang of sadness, and
a profound sense of loss overcame me. I never really went through
that awkward phase of discovery with a girl, as most boys do when
they are starting to learn how to “make out.” I never had that sense of
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anticipation or fear of getting caught by parents or wondering if I was
making a fool of myself while trying to be a teenage Casanova. I never
felt any bashfulness or butterflies when deciding whether or not to hold
a girl’s hand or initiate a kiss. I was robbed of my innocence at such a
young age that I never truly got to experience it. I already knew what
the end game was about. I knew how the parts worked already.

While this helped me a lot in college with hookups and making
a good first impression on satisfied repeat “customers,” it drained the
warmth and romance out of any long-term relationship I ever had. A
complaint I universally received after a while in my more long-term
relationships was that sex with me was too goal-oriented—more about
the destination than the journey. Despite my positive attributes and
technical skill as a lover, being with me became both undesirable and
tiresome. I had always struggled to put sex in a healthy context. Was it
that I needed to prove myself in the same arena in which I was violated
and confused as a child? Was it something I needed to do to make me
feel safe and wanted, yet at the same time I needed to remain emo-
tionally distant so that I could maintain my numbness and not expose
any vulnerability? By both controlling it and distancing myself from it,
was I declaring victory over sex and the intimacy that is supposed to
accompany it?

Through my therapy and healing, I began to realize that I often
dissociated during intercourse, and this may well have been the source
of my partners’ eventual discontent and the lack of satisfaction I per-
ceived. The advantages to dissociating were only fleeting, of course:
[ could last longer without having to resort to thinking about base-
ball stats—a strategy some of my friends used to ward off premature
ejaculation. I had the false appearance of a confident lover who was in
control. But in actuality, I was just numb. I had to force myself to think
about sex so that I could finish. I'd dissociated when I was molested and
could even now really only remember the beginnings of each episode.
[ didn’t know how long things went on or what all transpired. I often
felt this way about sex.

Dissociating during sex made me not fully process that a moment

had been shared. No intimacy. It is like the way people who watch
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TV while they eat tend to eat more and are then hungry again later
because their minds did not fully process that they’ve already had a
meal, because they were distracted by the television. Throw in the cul-
tural pressure, stereotypes about men as sexual conquistadors, and the
overall biologic drive to reproduce, and it is not surprising I have been

a mess in this area my whole life.

I experienced personal highs and lows throughout my house arrest.
The conversation with my friend from childhood and its revelation
induced a profound low that lasted for some time. Was not anything
spared from my abuse? Whether it was making out in junior high or
being a trail-blazing leader in the oncology field, the traumas were like
shrapnel that tore through my life, taking whatever chunks of me they
could. The scars ran deep.

Still, though, I was healing. While each realization like this one was
painful, it pushed the process along. I felt better physically and mentally
when I turned forty while on house arrest for a child pornography
felony than when I turned thirty and was a high-flying resident at the
best cancer center in the United States. (How sad a comment was that
on my life?) It’s because by my birthday on December 29, I was in full
swing with my therapy.

Reading Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning during my house
arrest, I came across a quote that Frankl borrowed from Benedictus
de Spinoza’s work Ethics, which defined my recovery, acted as a guide
throughout the whole process, and continues to help me to this day:
“Affectus, qui passio est, desinit esse passio simulatque eius claram et
distinctam formamus ideam” (in Frankl’s translation: “Emotion, which
is suffering, ceases to be suffering as soon as we form a clear and precise
picture of it”). I was getting there.

The only way to treat PTSD (and childhood sexual abuse, for that
matter) is to directly address the underlying and inciting traumas).
This is achieved most successfully with cognitive-behavioral therapy
and, to a much lesser extent, with medications (Zoloft is the only FDA-
approved drug for PTSD). In cognitive-behavioral therapy, one talks
through the anguish. It is painful. Talking about traumas is like draining
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abscesses. The cutting open and squeezing at the beginning is characterized
by an excruciating pain—10 on a ten-point scale—but it’s followed by a
near-immediate relief, with only some subsequent soreness and drainage to
endure as you get the rest of the junk out. There is data showing that peo-
ple with major depression who have a history of childhood maltreatment
do not have the same success with medication management alone as their
counterparts who had normal childhoods. The effect of child abuse is that
latent and pervasive. (It certainly limited the life span of the effectiveness
of Ritalin and Effexor in treating my symptoms.) Important components
to this psychotherapy are talking, writing (like, say, a book), and pursu-
ing other forms of artistic expression with the purpose of identifying the
trauma, the reason it happened (and accepting it if there is no reason), its
meaning, and, lastly, organizing one’s past and present emotional responses
to it. That is much more difficult to do than remembering to take a pill
every morning.

[ cannot stress enough how life-changing this type of therapy can
be, though. It is difficult, yet it is so simple. It is just talking. But it is
important to be talking to someone. It really cannot be done alone.
While having a professional counselor is ideal, just telling someone about
one’s trauma is a huge and important first step. It is a near-impossible
burden to handle alone.

There are no expensive experimental drugs or technically challenging
procedures required to get the ball rolling and make a massive difference
in one’s life. Knowing what I know now, I see how incredibly misguided
and damaging it was to hold things in. There were nights during my house
arrest where I would awaken, drenched in sweat, from dreams in which I
was back at work, as busy as ever, and back to no one knowing about or
acknowledging what was really going on within me. While the incessant
paging, emails, patient problems, resident strife, and the latest crises in the
lab were certainly painful to revisit, the real nightmare was that in these
dreams, things had never changed for me. Then, once I would realize that
[ was home and in therapy, even though I'd lost my career, could not leave
my house, and was facing a federal child pornography felony, I was beyond
relieved that my secrets were out, and I could easily go right back to sleep.

[ can’t believe it took this colossal sledgehammer to make me deal with
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the abuse. It is such a difficult choice to make though, when one is lost in
the fog of guilt and shame. If anyone were on the fence about whether to
start to talking about or sharing their abuse or traumas, I would implore
them to not wait any longer. The sooner one drains the abscess, the better
it will be for every aspect of their overall health. If someone has a mental
illness that seems refractory to the typical medications and other forms of
therapy, I would strongly advise them to take a comprehensive inventory
of their early-life experiences and ferret out any events that even remotely
smack of abuse or trauma, subtle or horrific.

I also had to heal that wounded inner child, or else I would be des-
tined to handle the next major calamity that life threw at me poorly.
The child who ran the show needed to experience what a healthy child-
hood feels like, and then quickly grow up. This was the next phase of
the therapy process. One of the most helpful exercises I did during my
recovery was to look at that picture of myself as a little boy, around
the age I was abused, and write him a letter. It was gut-wrenching,
but I was so relieved after I did it. And it took another huge emotional
burden off my shoulders. Healing the wounded inner five-year-old and
integrating him into the rest of me was critical to my recovery. Telling

him it was not his fault was simultaneously symbolic and therapeutic.

Me, at four years old, right around the time in my life when the die was cast.
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The page I wrote the letter on is mottled by many briny patches of

dried tears. It bears these words:

Hey, little man. You couldn’t have stopped anything. You were so
small, you couldn’t make the grown-ups stop. Don’t think you are
bad because of what happened at the pool. That man counted on
kids wanting to go swimming. It is what kids like to do. I know
you really wanted to go swimming. And that piece of poop knew
it too. And don’t get mad or feel bad that your penis got hard and
felt kind of good when your Auntie D touched it. Penises are sup-
posed to do that when they get touched. Your Auntie D knew how
they work and you didn’t. She really shouldn’t have done that to
kids. It was not fair to you. She should only do that with grown-
ups who understand.

I 'am so sorry all of this happened to you. Grown-ups are sup-
posed to protect you and take care of you. A lot did not. They took
advantage of your trust. All of this is going to make you scared
and unsure of yourself for a long time, but you will get better.
I promise. You will still do great things and help a lot of people,
even though you will feel horrible about yourself. You will do even
greater things when you feel better.

Just be ready. People are not always going to like you. They will
think you are really bad. But you are not. Just hang in there. People
will eventually realize that you are good.

It turns out, if you need to heal an inner five-year-old child as an integral
part of your therapy, then hanging out with awesome five-year-old twins
is about the best medicine there is. I got to teach my kids how to read,
watched them ride their bikes without training wheels for the first time,
pulled out their loose teeth when they were afraid to, saw them off for
their first day of kindergarten, became an expert Lego builder all over
again, and taught them the life lessons and nuances of the Star Wars and
Lord of the Rings series. There were many laughter-filled battles through-
out the house with Nerf dart guns. Every time they returned home from
school, they yelled for me, to update me on their day’s adventures.

My wife did such an amazing job, shielding them from the anguish

and worry about the future that my case created for her. She gained
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stress weight and took on the internal crisis mode that had once been
mine: always on guard for the next legal uncertainty; acting as ambas-
sador for her husband, the sex offense felon; bracing for impromptu
house-arrest visits by Hank—all so that I could be with and focus on
my children. At first, I thought I was teaching and helping my children
and repairing my relationship with them. I thought I was doing the
work and they were benefiting. But eventually, I realized it was they
who were repairing me. They showed me how a normal five-year old
sees the world, with love and wonderment and without prejudice. It
was an incredible time with them. I do not think I could have healed
without them.

My profound change was put to the test many times as I went through
therapy. New memories surfaced. More details of the sexual abuse
events emerged. But rather than trying to block this pain and disgust
with overachievement, chasing away the stress with a few gallons of
heavy beer, projecting my anger onto the people I loved, and viewing
child pornography to validate these memories, I just told people about
it. My therapist, my wife, friends, and family. That was it. A new set of
memories would bug me for about a week and then I moved on from
it. It wasn’t a big production or some elaborate psychological conceal-
ment scheme. It was duly noted, mourned, and then left alone to take
its place in my life’s experiences. It was so liberating to do it that way,
much better than trying to figure out what to do or think in isolation at
2 a.m., drenched in sweat and terrified. The memories were incorpo-
rated into a healing process this time around; I had a program.

As the fog of PTSD and pain of my own abuse began to abate during
therapy, once I was able to consider my offense with a clear mind I
began to feel an enormous sense of shame and remorse. While self-harm
and dissociation may be psychological explanations of why I tortured
myself by viewing children being sexually abused, how I feel about my
offense is probably most analogous to an alcoholic drunk driver who,
upon sobering up, realizes that he killed someone the night before. The
driver did not intend to kill anyone. The driver, too, knew on some

level that he was hurting himself by drinking and creating a danger on
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the road by deciding to drive, but he did so anyway. There may have
been something in the driver’s past or heredity that made him become
an alcoholic. The driver was not himself while under the influence of
alcohol. However, as a consequence of his choices and actions, a very
significant harm was done. Someone was killed.

I was both horrified and angry with myself. I'd perpetuated the
abuse of those children I viewed. I exploited their suffering for my
own therapeutic gain. I was part of the problem of online child por-
nography—regardless of my reasons, I was there. I knowingly commit-
ted a felony, destroyed my career, and jeopardized my family’s future,
all with one horrendous activity. What a fucking disaster. How stupid,
reckless, and selfish was I? I know my healing process will have to con-
tinue indefinitely on this issue, because this guilt is going to take a very
long time to go away, if it ever does.

I also had the task of trying to unsee what I'd seen when I subjected
myself to viewing, Seeing other children being abused created a new set
of flashbacks and images that were intermixed with visions of my own
sexual abuse. I had thrown a new heap of traumas onto an already-size-
able pile. This realization made me miserable for quite some time.

As I continued my abuse therapy, I came to deal with my anger. I
figured this would be an easy subject for me, since I was fueled by anger
my whole life. I was always in touch with it. It propelled me to incred-
ible achievements. Anger is an emotion, and it can give you energy,
especially when the need is critical, like a king-sized candy bar can right
before a marathon. However, like a candy bar, it was emotional junk
food: high in calories, but not much nutrition to go along with it. After
a while, you become malnourished if that is all you eat.

One of the anger questions raised was Can one forgive their abusers,
and is it even necessary for healing? This was a snag I did not expect.

Of course my initial reaction was Uh, hell no! I had been robbed
of most pleasures in my life, even the ones I worked so hard to attain.
But then a moral dilemma smacked me across the face. How could I
not forgive my abusers when I was simultaneously begging for others
to forgive what I had done, for the harm that I'd created? I was asking
not just the judge presiding over my case but everyone. Could I forgive
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myself for what I did? As I worked through this concept, I rationalized
through the abuse that was done to me.

Maybe the very first episode truly was innocuous. Maybe someone
was just trying to help my young mom out and was doing some sort of
childcare function for me, and the high-alert status of my little brain
interpreted it as something wrong or unsafe. I could let that one go,
even though it really bothered me that I was so young,

I could even give The Pool Man a pass. He was a stranger and a man.
Men have a lot of problems. Hell, I used child pornography as a means
of remembering that I was abused. I was quite familiar with the male
predilection for very bad coping mechanisms.

What I really struggled with, though, was that a female relative
had molested me as well, and at a family gathering, where young chil-
dren were supposed to be protected, cared for, and doted on. After the
abuse from my aunt, no physical space then felt safe. It was a tearful
discussion, one of the most painful with Rachel, when we covered this
topic. I discussed how difficult it was for me to search and see women
sexually abusing children when I was viewing online. The pain in my
chest when talking to her about it was similar in intensity to what I
felt when I actually saw it while online. I remembered how the women
often would look into the camera when abusing their child victims, as if
responding to direction or to placate some other demon who may have
completely destroyed them or perhaps threatened them with violence.
[ remembered how each time a female perpetrator would lock eyes
with the camera it tore my own eyes out of their sockets. It was actually
harder for me to see women doing anything remotely inappropriate
with children than some of the more disturbing things perpetrated by
men. But I could never articulate that, until that session.

My aunt sexualizing me was to be the final time I was molested,
but this one really sent me into a tailspin. I concluded it had happened
in the summer of 1981, when I was seven. This was the summer
right before my second grade year, the year in which my behavioral
problems at school and at home reached their peak. That’s when the
notes and phone calls from the school were the most frequent. There

were whole weeks during that year when I had to stay in my room
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(except for dinner) in an effort to improve my behavior. I may have
had the strongest dissociation during the encounter with my aunt,
too. I was probably really good at dissociating by then. The details of
what happened with her took the longest to come back me, yet that
abuse occurred when I was older, so the memories should have come
sooner and been clearer.

Of course, Rachel redirected me and told me that most women
are not like that. Even most men are not. She understood my reliance
on humor and used it to talk me off the ledge frequently. She gave the
example that lost children are told to look for a mom with children to
get help. It is an instinctive and intuitive piece of advice that we all give
to our children. She had me consider the women who did abuse chil-
dren and how broken those souls had to be. How dissociated had they
become from their own nature to do that to children.

In addition to my last abuser being a woman, there were several
other aspects to this event that made it much worse for me as an adult
in the process of recollecting. I got an erection during this molestation.
It was not until well into my sexual abuse counseling that I learned that
this is a common reaction experienced by victims of childhood sex-
ual abuse. Adult abusers, equipped with knowledge of how the body
works, use this to their advantage to exploit children. It has dually hor-
rendous consequences for the victims in that, first, it tricks children
into believing that since it feels good, it must be OK. Second, it pro-
vides a deeply rooted platform of shame that can follow and haunt them
into adulthood, as the victims feel they were complicit in the activity.

I'd shared another common experience of survivors due to this
encounter as well, when I tried several times to tell my grandparents
about what happened. Oftentimes, unfortunately, when children do share
their experiences around the time the events happen, they are ignored,
the events are minimized, or they are accused of lying. My grandparents
reacted the way you'd expect given their generation: I was told that I was
fibbing, being dirty, and should not talk about stuff like that.

Between my normal sexual organ response and my grandparents’
reaction, I endured a very common double-hit that often has deep and

devastating consequences for the self-esteem and self-worth of many
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childhood sexual abuse survivors. Thanks to these events and messages,
victims carry with them thoughts that they are inherently bad and good
only for sexual purposes—a self-view that is carried well into adult-
hood. While my mind blocked the factual events from my memory, it
did not block the emotional effect on me. My mind never knew why it
always felt the way it did. It just did.

This therapy session was almost unbearable for me. It showed me
there will always be surprises during therapy; there will always be a few
more pockets of the abscess that need to be lanced open and drained,
even months into intensive therapy. My aunt was a destroyed woman.
For her to tell me that she liked how a grown man kissed her while she
fondled my seven-year-old penis and attempted to French kiss me bor-
ders on demonic possession. Something horrific might have happened

to her, too.
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T HE WEEK LEADING into my sentencing hearing, which was
scheduled for a Friday, May 2, 2014, was the longest a week had
felt to me since the time between my home raid and when I was charged.
These two weeks were bookends, with 290 days in between. So much
still had to be accomplished, and after months of waiting, everything
had that last-minute feel to it, despite all the work that had been com-
pleted already. Witnesses needed to be lined up and prepped. I needed
to work on my statement. I had multiple meetings with my attorneys
that week. My wife and I, again, had to prepare for my sudden absence
from the household, in case I was taken into custody immediately on
the heels of my hearing.

Judge assignment to federal cases is a random event, decided by a
computer. This was always unnerving to me, since the judge can have
such a profound effect on the outcome of a case. How each judge plied
his or her craft with different types of offenses could vary widely, but
the selection of the judge, which appears to me to be the biggest factor
in the outcome of any nonjury case, is ordained by a roll of the dice. I
was used to the oncology field, where specialists were trained to handle
specific problems. A patient wouldn’t be randomly directed to a lung
cancer physician if he had prostate cancer.

On top of the random selection, there was another issue with
my judge. He was on the board of trustees at OSU and Nationwide
Children’s Hospital. I was a former employee of both institutions, and
my case was high profile. The judge’s connection made current employ-
ees—administrators and physicians—reluctant to publicly support me,
because they knew a trustee would see any letters and testimony, even if
they were sealed from the public. Administrators especially, who attain
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their titles by climbing a steep political mountain, would be endanger-
ing their positions. So none of the institutional brass would speak or
write on my behalf, out of fear of reprisals from the board—real or
imagined. The effect was so pervasive that even my treating psychiatrist
was reluctant to write a letter of support on my behalf, as he did not
want to cross the wishes of the board.

Many of my supporters also feared that the judge’s trusteeship also
gave both sides of the trial a built-in basis for appeal, regardless of his
sentencing decision. His ties with OSU and the hospital could be cited
as either the reason he chose to punish the hell out of me (for bringing
shame to these places) or for giving me a slap on the wrist (to protect
a former employee). This issue was brought to the judge’s attention
when he was first assigned to the case in October, but he decided to
stick with my case.

Technically, judges are only required to recuse themselves if they
have a direct financial conflict of interest; it cannot be due solely to an
association or familiarity with someone. A lot of judges in small towns
know the defendants and/or plaintiffs in municipal cases, so it would
be impractical to have a wider basis for recusals. One can imagine how
frequently judges might need to be imported from other jurisdictions if
areason as broad and common as often eating at a restaurant owned by
one of the trial’s litigants applied. It would be a mess. Also, in Columbus
it is difficult to find anyone who does not have some kind of connection
to OSU. So there were no legal grounds for my judge to recuse himself.
He originally offered to seal the testimony, which I appreciated, though
I don’t think it helped.

Tempering my frustration with the judge’s OSU connection was the
fact that he’d allowed me to maintain my house arrest. This judge did
not usually do this for defendants with my offense. Those six months
he gave me were, without a doubt, what saved my life and family. I had
gotten the help I needed. The therapy was intense, and I was able to
devote all my energy to it. I was able to accomplish a lot of reading,
writing, and reflection in the setting of my home and family—things
that would not have occurred if I had to look over my shoulder every

few minutes as [ rotted in a county jail during mitigation.
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Nonetheless, the perceived “OSU effect” on my case included the
mysterious disappearance of witnesses and letters of support that I was
hoping for. The desertions tended to occur after my former colleagues
met with OSU’s legal department. I quickly learned that Let me talk to
Legal first meant that I would never hear from that person again—and
forget about expecting a letter of support. This was the case with all
the university-based hospitals. Not a single clinical faculty member or
administrator from OSU wrote a letter on my behalf. My OSU sup-
port came from students, lab technicians, and trainees. The omission of
character references from OSU MDs and faculty PhDs was glaring and
almost comical, given that I had letters of support from physicians all
over the country—some from satellite centers of superior institutions.

When I'd worked at OSU, my assistant, who’d watched me slowly
implode and hide, crying, behind the closed door of my office, voiced
her concerns for me more than once. But she, too, was apparently
scared into silence by someone. My supporters told me that when they
approached her about writing a letter on my behalf, she said she could
lose her job if she got involved in any way, and she was visibly shaken
by the mere mention of my name. I wonder what was said to her and
who said it.

One of the more troubling incidents, though, was when a nurse
backed out from testifying on the witness stand a few days before the
scheduled sentencing hearing. She was my ace in the hole. She’d worked
with me extensively because of my pediatric service and Gamma
Knife procedures. She saw how good I was with patients and families
up close and every day. However, after she finally met with the OSU
legal department, late into my house arrest period, she said she could
not jeopardize her position or her tuition waiver for nursing graduate

school. Again, I can only wonder what was said to her.

Another discovery during sentencing week was that a research paper I
had submitted for publication had finally been published—with a glar-
ing omission from the authorship line: my name. This paper was the
product of the laboratory work I had spent a year and a half working
toward. My lab and I had determined that a very aggressive form of a
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childhood sarcoma could be sensitized to radiation by adding a new
drug to the treatment regimen, thus killing the tumor cells more effec-
tively. It was a very exciting finding for my relatively new and indepen-
dent lab. We did extensive studies on patient samples and found that
the molecular target of the drug (the protein FANCD2) made tumors
more lethal for patients, too. It was great confirmatory and comple-
mentary data.

My lab performed the majority of the work, I wrote 90-plus per-
cent of the paper, and had submitted it as the corresponding author
three months before the raid on my home. I was in the process of finish-
ing the revisions for resubmission when I was charged and resigned my
position. All the revisions were completed under my supervision, and
there was really no need to delay the publication. Many students and
trainees who’d helped on the project needed a publication under their
belts to help as they moved on to their next academic levels. However,
my restriction of access to the Internet as a condition of my bond meant
I could not complete the online resubmission process. So I'd asked that
my chief collaborator take over as the corresponding author to mini-
mize delays in publication.

Now I learned that a few of the higher-ups at OSU and Nationwide
Children’s Hospital had demanded that my name be removed from
the paper during the resubmission process, so as not to besmirch the
names of these institutions. I'd had my ideas stolen before, but I was
usually given at least the common courtesy of having my name among
the authors of the final published paper. I'd anticipated that I would
no longer be listed in the coveted first or last authorship position for
the paper, but I still expected credit for my work. Instead, I was put
in the acknowledgments section—without any title or affiliation. The
acknowledgments is the place in a paper where people are thanked
for their help in getting the manuscript to press, but a mention there
does not imply participation in the research aspect. This legal tech-
nicality really doesn’t matter though, because in the spirit and prac-
ticality of academic and scientific principles and ethics, a mention
in the acknowledgments of a publication doesn’t allow you to cite it

on your CV. And if you cannot cite your work, as far as the record
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is concerned, it never happened. In this way, I was struck from my
own work, regardless of what contrivances had been spewed forth in
defense of this action.

This amounted to forcible abortion of scientific ethics and princi-
ples for the sake of public relations. It was frightening to realize that a
handful of people could pick and choose who does or does not receive
credit for their scientific work, based on whether the researcher him-
self is in favor or out. Having the legal department scare potential
supporters away was one thing; it was simply protecting the clinical
“brand.” But the commission of what appeared to me to be, at least
morally, an example of academic fraud—this was a whole new level.
It’s highly unlikely that anyone outside the field of oncology would have
noticed that my name was included in the list of authors. So, in effect,
this action was nothing more than a ceremonial pissing on the eviscer-
ated corpse of my career.

At first I panicked. Did this also mean that every other paper I
ever published or any lecture I'd given would be redacted and purged
because my name was on it? Would it stop with my publications? I'd
first stumbled across and viewed child pornography when I was still a
trainee—meaning that everything I'd accomplished since becoming a
licensed and practicing academic radiation oncologist was done after
the commission of a felony. Did that mean the thousands of years of
additional life expectancy I gave to children and adult cancer patients
needed to be returned as well? How would that be done? In what
device (obviously one that could warp space-time) would those recov-
ered years be stored? Are there Death Panels that go around killing
those who benefited from the skills and knowledge of unsavory physi-
cians, since the contributions of these deviants are to be struck from
the record?

Shortly after the publication, I asked an intellectual property lawyer
(attorney number six in this story) if he had ever seen a case of someone
being erased from his own work. He took a while to answer. He first
scanned the table before him, which was covered in the paper trail—
notes from OSU meetings, printouts of emails between the journal

editors and me when I was acting as the corresponding author, the data
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I'd generated and analyzed, the revisions I'd coordinated among my
group, and the original submitted manuscript where I was the senior
author—as if to assure himself that he was actually seeing what was in
front of him. He then quietly said, “I have never heard of this happening
before.” He sadly added, “Universities are supposed to be bastions of
enlightenment, not ones which cower to an ignorant, uninformed, and
outraged mob.” He pointed to the strewn papers. “This plays right into
and legitimizes the witch hunt they all mounted against you.” He trailed
off, shaking his head, “Just terrible. Damn salt in the wound. I am so
sorry for you.”

What we couldn’t figure out, though, was why the journal had
gone along with omitting me from the authorship line on an article for
which I was initially the corresponding author. All organizations that
produce a scientific journal or periodical have a scientific ethics policy
and code to which they strictly adhere. For any change in authorship
(to add, drop, or rearrange the order, for example), all the authors are
supposed to unanimously sign off to the change on an author-change
form. But I'd never received this form.

We later discovered that one of the same higher-ups at my former
institution who had mandated my removal from the manuscript also
happened to be the chairman of publications at the organization that
published the article. So connecting the dots was not hard. What made
this an especially bitter pill to swallow was that this same man had pre-
Viously come to me whenever a VIP patient or prominent university
official needed radiation treatment. Because I was the go-to guy.

Aside from the “alleged” interference my previous employer was run-
ning, there was a lot of unnerving talk from concerned neighbors and
supporters about my judge’s sentencing history as well. They told me
that he tended to punish white-collar crimes much more harshly than
others. “You’d have been much better off selling crack cocaine than
committing your kind of crime or mortgage fraud,” they would say.
These offenses tended to get a blanket punishment without considering
the offender—and that was the worry.

My judge was known for giving out the harsher penalties for child
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pornography cases in the Southern Ohio District—although this dis-
trict, overall, is known for its leniency in my kind of case. The dis-
trict has a formal policy disagreement with the Federal Sentencing
Guidelines. And my judge still handed down sentences shorter than
either the guidelines or the national average. Still, I was looking at four
years—the prosecution’s and probation officer’s recommendation—
which was less than the guidelines’. Four years was a long time relative
to my children’s lives (and to my medical career, if there was to be any
hope of salvaging it).

Additionally, I was reminded that after my prison term, I would
also receive a multiyear probation period as well as inclusion on the sex
offender registry. I was to register as a sex offender? This was really con-
fusing to me. Law enforcement had felt my behavior was safe enough
that they could simply watch me for nine months. But after a thorough
investigation and my lie detection test, after my computers were ana-
lyzed, after my children and my patients were investigated, and after I
completed my sexual abuse counseling and cognitive behavioral ther-
apy for PTSD, now was the time to blacklist me? After all the intensive
vetting I underwent to show I was not a physical threat, I should have
been marked safe for the general public even more than the public itself.
One is far more likely to find a pedophile or child molester by ran-
domly knocking on doors across the country—because they certainly
won'’t find one in my home. That declaration comes with a mountain of
data behind it.

So as the week wore on, I became far more nervous about the
future of my children and just how long they would go without their
father. I became fearful that factors outside of the details of my offense,
mental health, and subsequent rehabilitation were going to weigh on
what my sentence would be. Judges are human. They have their agen-
das, pet peeves, and sympathies. Seeing OSU undermining my sup-
port while the judge presiding over my case sat on its board of trustees
scared the shit out of me. None of it smelled right, and I worried that
I would become the sacrificial goat used to keep this college football
town’s innocent, wholesome sheen intact. Given that notion, coupled

with the other sentencing concerns that were being bandied about by
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those around me, it’s no wonder I didn’t sleep well that week and lost
another five pounds—this time from a truly unhealthy lack of appetite.

It wasn’t all gloom and doom, though. I finally got to read my letters
of support. The final count was forty-three. I had to meet with my
medical board attorney, in case I was in custody when my suspension
appeal hearing occurred and I needed to testify to the board remotely.
As she showed me my file, she handed me the pile of letters. I asked
for a moment to read them and she excused herself. They were beyond
moving. Phrases leapt off the pages:

“The best doctor I ever worked with in twenty-five years,” from a

support staff member.

“Always made time for others,” from one of my radiation oncology

residents.

“A once-in-a-generation talent for our field,” from a fellow researcher.

“He could make dying patients laugh and feel human again,” from a

nurse practitioner.

“A great teacher,” from a student.

“Dr. Pelloski saved my career,” from another resident.

“I would not be in medical school if not for Dr. Pelloski,” from

another student.

“This man has suffered enough. He needs to get back into the can-

cer field,” from a neighbor.

Then came the absolute heartbreaker, written by a woman I'd gone
to grade school with: “When I was a kid, my uncle molested me. This is
the first time I have ever put those words into writing” It reminded me
just how universal the problems I have dealt with are.

[ could not stop my eyes from slowly and silently producing mas-
sive tears that dropped like fat water balloons all over the letters and
my trembling hands. My throat clenched and burned, as I pored over
the pages, alone in my attorney’s office. I had forgotten these kinds
of words about me—since most of what I'd seen in print about me in
the last nine months was filled with either hate (blogs, news articles)
or horrific details (affidavits and presentencing reports). My attorney

joked when she returned, after I apologized for losing my composure,
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“Oh stop, I always have you physicians crying in my office. That is what
[ am known for!”We both laughed.

“It is like I died, and this is the nice stuff people would say about
me at my funeral,” I said. “It is such a bizarre feeling. These letters go
above and beyond the typical letter of recommendation for school or
a clinical position. This is so much deeper. It is about me and my good
attributes—as a human. Not a regurgitation of my CV”

“They are little eulogies. We tend to not hear the good stuff much
that matters, when we are alive. Sounds like you were very kind to all
kinds of people and helped them. Not that vision of an arrogant doctor
who shits on his subordinates.”

“Have you read all of these?”

“Yes, and after reading them, I am certain that you will be a doctor
again.You need to get back out there—once this gigantic mess is done.”

“These letters will help?”

“I defended a doctor where one letter made the difference.You have
forty-three, and ten or so of them are from physicians. I cannot promise
anything, but I am much more optimistic for the Ohio Medical Board
giving you your license back than when we started out last summer.
Other states will and should take you in a heartbeat.”

The ups and downs of this trial had become rapidly cycling again.
Sometimes these highs and lows were only minutes apart. Reading that
[ was a monster who deserved to burn for four or more years in prison
juxtaposed with being called a wunderkind physician-scientist and edu-
cator whose kindness and contributions are already being missed by
society was exhausting. I felt pulled in opposite directions with enough
emotional force to rip me apart.

Many told me, when this all began, that I would never be a doc-
tor again—that I should just go into sales or “something” Apparently,
twenty years of elite biomedical education and experience grows on
trees these days. Still, I certainly hope I can be a doctor again. At the
age of forty, I estimate that [ have a remaining career of twenty to thirty
years. During that time, I could treat another ten to fifteen thousand
cancer patients. I trained at one of the best places in the world. I can

treat rare and common cancers, and can perform procedures that many
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in my field do not even attempt. All of which is significant, given that
the American Cancer Society recently estimated that almost a half mil-
lion cancer patients will face barriers to their care, as access to life-sav-
ing treatments and procedures will be limited primarily due to an
anticipated cancer specialist shortage over the next decade. Further,
specific to my specialty of radiation oncology, it is estimated that there
will be only one radiation oncologist available for every ten who will
be needed to meet the increased demand for cancer care in our aging
baby boomer population. I estimated that during that year alone, had
I not been under house arrest, I would have treated over two hundred
cancer patients.

Further, our society has, in the form of tax dollars, financed
my medical education and training in an amount that easily exceeds
$200,000. Aside from the expectation of this debt being repaid with
interest, there was an original hope that the final result of this invest-
ment would be a competent physician who could help meet the health-
care demands of this country. I know I can still honor this expectation.
The list of people in this world who can do what I can do—who have my
combination of training, knowledge and experience—is an extremely
short one. That statement is not arrogance; it is accurate. Ironically, it is
when I am finally emotionally and mentally healthy, which would make
me an even better doctor than I was before, that I am confronted with
the prospect of never being able to be one again.

My continued absence from the field of radiation oncology, if it
is prolonged, will have a number of unintended effects. In addition to
continuing to punish me after my sentence has been served, it will also
penalize the society that has invested so much in me. Is it worthwhile to
risk the lives [ might otherwise save due to an ongoing obsession with
a past act that the legal and psychiatric establishments agree is highly
unlikely to recur? The fact is that, despite advances in treatment, we are
far from winning the “War on Cancer.” Cancer continues to kick our
collective asses on a daily basis. Given that, you’d think every available
able-bodied soldier would be needed for the fight—especially those
who have distinguished themselves on the field of battle and are still in
their prime.
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Regardless of what medical boards say about me in the future, the
support I received from my criminal case was unprecedented. People
who commit my offense typically do not get this. Usually their wives
leave them and only a handful of relatives remain in their corner. The
greatest display of support, though, in relation to stature in the field
and perceived risk to career, happened a few days before my hearing,
Right before one of the last-minute meetings with my attorneys, the
conference room door swung open, and my main research collabora-
tor, Richard Herrington, who had been instrumental in getting my lab
established, was standing there. I was stunned speechless, and just shook
his hand like some awkward, starstruck teenager, unable to express
my appreciation for what he was about to do for me. Richard, one of
the most prominent scientists in all of pediatric oncology, with thirty
years’ experience in the field, was going to speak for me, on the witness
stand, at a federal sentencing hearing. And he would do so despite the
judge’s trustee position and despite the heat he was receiving from the
hospital administration. As one of my attorneys later said, “This guy has
balls as big as the room.”

After Richard had declared he would write a letter on my behalf
and testify during my hearing, he was visited in his office several times
by the hospital’s top administrators. Legal department emissaries made
multiple visits as well. They all begged him not to support me with the
same fervor and paranoia that a superstitious medieval peasant might
have displayed talking about the dark forest that surrounded his vil-
lage. One of the hospital attorneys resorted to telling him that, if he
supported me, the NIH would revoke his research funding. I secretly
hoped, for Richard’s sake, that this sage legal counsel was thorough
and concluded with the proper decapitation of a live chicken, so that
its still-warm blood could be poured over a bowl of fresh garlic bulbs,
thus warding off any future plagues that could have ravaged his home.

Richard also had an understanding of what childhood sexual abuse
can do to someone psychologically. He’d reached out to me when all
of this first started. Like several others, he’d already sensed that some-
thing had happened to me, as a child, before I said a word to him. He'd
seen what it did to some of his family members. From the beginning, he
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offered to do anything to help and urged me to get better. But I never
imagined him actually taking the stand for me.

He was untouchable, though, and he knew it. He was cancer
research at Nationwide Children’s Hospital. If he were asked to leave
for standing by me, the grounds would have been baseless and obvi-
ous and would make the administration look like vindictive bastards.
Further, his departure would render their pediatric cancer program
almost academically insignificant from a national perspective. He was a
true scientist and did not give two shits about politics and PR, and he
wasn’t intimidated by hospital lawyers the way my clinical colleagues
were. The way my authorship on the paper had been handled disgusted
him as well. A part of me believes he was daring them all to fuck with
him for doing what he knew was the right thing.

Richard articulated his disgust to me once during a visit: “If aca-
demia was at all concerned with achieving its mission, which is the
betterment of the human condition, it would fight tooth and nail to
preserve its pool of talent and innovation—mnot entirely desert it at the
slightest hint of adversity. But the field has been hijacked by self-inter-
est and corporatization. So you,” he said, pointing a mock-chastising
finger at me, “you, my friend, are a perceived threat to the mone