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One of my earliest memories is both haunting and strangely beautiful. I remember standing at the window of my childhood home in Anchorage, Kentucky, peering through a pane of frost laced glass. It was 1967, and the cold that winter had settled deep enough to etch delicate patterns across the windowpane. Beyond the glass, a magnolia tree stood cloaked in snow, its limbs heavy and still. Even as a child, I felt a subtle empathy for it, as if the tree were suffering in the cold, enduring something it couldn’t escape. By the time I became truly aware of the world around me, Vietnam was raging—full tilt. The war flooded our living room daily, flickering across the black-and-white television screen, dominating headlines in the stack of out-of-town newspapers delivered to our home. I couldn’t fathom why anyone would willingly cross oceans to fight, to kill strangers in a hostile, tangled jungle.

When I asked my father what it was all about—what they were fighting for—he offered a response that, to this day, remains the most succinct and honest answer I’ve ever heard:

“A difference of opinion.”

That moment is etched in my memory like a scar. We were sitting at a red light in Anchorage, Kentucky. I remember looking up at him, a giant of a man at 6-foot-8, thin and stoic, behind the wheel of a Lincoln Continental with the seat pushed all the way back. His right leg, shortened by polio before the advent of the vaccine, was braced by a special high-heeled shoe. He rarely raised his voice. When he spoke, it was measured, deliberate—as though every word carried weight.

That day, for the first time, I felt dread.

A quiet, creeping fear that someone I had never met, over an idea I didn’t even understand, might one day end my life.

My father was a man of few words, but those words often clung to me like gospel. Years later, he warned me about what he called “the stealers”—those who, recognizing your vulnerabilities, would take everything they could: your trust, your love, your peace. His caution proved prophetic. In time, I would watch people line up to do just that—strip me bare, piece by piece.

That red light was a turning point. It marked the beginning of my awareness, my loss of innocence. I was so young. And yet I knew—knew in the marrow of my bones—that life would never be the same.

But my first stirrings of wonder came even earlier. I recall a winter day, standing at the window of our home, gazing out through a single pane of frost-covered glass. The magnolia tree in our yard stood buried beneath a soft white shroud. I remember feeling fragile then, almost breakable, sensing for the first time that I would not survive in such a world unaided. I grew up in a warm, well-lit home.

Before I understood the world, I would look out the window and feel sorry for the cars parked on the streets, silent, snow-covered, exposed. I didn't yet know they couldn’t feel, but my sympathy for them marked the beginning of something enduring: a lifelong aversion to cold.

My father had a taste for warmer places. He often took me to Jamaica, and even now, I can recall the thick scent of kerosene jet fuel and plastic as we boarded the plane. Inside the cabin, the air was filled with tobacco smoke and the bitter bite of airline coffee. But it was the sudden, wet heat of Kingston that always greeted us like a slap when we stepped outside.

We traveled in a sleek black car that smelled of leather and gasoline. Our driver was a tall, ebony-skinned man from Nigeria—his accent unmistakably different from the Jamaicans around him. He told stories, rich and strange, spun from a homeland I couldn’t yet imagine.

Sometimes, he’d pull off the road, step out with a gleaming machete, and return with stalks of sugarcane, freshly cut from the fields that rolled along the highway. The cane tasted like sweet rope—musky, fibrous, and wild. I chewed it like candy with roots.

And then there were the Blue Mountains. Beautiful, yes, but they terrified me. Verdant and vast, they rose endlessly, their peaks softened by mist. Riding the cable car up into them, I once had to leap across a three-inch gap between the landing and the car—a thousand feet of nothing beneath me. That was my first leap of faith. I was just a child, but that sliver of space taught me what it meant to fall.

Back home in Kentucky, my world was small but golden. I had Little Guy, a loyal beagle I had tried to name Nixon, though my father refused. Still, I called him Nixon when I pleased, and no one argued. Then there was Tanna, our 100-pound boxer, fierce and watchful. No one dared bully me. Everyone knew those dogs would defend me with their lives.

My days were spent pedaling through Anchorage on my Schwinn, the dogs at my heels. We lived like Huck Finn—untethered and free. In summer, I'd disappear after breakfast, returning only for lunch and again at sundown, dirty, bruised, and smiling.

Our neighbor had an entire acre of daffodils. I climbed towering oaks and whispering pines that stretched seventy feet into the sky. It was a magical childhood—brief, vivid, and utterly mine.

And then my mother tried to kill me.

That, too, belongs to the red-light moment, the loss of innocence that split my life in two. I was no longer just a boy with two dogs and a bicycle. I became something else—aware, guarded, sharp.

She was always cold toward me. A child can sense that. But I didn’t fully see the danger until it stared at me in the face.

The first time was with a 10-milligram Valium. I couldn’t have weighed more than 100 pounds. She handed it to me, coaxing me, encouraging me to swim. At first, I felt only a strange heaviness, but as I entered the water, the truth hit me fast. I was a strong swimmer—always had been—but that day, I fought just to stay above the surface.

It was the first time I truly feared I wouldn’t survive. I didn’t really struggle as much as fought sleep.

I dragged myself from the water, dazed and heavy, and stumbled to the closest tree. There, nestled in the crook of its arms, I collapsed—slipping into a drug-induced stupor that held me for nearly four hours. My father found me still asleep in the branches, unaware that I barely escaped drowning. The second attempt wasn’t as subtle.

She left me in the care of someone I didn’t know. I was offered a plate of food, and the moment I brought it to my nose, I knew something was wrong. Arsenic has a scent—a bitter, metallic sting—and I tasted only a single bite before setting the fork down. Even that small amount sickened me for days. That was also the first time I realized the woman in the room was a prostitute. I knew what prostituted women were from history. I also knew them from my mother’s parties. They were always easy to spot before.

The third time came in the form of a shotgun. She handed me a sawed-off double-barrel twelve-gauge, not just loaded but cocked. She showed me how the twin triggers worked, smiled as she explained it, as if we were simply playing. But I understood even then: this was no game.

There were other moments, quieter but no less lethal. The danger lived in the silence between us. Eventually, my father sat me down and told me the truth—at least as much as he could bear to say aloud. She had tried to harm me before. That conversation planted the seed of a terrible understanding, one that would later grow into full awareness: my mother suffered from Munchausen’s Syndrome. Not the kind inflicted by proxy—she didn’t seek attention through fabricated illness. This was something darker. A pathological hatred of her own child. Of me.

She was an arresting figure—nearly six feet tall, with a striking frame and a sharp, athletic build that belied her age. She had fiery red hair and green eyes that could be magnetic in public but were lethal in private. Always impeccably dressed, with manicured nails and a flawless coiffure, she projected elegance. And yet, the few times I dared to meet her gaze directly, I saw that unmistakable fire behind the mask. Hatred. Pure and unfiltered. A hatred for my very existence. To this day, no sight has frightened me more.

Outwardly, she was affectionate. Dutiful, even. But beneath the surface, I saw the truth. Children have instincts, and mine screamed.

Those are the incidents I can recall when her malice showed its face. There were others, no doubt, buried too deep for memory. But the fear lingered in the spaces between.

Thankfully, I wasn’t alone. Ora and Mary—my two nannies—stood like sentinels between me and the storm. Ora, well into her eighties, had skin the color of polished mahogany and a head of soft white hair. Her eyes gleamed with mischief, and her quiet chuckle was often the only warning I needed. When that chuckle disappeared, when only her eyes remained, I knew I'd crossed a line.

Mary was younger, maybe in her thirties, a full-figured woman with pressed hair and a no- nonsense stance. She never raised her voice. She didn’t have to. A hand on her hip and a well- timed sigh could halt me midstride. 

One morning, I heard Mary cry out from the kitchen a sharp, startled sound unlike anything I’d heard from her before. Curious, I followed her voice and found her backed into a corner, clutching the edge of the counter. On the brick floor, a small mouse stared up at her, unmoving, as if it were just as surprised to be there as we were.

It was the kind of moment that should have been ordinary. But in my house, even the smallest interruption carried an echo of something deeper.

I hadn’t even put on shoes—still clad in my pajamas, the morning air cool on my skin—when I stepped into the kitchen and saw the mouse. Before I had time to think, I walked over and stepped on it. There was a soft crunch, and a tiny pool of blood spread near its head. It didn’t move. I had killed it.

Mary shrieked and bolted from the kitchen, wailing, “Oh Lordy!” over and over. Within moments, I was in the bathtub, scrubbed nearly raw while she fussed over me as if I had just brought the plague inside. Ora, ever unbothered, simply chuckled when she found out, shaking her head at my fearless ignorance.

Once the crisis passed, I was briefly elevated to the status of young hero. Neither woman had any interest in going near the mouse, and I suspect it was our gardener, “Red,” who eventually disposed of it.

Red was an Irishman with a thick brogue, wiry ginger hair, and freckles that seemed to cover every inch of him. I rarely saw him except at a distance—twelve acres of land kept him in a near- constant state of motion. He was always cutting grass, raking leaves, or pruning the endless bushes that bordered our world.

That world was beautiful. A narrow creek ran through the property, and I spent hours watching the way rocks sank into the soft mud at the bottom, the swirling clouds of silt blooming like underwater explosions. Each crater reminded me of the moon—still so fresh in my imagination.

Frogs, salamanders, and crawdads populated the water, along with the occasional garter snake. I learned early on that Ora and Mary didn’t share my enthusiasm for these creatures. They banned me from bringing them near the house. Still, the banks of the creek remained my Domaine.

Alongside the driveway, a row of bright orange tiger lilies bloomed in brilliant defiance, often cut and arranged in vases inside the house.

Our neighbors kept horses, and they would often gather at the back fence, drawn by the apples from the five trees that blossomed near the edge of our property. I gave them space—they had a habit of biting—but I did offer them apples from time to time. That distant, respectful affection for horses never left me. It was the beginning of a lifelong connection to the equine world.

Not long after the moon landing, I believe my parents separated briefly. I felt responsible. They had fought about whether I should stay up to watch the televised broadcast. I had always been high energy, and when my sleep schedule was disrupted, I could be up for days.

Still, I remember the broadcast vividly. My father, a passionate supporter of the Apollo missions, narrated every detail with wonder.

 I struggled through the next day in a sleepy haze but felt older for having witnessed history in real time. We had a color television, still a rare luxury then, and I had been quietly disappointed that the moon wasn’t in color. Just endless grays and shadows.

I’d begun reading early, just into first grade. Words were fascinating, and I wanted to understand everything in the newspaper. My father noticed and bought me a set of children’s encyclopedias—I believe they were called What Is... something. I devoured them, cross- referencing new vocabulary in an unabridged dictionary. Math, however, was never easy. I had to earn my grades with sweat and frustration.

I remember one evening, furious over a homework assignment, I crumpled the paper and threw it to the floor. My father walked in. He didn’t speak right away. Just looked at me. A single tear ran down his cheek. That image haunted me—I had disappointed a man who could multiply four- digit numbers in his head. I picked up the paper, smoothed it out, recopied it, and apologized. He smiled gently and ruffled my hair. The following week, I had a math tutor.

I skipped second grade and went from first to third. Numbers still baffled me, but Anchorage School became a fond place in my memory. I associate it with the smell of wood smoke and the glow of candlelit pumpkins on Halloween.

Eventually, I was allowed to walk home from school, just over a mile away. My father always dropped me off in the mornings. He was an early riser, balancing roles as a chemical company owner and Executive Director of the Arthritis Foundation. He had made his fortune selling machinery to the Bauxite mines in Jamaica, and our mornings together were sacred.

I rarely saw my mother before dinner. Most days, I spent my time indoors with Ora and Mary.

Both my parents smoked—ceramic vases in the living room were always filled with Virginia Slims, while my father puffed unfiltered Camels from a black holder. I remember the strange cartridges inside, filled with clear crystals that had turned brown by the time they hit the trash. It was supposed to be “healthier,” but even as a child, I had my doubts.

The scent of cigarettes often signaled that my mother was awake, though she seldom emerged before evening. Later, I’d learn that her days were filled with straight vodka. I never saw her drunk. She always appeared refined, dressed in designer gowns, descending the stairs like someone arriving at a gala. To me, she was a stranger wearing my mother’s skin.

Out back, an old barn served as a garage for a once beautiful but forgotten Jaguar sedan. I wished someone would fix it. I was beginning to understand what status meant. 

We had a Lincoln, a Ford Maverick, and the Jaguar, but at my school, the carpool lane overflowed with Mercedes and Rolls-Royces. I remember dreaming of having a chauffeur in a limousine—it seemed like the ultimate luxury.

I knew about poverty only through the television. I was once shocked to see a Black man in a three-piece suit on his way to church. My exposure had been limited to Jamaican guides and tribal imagery from documentaries. Ora and Mary were simply “our family”—I didn’t associate them with anything beyond home and comfort. When I saw footage of African famine, it felt like another world. But one thing was clear: I never wanted to be poor. That fear took root early.

The barn, though, was a sanctuary. Two stories tall, with a lookout that surveyed the back of the property. It stored forgotten furniture, the Jaguar, and memories. My half-brother Gregory had claimed the upper level, arranging a couch, a coffee table, and a haphazard collection of chairs into a makeshift clubhouse. He and his friends would smoke cigarettes and drink beer up there, far from our father’s watchful eye.

Greg and his friends occasionally smoked marijuana—quite a scandal back then. Later, I would learn that one of his close companions had also been using heroin and sadly didn’t survive the addiction.

I got into my own share of trouble. I shattered a few windows in the barn by throwing rocks, and in a particularly dangerous experiment, nearly burned the place down mixing creosote with powdered chlorine. I was never punished, but after that, something shifted in my father. He grew distant, colder—more like my mother. Our once frequent conversations dwindled until they were almost nonexistent. Boredom got the best of me, and I started acting out—spray painting bricks around the pool just to see something change.

Despite my restlessness, the pool remained a highlight of our summers. After a thorough week of cleaning, Dad would have truckloads of water brought in to refill it. In winter, we let the water sit three-quarters full, turning a tea brown from fallen leaves. But in the warmer months, it transformed into something out of a dream. Elegant blue Grecian urns lined one side, perched atop a retaining wall surrounded by neatly trimmed holly bushes that led up to a waterfall built from creek stones. Opposite, stucco walls framed a paved stone deck that sloped up toward the other side of the falls.

We often held parties in the evening, and one of my most vivid memories is of Mom floating magnolia blossoms in the pool, each cradling a small candle. The soft glow dancing on the water was nothing short of magical.

Beyond the paving stones was a large wooden deck pressed against the back of the house, with three sets of French doors opening onto it. That deck was always buzzing with life during parties, hosting buffets full of whatever gourmet trends were in vogue. I’ll give my mother this—she could throw a party like no one else. People came from around the world to attend them.

Once, we hosted guests from Japan. In preparation, I had to learn to eat every meal with chopsticks until I mastered them. It was frustrating at first, but I’m still thankful for that skill. When our guests arrived, we sat cross-legged on cushions around low tables brought in for the occasion. Mom and Mary cooked everything themselves, and we all wore traditional kimonos. It was one of the rare moments I felt genuinely proud of her. She truly had a gift for entertaining.

Before she met my father, Mom had been a fashion model. I once found old newspaper clippings of her posing in advertisements—tall, poised, and glamorous. She could have easily continued modeling when I was a child, but she preferred solitude. Still, no matter what the occasion, she was always impeccably dressed.

At some point, a man named Rizwan started spending time at the house. He was from India— very dark-skinned, with deep brown eyes and a slender but strong frame. His accent was an unusual blend of Indian and British, which he attributed to his time at Oxford. He worked at a chemical company in Louisville as a chemical engineer, which sounded very impressive to me.

My mother claimed he had once been royalty, referring to him dramatically as “Rizwan Von Haq.” Whether there was truth to that or not, I never asked—he never brought it up. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder. He wouldn’t have been the first to linger around us for reasons tied more to money than friendship. Even then, I was aware of our wealth—and how different that made us.

Rizwan often took me along on errands—grocery runs, trips to the hardware store, even the mall, which I loved. He was quiet but kind, and I enjoyed those outings.

By the time I was six or seven, I was largely independent. I knew how to make my own sandwiches and pack snacks for the road. I knew to let the hose water run before drinking it, and I stayed out of the kitchen and the stove. 

I managed my day with a rhythm of my own, knowing when Ora and Mary would be around for lunch and keeping an eye out for cars and trains as I biked across our property. I had a route I followed—my favorite rope swing, the general store, the abandoned house next door, the neighbor to the north, and the one to the east who taught me to knit and let me play pool. No one scheduled me. I just knew where to go. TV didn’t appeal to me much—not with all the news about war and famine. That changed when Greg introduced the old Lon Chaney horror films.

Dracula, The Mummy, Creature from the Black Lagoon—I loved them all, but The Wolf Man unsettled me. There was something about a man turning into a monster that I found disturbing. In hindsight, maybe that fear mirrored the changes I saw in my mother. I pitied Frankenstein’s monster and King Kong—they were misunderstood, punished for things they couldn’t control.

Like them, I often felt unseen. 

I was never punished, but after that, something shifted in my father. I did get into my own share of trouble. I shattered a few windows in the barn by throwing rocks, and in a particularly dangerous experiment, nearly burned the place down mixing creosote and powdered chlorine.

We often held parties in the evening, and one of my most vivid memories is of Mom floating magnolia blossoms in the pool, each cradling a small candle. The soft glow dancing on the water was nothing short of magical.

Beyond the paving stones was a large wooden deck pressed against the back of the house, with three sets of French doors opening onto it. That deck was always buzzing with life during parties, hosting buffets full of whatever gourmet trends were in vogue. I’ll give my mother this—she coplayed the time I was six or seven, I was largely independent. I knew how to make my own sandwiches and pack snacks for the road. I knew to let the hose water run before drinking it, and I stayed out of the kitchen stove’s way.

I managed my day with a rhythm of my own, knowing when Ora and Mary would be around for lunch and keeping an eye out for cars and trains as I biked across our property.

I had a route I followed—my favorite rope swing, the general store, the abandoned house next door, the neighbor to the north, and the one to the east who taught me to knit and let me play pool. No one scheduled me. I just knew where to go.

There was one incident that, even as a child, I found deeply suspicious. By then, I had become attuned to my mother’s darker moods—her ill intent had started to feel less like paranoia and more like reality.

 One afternoon, my father called me into the backyard to admire the blooming daffodils. Greg was mowing the lawn nearby. Just as I stepped into the yard, Greg hit a tree root with the mower, and a splintered chunk of wood flew directly into the side of my head. It tore the skin and bled heavily. I wasn’t the kind of child who cried easily—I had always leaned toward self-preservation over self-pity—but this time, I cried. It hurt, but more than that, it felt intentional.

Later, during one of our regular trips to Jamaica, another incident left me shaken. Greg pushed me off the edge of a pier into rough surf. I managed to reach a ladder crusted in barnacles and haul myself out, bleeding from scrapes on my arms and legs. Mom came rushing down the dock, throwing her arms around me as if horrified. But the blood mixed with seawater made the injuries look worse than they were—and it wasn’t the wounds that unsettled me. It was the look of concern on her face. It felt theatrical. I no longer trusted it. That was the moment I stopped trusting any of them.

The trip only added to my suspicions. I got a severe sunburn—blisters and all. It peeled for a month and left my skin raw and tight for weeks. Another infection risk. Another moment no one seemed to take seriously. I began to understand that if I didn’t start looking after myself, no one else would.

One morning, I sat on my bed while the house was still sleeping. Tanna lay curled at the end of the blanket, breathing softly. It was the first time I took a full inventory of what had been happening. The valium in the pool, the shotgun, poisoned tuna, the lawnmower, the incident on the pier. I looked around my room and realized, for the first time, I didn’t feel safe anywhere— not even here.

It was a grim awareness.

And yet, strangely, my life still felt mostly happy. I can’t explain it. There was something about the rituals, the structure, the beauty of our surroundings that dulled the edges of fear. But the idea of talking to my father about it never once occurred to me. Maybe I instinctively knew he wouldn’t—or couldn’t—do anything about it. I think he knew about my mother. I’m sure of it.

But we never spoke of it. That silence spoke louder than anything he could have said. That morning, I decided I was going to run away.

It didn’t take much to rally the dogs—just getting dressed was their signal that we were headed out. I fed and watered them well, then packed what supplies I could: dried fruit, chocolate, five peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, a bag of dog food, and a thin sleeping bag. When I looked at the little pile of rations, I knew it wasn’t enough for a long journey, but I had made up my mind.

At the very least, I would stay out overnight—just to see what it felt like. A test run. I wanted to know who would notice I was gone. Who would miss me?

I didn’t get far.

Next door, the remnants of a once-grand house loomed—just a skeleton now, with open rooms exposed to the sky. I built a small fire on the stone floor of one room and sat cross-legged beside it, thinking about what it would really take to live on my own. I felt determined, for a moment. Brave, even. But as the fire died and the sleeping bag grew damp and sticky with heat, the loneliness crept in.

The streetlights were out. I wasn’t supposed to be gone. What if someone noticed? What if they called the police? The idea of getting in trouble for disappearing outweighed the sense of purpose I had felt just hours before. Eventually, I snuck back home.

No one had noticed. No one said a word. I hadn’t been gone long enough to matter.

I kept my backpack stocked with the remaining fruit and jerky and set the sandwiches aside for the next day. Then I went to bed—frustrated, but no longer afraid of the idea that I was alone. Because by then, I already knew I was.

I didn’t have many friends in Anchorage—I mostly kept to myself. But I did have a few, and one of the best was Jeffrey Pond. Jeff had a Schwinn Stingray just like mine, and we spent countless afternoons riding all over town, exploring places we probably shouldn’t have.

One time, we got into trouble for hopping onto a freight train headed to the next town over. Getting on was easy, but once the train picked up speed, we were too scared to jump off. I managed to find a payphone and call home. My mother came to pick us up, clearly annoyed— not by the danger of the freight train, but because she’d had to get out of bed. Her priorities always felt just slightly off.

Another day, while Jeff and I were out, Tanna was hit by a train. She’d wandered too close to the tracks, which ran just a property away from ours to the north. Miraculously, she wasn’t killed.

When she heard the train coming, she hunkered down and stayed still as it thundered over her. A veterinarian, who just happened to be sitting at the nearby crossing light, saw it happen and rushed her to the clinic. She came out of it with a large bruise but no broken bones. After that, she steered clear of the tracks whenever she heard a whistle. I started listening to that whistle every night before bed, always worried about the dogs when I wasn’t around. But they were smart and stayed close to their doghouses when I wasn’t home.

There was a kind older woman who lived in the house nearest the railroad. She often had almond cookies ready for me when I visited, and I stopped by her place often. I never saw anyone else.

There—no husband, no kids—just her. She had once nursed me with a baking soda plaster after I had a run-in with a nest of ground wasps near the creek.

That day, I had been walking along the water’s edge when I must have stepped too close to the nest. The wasps came at me in a furious cloud. I ran as fast as I could and dove straight into the pool—it was off-season, and the water was brown and murky, but it was still better than facing another sting. Greg had seen me sprinting across the yard and met me at the pool. We counted twenty-one stings. My breathing was getting shallow, so our neighbor patched me up as best she could, and I was taken to the hospital. The doctor gave me a shot, and the relief was immediate. I avoided that part of the creek for a long time afterward.

Ora and Mary fussed over me while I recovered, slathering calamine lotion over the swollen welts. It took about three days to really feel normal again. Mom gave me a quick once-over and patted my head, but her concern never seemed to go deeper than surface level.

While I was still healing from the stings, Jeff and I pooled our money and bought some basic fireworks from the General Store—sparklers, smoke bombs, and those little black snakes that curl when lit. Greg always had the good stuff—Black Cat firecrackers, M-80s, and bottle rockets—but he never let me touch any of it, probably for good reason.

I had helped him build a model rocket once, which we launched from the front yard. It was amazing—until the parachute carried it into a pine tree, too high for either of us to reach. That was the one and only launch.

One day, Jeff and I were out playing with our smoke bombs and had a truly terrible idea: we tossed one into an open window of a house. It didn’t cross our minds that someone might be home. Thankfully, there was—a woman quickly threw the smoke bomb back out before it could do any real damage. But what we didn’t realize until later was that there had been a baby in the room we targeted.

I bolted, pedaling my bike home as fast as I could. Jeff froze in place and got caught by the homeowner. We both ended up grounded, and all our fireworks were confiscated. Honestly, we were lucky that’s all that happened.

While I was grounded, I dove headfirst into our encyclopedia, especially the sections on dinosaurs. My fascination had started after seeing them mentioned on Wild Kingdom. I became obsessed with one in particular: Carcharodon carcharias, the ancient ancestor of the great white shark. I even surprised my teacher with that one—she had to look it up herself.

That summer, I went to camp with the son of one of my mom’s friends. Camp was fun, but no one had put any money into my commissary account, so the first couple of weeks were rough. I survived on meals that I wasn’t used to and missed anything sweet or familiar. I finally wrote to my dad and told him what was going on. 

A few days later, there was money in my account. I remember buying candy bars and chips like they were gold.

Skipping a grade didn’t impact me as much as I thought it might. The math was harder, but I had a tutor to help keep me on track. There weren’t standardized reading tests back then, but I was well ahead of the curve. I was probably reading at a junior high level while still in third grade.

School kept me engaged enough to steer my mind away from wandering too far into dark thoughts. September in Anchorage was one of my favorite times—cool weather, leaves just beginning to turn, and that crisp smell of woodsmoke in the air. We used our fireplace often. I loved tending the fire on chilly evenings, though not all my encounters with fire were so cozy.

One afternoon after school, I visited my friend Kelly’s house. He lived in a large home that resembled a castle. Inside, it was old and worn but still had traces of its past elegance. I spent many hours exploring its rooms. There were three TVs in the house, but only five channels in total, and a couple of them had poor reception during daylight. We usually watched TV during evening sleepovers.

We had a “fort” built inside a fallen pine tree in a field near the house. We’d drag in a few chairs and blankets to make it cozy. One day, in a moment of ridiculous juvenile thinking, I decided to light some pine needles on fire—just for the fun of putting them out with pee, which I’d done before. But this time, the flames got away from me. I had to abandon the fort.

Kelly had been playing outside with Tanna and Little Guy. Within minutes, the entire tree was in flames. Our biggest fear was that the dry field surrounding it would catch fire too. Kelly’s mom didn’t take any chances—she called the fire department. We didn’t get punished beyond a very stern talking-to, though I’m pretty sure my dad had to cover the cost of the fire truck. I took full responsibility and carried heavy
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