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Roy Clymer

How I Crossed the Road
PREFACE

In 2002 I attended the American
Academy of Psychotherapist's Institute and
Conference at the Hilton Hotel in
Washington, D.C. It so happened that the
United States Marines were holding their
annual Birthday Ball at the same time at the
Hilton. The presence of the Marines there
stimulated memories for me of my time in
the military. I graduated from the United
States Naval Academy in 1967 but have
only gone to one reunion, my twentieth.
That was a watershed event for me. At the
Roy Clymer received his Ph.D.
in Psychology over 20 years ago
parade of graduates before the football
via a path that included the
game, I saw the place of honor accorded the
Navy, Physics and Clinical
oldest living graduate, and I resolved then to
Social Work. Along the way he's
do all I could to earn that position.
been the beneficiary of others'
wisdom, experience and humanOn Friday night of the I & C, I walked to
ity including talented and loving
dinner with an intimate group of fellow
therapists, teachers, fishermen
therapists to Restaurant Nora's, an excellent
and family members, especially
organic restaurant a couple blocks south of
his wife, and his now 24-yearold son. Roy is the director of a
the Hilton. This loving group of friends had
treatment program for Military
a wonderful time filled with story telling,
Service Members with PTSD at
companionship,
and occasional moments of
Walter Reed Hospital. In addisweet intimacy. Interestingly, this kind of
tion, he has a part time private
group experience had been the focus of our
practice in Columbia, MD.
roy.clymer@na.amedd.army.mil
keynote speaker earlier in the afternoon and
that sharpened the contrast between my present life and my time in the Navy.
On Saturday I took a walk with my wife to show her the apartment near
DuPont Circle I'd lived in for two years following my return from Viet Nam.
I had lived in this single room, alone, after resigning from the Navy and then
breaking up with my fiancee. I had been isolated, bitter and directionless. As
we stood together looking at the house, with memories of that painful, lonely
time in my life, I happened to glance behind me and saw, to my astonishment, that I was standing right across the street from Restaurant Nora.
Why, though, I hope you are asking, am I telling you this story? Because
it was while living in that single room that I had first gone into therapy with
a member of the AAP. My trip across that street, from one side to the other,
over the course of many years, symbolizes the profound, life-transforming
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power of the kind of therapy which the AAP is dedicated to preserving and
fostering. Together, within the AAP, we strive to hold, nurture, create, share,
preserve, and enact the knowledge of the process that can take a person from
despair to love.
THE STORY
My full name is Roy Emerson Clymer III. My grandfather, the original
Roy Emerson Clymer, ran away from a farm in Ohio at 17 and enlisted in the
Navy. After thirty years he retired as a Lieutenant. He was an alcoholic and
died of sclerosis of the liver. My father, the junior, left home at 17 and
enlisted in the Navy too. He got a commission during WW II and eventually
retired as a Commander after his thirty years. To my knowledge he hasn't
gone to bed sober but a handful of times since retiring in 1968. I started
drinking at 14 and went to the Naval Academy at 17. My course was clear.
Given my background, you might imagine my entrance into the Naval
Academy was a given but it was anything but. My parents had made it clear
to me that they were not going to pay for me to go to college. "If you're worth
educating someone will pay for it," they said. They meant someone else. In
fact, I never even considered going to college until the beginning of my
senior year in Pensacola, Florida.
We had moved there early in the summer and I had my first contact ever
with Midshipmen and the Naval Academy. Each summer, the rising senior
Midshipmen came to Pensacola for a two-month introduction to flight training. While they were in town no local girl would give you the time of day;
they were all hanging out wherever the Middies were. It got my attention.
When I started my senior year, I was tested and, for the first time ever, I
was put into the smart classes. I started doing well. In fact I was doing better
than the guy who had been known as the smartest guy in the school. At one
point he came up to me and told me he was going to go to the Naval
Academy. It was only then I said to myself, if he can go, so can I. And I did.
The single most important event in my life occurred in the summer of
1965 at the Little Creek Amphibious Training Center "tea fight." Between
their sophomore and junior years, all the midshipmen go to a Marine training facility in Virginia where they are put through a series of obstacle
courses. This is supposed to make you want to join the Marine Corp. Just like
in Pensacola, when the Mids are in town, the locals arrange a "tea dance." All
the local young women enter a big room in one line while the midshipmen
enter another. The two lines converge and each Mid is randomly paired with
a local young woman. We called them tea
fights.
At that dance I was initially paired with Liz, a Captain's daughter. I didn't
much like her. She had come with her friend, Ilene, also a Captain's daughter. At the "Great Bathroom Conference of 1965" as it came to be known
amongst the three of us, the two women retired to the bathroom, conferred,
and Ilene got Liz's permission to pursue me. She did, and although our
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courtship never got off the ground, we eventually evolved a close friendship.
By the summer of 1969 I was off the coast of Viet Nam midway through my
second Western Pacific cruise on the destroyer James E. Keyes when I got
orders to a River Patrol Boat (PBR) squadron, "in country" Viet Nam. I was
immediately scared I would be killed and I stayed that way almost constantly
for a year and a half until the plane taking me out of Viet Nam cleared the
coast on the way home. Although at graduation, I had originally volunteered
to go to Viet Nam, by the time I got those orders, I had become convinced
the war was illegitimate. So I decided to go to Washington D.C. to try and
get my orders changed. I told Ilene about all this and she suggested I look up
our old friend Liz who was living near DC. I called Liz up to take her out for
dinner. I still remember how she looked when she opened the door. I fell in
love instantly. She did too.
My detailer told me if I turned down the orders I'd go to jail. How to
describe that time? I was in constant turmoil. Did I not want to go just
because I was afraid of dying? That was an intolerable possibility to me since
I also desperately needed to prove my courage, at least partly because I knew
I was so afraid. Was my moral objection to the war authentic or merely a
dodge to cover my fear? How come I didn't seem to object to killing when
done from a distance on the destroyer, but so objected to the idea at close
range? So the questions went around in my head endlessly. I was afraid to go,
afraid not to go. After two months of training, I stepped onto the plane taking
me to Viet Nam, believing I was fated to die. (See "Voices", Vol. 27, No. 112,
Spring/Summer 1991, pp. 78-87 for a description of my combat experience.)
A year later and after a 30 hour plane ride home, I arrived in DC to stay with
Liz. That was the only night in my life that I laid down and went immediately to sleep.
Liz and I moved to Walnut Creek, California where we lived together
during the 10 months I had left on my four years of obligated service. At first
we were quite happy together, then, inexplicably to me, she grew dissatisfied.
By the time I was released from the Navy, the relationship was in serious difficulty. Liz got pregnant in spite of using birth control. Given the state of our
relationship, she decided she would get an abortion. At the time, 1971,
Washington, DC was the only place in the nation where one could be legally
obtained. We moved back to the DC area and moved into the basement of an
apartment where Ilene, our mutual friend from the Norfolk tea fight, was
living with her boyfriend.
So now we arrive at my nadir. I didn't want Liz to have the abortion,
believing at that time that it was murder. I felt totally responsible for the
breakup of our relationship, Liz having made it clear my need to please was
stifling. I had little understanding of what she meant, thinking I was "supposed" to try to make her happy. How could trying to please be bad? After
the abortion Liz and I finally split, and I moved into a single room at 2108 R
Street. I had no income, no job, and no idea of what I would do for a living.
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Ilene's boyfriend, it so happens, was a clinical psychology student at
George Washington University. He was getting supervision from Shelly
Kopp. After one of their frequent quarrels, the two of them went to see Shelly
for a couple's session. Ilene started seeing Shelly and had been doing so for
a year when Liz and I moved in.
By this time, Ilene and I had been friends for nearly six years. I had never
known anyone longer who was not a relative. We had been through much
together. We had maintained our friendship throughout relationships we had
had with others. So it was only because of all this that I could listen, hear,
and accept her suggestion that I get into therapy with Shelly. Therapy was, to
understate, not common practice for young Naval Officers at the time. I was
a leader, independent, smarter than everyone, self-sufficient, and a warrior
(though a fearful one). I can't remember how she convinced me and to this
day I can barely believe I went. Perhaps I felt even more desperate than I can
bear to recall.
I went in complaining that I had no feelings. Liz would ask me how I felt
about something and I'd tell her and she'd tell me my answer was a thought,
not a feeling. The one feeling I did soon learn to recognize was fear. I started
in a group Shelly led and I was terrified. Going to it, speaking in it, just being
there, filled me with dread. With little exaggeration I have said that I was
more scared to go to that group than go on patrol in Viet Nam.
Being alone with Shelly Kopp was no picnic either. At the time, it felt like
I was being hit in the head over and over again. But he clearly knew something about life that I had no inkling of, things I only came to perceive much
later. I remember my incredulity: how could there be so much that was so
basic to life that I hadn't known? I had been first in my class in Physics at
the Naval Academy! So I hung in there, amazed that he would call me a
"master of incompetence" and determined to find out what the hell he was
talking about.
What he was talking about was relating, how I related to other people. Up
to that time, I don't believe I ever gave a moments thought to how I related
to others. I was me. and I did what I thought I was supposed to do. When
things went badly for me, I'd feel bad about (blame) myself.Shelly hammered away at my responsibility for my life, for my thoughts, actions, and
feelings, but he also kept telling me that was not the same thing as blame.
Indeed, he called my self blame just another way of ducking responsibility.
Gradually, I came to recognize what I called Fantasy Number One: How,
in my head, almost all my actions were designed to force others to acknowledge what a wonderful fellow I was. I learned how my ostensible nice guy
act was in fact a covert demand that others treat me with deference to my
needs. Underneath the act, I believed that I was THE one who was entitled
to have my needs met. 1 tried to figure out what Liz wanted and give it to her,
all the time expecting her to tell me how wonderful I was. Playing inadequate, "I don't understand," "I don't know how to give you what you want,"
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"I want to but I can't," was a covert attempt to have my needs met. A fight
that, in fact, went back to my struggle to get my needs met by my disinterested parents. Incompetence was my way of hopefully stimulating another's
desire to take care of me while at the same time charging my parents with a
failure of parenting. I, like all of us, was good at my number. Shelly was good
at persisting. No wonder it felt like hammering.
In addition to the how of my relating, however, Shelly also focused on the
why. Another great gift he gave me was to help me see that behind the occasional self-destructive ways I tried to get my needs met, I also had a hunger
and stubborn determination to connect, to love and be loved. A fire I kept
alive, as he put it, "no matter how demonically you stoked the flames." This
reframe was critical to a profound shift in my self image, moving me from
seeing myself as bad, broken, and hate worthy, to just another ordinary person.
Shelly and I spent two years together and it changed my life. First I went
back to graduate school in Physics, but soon lost interest in what makes electrons move. I wanted to work with people; I wanted to do something directly
connected to life. With Shelly's recommendation I was accepted into the
School of Social Work, having decided to become a therapist myself. There
I met my wife to be, who also was studying to be a therapist. She joined the
AAP as soon as she became qualified. Eventually I got up the courage to join
the AAP, mainly through her support. And that's how I got to the 2002 Institute
and Conference in DC. It all started at the tea fight in Norfolk in 1965.
Although it's true that a journey of a thousand miles starts with a single
step, it's also true that the first step isn't the journey. As I look back on my
relationship with Shelly, it's clear it was a change in direction, though to hear
a truth isn't necessarily to have it.The rest of the trip across the street took
many more years and the help of other therapists in the AAP before I was
able to find my way myself. I wish you good luck on your own trip.
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