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Part One A Rambunctious Youth






Chapter I

Being born with an undiagnosed ruptured eardrum certainly did not make life any easier. The two chief results of this cumbersome defect were difficulty hearing, and subsequently, learning to speak as if underwater. My resulting speech impediment was both long-lasting and severe. During those early years, only my mother could fully decipher the babbling attempts I made to communicate with the outside world. There existed a real concern, by both my parents back then, of our becoming lost or separated in a crowd. They believed, with real justification, that had such an unfortunate event occurred, there would have been no one able to help get me back to them.

“Mawm!” I yelled out passionately from a disproportionately large head attached to a skinny body, the likes of which was entirely covered by a near translucent flesh. The extensive network of veins zigzagging across my bony chest was easily visible, radiating outwards like a haphazardly built spider’s web. By then, my previously golden hair had already begun turning various shades of dusty brown, and my lightly freckled face generally carried an aloof expression held beneath a pair of blue eyes and an aquiline nose. “Mawm!” The caterwauling echoed out once more, like a cat meowing loudly.

“What is it, Seth?” came my mother’s anxious response, accompanied by the sound of her footsteps drawing closer with every second that passed.

“Eye wa sahm wice beebee’s mawmy,” came my defunct reply delivered in a deaf tone after her eventual arrival into the kitchen. Rice Krispies were my favorite.

This heavily impaired manner of speaking was the main reason why none of the other children ever wanted to play with me. Nevertheless, my mother tried her best to ensure I was included with the other kids around the neighborhood while growing up. She would quietly visit our neighbors’ houses and, with contrite politeness, ask if I could be invited to their children’s sleepovers and playdates. She always made sure there were other kids at my birthday parties, even though oftentimes I did not know who they were. My only real friend back then lived in the house next door. His name was Stephen. All of the other children simply stared at me with confusion or else laughed derisively whenever out of earshot from the adults.

My oldest brother, Josh, was never very close to me either. For years, he was one of my personal idols, but to him, I was nothing more than an inconvenience—an unfortunate annoyance that just had to be dealt with, like flies at a picnic. Of course, he was also five years my senior, which, to be fair, is quite a significant gap in early childhood years. I believe more than anything, however, that he was just embarrassed of me.

“Is that your brother?” was a common question whenever I showed up uninvited to where Josh was playing with the other kids.

“What’s wrong with him?” or “Why can’t he talk right?” were equally popular follow-ups.

My brother did not want to explain me to others. He just wanted to fit in and be normal. Clearly, I was not normal, so it was deemed best to keep me at a safe distance. This made things easier for everyone involved, except me. In school and around the neighborhood, I remained mostly silent for fear of being mocked for my speech impediment. During lunchtime in the cafeteria, I always sat alone. Every February 14 throughout the first half of grade school, empty Valentine’s Day card holders sat attached to the front of my desk. I did not care much for the candies, I recalled, but a card or two would have been nice.

I attended speech therapy classes during and after school to learn how to speak properly. The therapists who worked with me were always exceptionally kind and good-natured women who genuinely sought for my improvement. One of them, from my elementary school on Spalding Drive, was a young, attractive woman with shoulder-length, curly blonde hair. She sometimes rewarded me with Skittles candy during our sessions together, dispensing them from a repurposed gumball machine sitting on her desk. No matter how hard I tried, however, I could never convince her to give me more than one piece of candy at a time, which always left me wanting more.

“Okay, Seth,” my therapist, Miss Julie, started warmly. “Now, I’m going to show you some cards and I want you to read out each word that you see. Okay?” she asked following a brief pause.

“Awkay, Mess Jewee,” I answered self-consciously. She was really pretty.

Miss Julie smiled pleasantly, flipping over the first card so that I could see.

“What does this one say?” she hopefully inquired.

“Wess-uh-bee,” I pronounced slowly in my imperfect manner, accompanied by a conspicuous southern drawl.

“Not quite,” she corrected patiently, laying the card down flat on the table. “It’s pronounced ‘recipe.’ Look here and watch what I do with my tongue,” Miss Julie instructed, opening her mouth wide and placing the tip of her tongue onto the roof of her mouth. “Arrrrrrrrrr,” my therapist pronounced slowly and emphatically, encouraging me to try it along with her.

“Ahllllllll,” I attempted with a pronounced effort, but was unable to replicate.

“Arrrrrrrrrrr,” she demonstrated again. “Look at where I put my tongue. Arrrrrrrrr, you see?” Miss Julie continued, “You always have to keep the tip of your tongue on the roof of your mouth whenever you want to make the ‘-R’ sound, okay?” she coaxed me gently.

“Awkay,” I responded, still off kilter.

“Okay, good,” she replied, smiling sweetly. “Now, let’s try the first one again. What word is this?” Miss Julie asked expectantly, showing me the same card for the second time.

“Wuhcipee,” I stuttered bashfully, feeling the familiar shame of embarrassment flooding in as my eyes darted furtively to the floor.

“That was better!” Miss Julie cheerfully responded, handing me a single Skittle as a reward.

“Now then,” she continued, “let’s try another one.”

A month later, while passing Miss Julie’s office on an unrelated errand, I noticed that she was absent from the room. Her door was left ajar, but there was no one inside. On an impulsive whim, I darted into the small workspace, clumsily fumbling around with the candy dispenser on her desk, trying to gather as many of the colorful Skittles candy as I could muster. I succeeded in pilfering less than a handful, while spilling two or three times that same amount across her desk. The wooden surface, previously covered with papers, was now colorfully polka dotted with Skittles instead.

There was no time for a clean-up operation, nor enough nerve for another attempt on the dispenser. With one fist clenched around my ill-begotten goods, I quickly turned and ran back into the hall. The passageway was clear; no one had seen my transgression. What seemed like an eternity during the act was, in reality, no more than thirty seconds. Despite never being caught or reprimanded for the affair, the success was fleeting. It was an instant gratification followed by a lasting remorse. My relationship with Miss Julie was never the same afterward.

During the first eight years of my life, my family was considered middle-class by anyone familiar with the United States standard of living, akin to the red and yellow spaces on a Monopoly board. We lived in a compact wooden house painted cobalt blue, with a small front yard facing outward, towards the street. The even narrower backyard was adjacent to a deep ravine, overflowing on both sides with endless tangles of green ivy. My sister, Tabitha, was born while living in that house. She was christened with the middle name ‘Snow,’ after being born three days after Christmas.

As Tabi grew older, my father decided that we needed room to grow. Soon after, we moved away from that blue wooden house in Cumming, Georgia, to a much larger house in Lawrenceville. A dark-green residence with four bedrooms and a large front and back yard, nestled deep within the confines of a gated community.

While living there, my father built us a playground in our backyard, complete with a slide and two swings. After it was finished, I discovered that I could launch myself out of the swing using inertia alone. Following a natural progression, I swung higher with every attempt before eventually letting go, flying out of my seat in the shape of an inverted U.

On my last attempt, I laid back into the swing’s rubber strap, pulling with all my might upon the chains. Back and forth I went, like a pendulum, repeating the same motion until becoming almost vertical at the peak of each swing.

Now’s good enough, I thought to myself. Even though I struggled mightily with speech, my thinking was clear. I could hear and understand others perfectly well; my problem was figuring out how to make myself sound like them.

Back I went, rising higher like a tide before giving one last herculean pull on the swing, beginning my descent. I felt like the Red Baron swooping in for the kill as I dropped towards the earth, tugging ever harder on the chains. Whoosh! The ground raced by, leaving me on the upswing. My release needed to be timed just right as I swung out further, higher, slower—almost there—and then, finally, release!

I flew like a fledgling bird, airborne for only a moment until gravity brought me crashing back down to earth in the kneeling position. I landed so hard and so fast that my face slammed into my kneecap, flashing my whole world white. Once the initial shock wore off, I did a damage check and found that my knee hurt and my mouth was busted. Even worse, one of my two front teeth was loose!

“Aw, no!” I exclaimed in my unique style of gibberish, quickly racing around the yard at full speed toward the garage where my dad and Josh were busily working on the riding lawnmower.

“Daw! Daw!” I yipped loudly as soon as he came into view. “I hut muh toof!” I cried. “Muh mouf eh bweedin!”

“What happened?” my father asked calmly as Josh stood up, staring at me blankly.

I tried my best to explain about the swing, the flying, the fall, and my tooth, but I was so worked up and in a panic that I doubt he understood much at the time. Back then, my mother was the only person who could fully understand me, and she was not there. My father would just have to do.

“Come here and let me look at it,” my father said confidently before walking over, bending down to check on me. He carefully examined my face, feeling around the inside of my mouth with his thumb and forefinger before concluding the examination by tugging at the loose tooth.

“Awl!” I exclaimed while jumping backward due to the sudden pain that hurt and scared me at the same time.

“What is it?” Josh inquired, his interest piqued, while watching us closely.

“It’s nothing,” our dad answered matter-of-factly. “Just a bit of a split lip and a loose tooth is all,” he said, causing me to feel better. “You still need to pull it out though,” he concluded.

“Puw ow wha?” I asked ignorantly, not comprehending his statement.

“Your tooth,” my father replied. “It’s barely hanging on by a thread.” He added with a hint of encouragement. “Who knows, maybe you’ll even get a visit from the tooth fairy for it.”

That was an intriguing thought. I had heard stories about this magical Tooth Fairy, along with Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. I was still feeling frightened at the prospect of what I would have to do to get that mystical meeting, however. Too frightened, I sheepishly decided.

“I cawnt,” I declared with a bashful whine. “I’ma tuh squedd.”

“Don’t be such a baby,” my brother Josh chimed in. “I don’t have any of my baby teeth anymore,” he bragged. “I pulled all mine out years ago,” he gloated, proudly displaying his crowded, crooked adult teeth.

“Come on, Seth,” my father reassured me with an easy smile. “It’s really nothing to be afraid of. It’s hardly held on at all. If you want, I can do it for you,” he offered comfortingly.

That sounds much better, I thought. Dad can do anything. He had always taken good care of me before, and it was comforting to have this whole loose tooth debacle taken out of my hands completely. Plus, there was the matter of the magical Tooth Fairy to be considered. That was what settled it.

“Awkay,” I meekly decided. “Ew cawn dew eht den, Daw.”

“Ok, son,” he acquiesced gently. “Stay right there and I’ll do it for you.”

I remained rooted in the same spot of the garage where I had entered. My eyes watched in stony silence as my father walked over to his red toolbox atop the workbench to begin rummaging around the metal drawers. After a moment, he found what he was looking for, a pair of blue-handled needle-nose pliers, and began heading back toward me.

“Alright,” my dad directed with a hint of amusement as he approached. “Now, stay still.”

A wave of heat immediately broke out into a sweat upon my back and palms. “Wha aw yew guhing tuh dew wed at?” I asked him, trembling with trepidation.

“Just hold still,” my father answered calmly. “I’m going to use the pliers to grab hold of the tooth and yank it out.”

“Yawk eat ow?” I stammered incredulously, in stunned disbelief that this was the plan. Even Josh looked hesitant, watching the scene unfold with morbid curiosity.

“Yes, Seth. Yank it out,” my dad repeated flatly. “Don’t worry,” he insisted. “It’s only hanging on by a thread,” he assured, offering small relief. “You’ll barely feel a thing,” he added a few soothing words of comfort. “Now, try not to be so scared,” he scolded.

There’s no getting out of it now, I thought to myself, like an enemy captive surrounded on all sides.

Slowly, I began to open my mouth, until, eventually, it was wide enough for my dad to get a solid grip on the loose incisor. I closed my eyes tightly as sweat trickled down my spine.

“Are you ready?” my dad asked. “I’m going to count down from three, okay?”

I glanced over towards Josh, who stared back at me with a wide-eyed suspense that was far from comforting. “Awkay,” I choked out, feeling like a terrified dental patient about to undergo a painful procedure.

“Alright then—one…” he began to count slowly.

I braced myself for impact, making my whole body as rigid as a board.

“Two…” he continued, beginning to pivot his arm in preparation for the sudden, forceful jerk down about to follow. I shivered in fearful anticipation. My mind was blank yet racing. He was at two! After two comes—

“Three!” he yelled out, simultaneously jerking his arm hard downwards.

There was a flash of light followed by a blinding pain, and then blood. Lots of blood. I let out a gargled shriek. The tooth was still there, hanging by a thread.

One night, a few months following my eighth birthday, my mother and father entered the living room together, telling Josh and me to enter my father’s office. My mother followed shortly after, carrying Tabi, whom she placed down upon an upholstered chair nearest the French doors. My sister was wearing her white and blue bonnet dress, with her small legs clad in white pantyhose dangling over the lip of the seat cushion, still too short to touch the floor. Her hands were politely clasped across her lap. She looked expectant and a little confused. None of us had ever had a meeting in our father’s office before. We all remained silent.

The mood inside the room was depressed and somber, despite its warmly lit appearance and the backdrop of heavily polished wooden furniture, neatly arranged. Normally, my father’s office was an inviting, cozy place, but on this night the energy felt different. After a moment’s pause, my father spoke from behind his wooden desk. His voice was deep and melancholy, his gaze sad and intermittent.

“Your mother and I love you all very much,” he began uncomfortably. “Sometimes, though, in life, things don’t always work out the way you planned.”

Throughout the ensuing monologue, his eyes darted repeatedly from his desk to each of us children, then back to his desk again. My mother stayed mostly silent. It was evidently her idea. While I cannot recall now the exact words, the meaning of it all was clear: My mother and father were getting a divorce. At the time, even Josh only had the vaguest idea of what that meant for the course of our lives. Tabi just sat there, looking sadly bewildered on the chair.

After the divorce was finalized, my mother gained custody over us kids as part of the settlement. I never understood why. My father was the vice president of a pest control company, while my mother had not worked outside the home in years. Despite our father providing us a very good life up to that point, suddenly we were starting over from scratch, except for the biweekly child support payments, which, to my father’s credit, always arrived on time like clockwork.

My mother had very little job experience and hardly any savings. She did have a half sister, Heidi, with a live-in boyfriend named Ken. Aunt Heidi generously allowed the four of us to stay inside their apartment together, a three-bedroom unit located off Ponce De Leon Avenue just outside Atlanta, in DeKalb County. Aunt Heidi and Uncle Ken, who was a Marine, shared the master suite. My mother had her own room, while the three of us siblings shared the one that remained. It was quite different from any of the other places we lived before. I always had my own room up until then, for one. Now, whenever I went to sleep at night, it was on a rickety blue metal bunk bed that my mother bought from a thrift store. The people living in the apartment above us were so loud at night that I often had trouble sleeping. My older brother Josh’s bed was placed against the opposite wall, so he slept there.

The first Saturday morning after the move, Josh and I went outside to explore our new neighborhood. It was late fall and the days were already chilly, on the verge of cold. Most of the trees had already shed their leaves that now lay scattered in brown piles upon the ground. During our initial outing, we stumbled upon a group of local boys playing football in the street. I do not remember what was said to them, but Josh somehow convinced them to let us play. It was the first time I can distinctly recall being around kids who did not look like me before. After a few minutes spent running around aimlessly, I eventually came across the ball by chance. It was at that moment I realized I did not know what to do, so I froze. One of the other boys who had no such hesitation quickly ran up behind me, snatching the ball from my hands.

Feeling somehow cheated, and not understanding the rules of the game, I called out in my defective manner, “Hay, ew sheaded!”

The young black boy, smaller than me, immediately stopped jogging, making a U-turn to come back around. He arrived directly in front of me and halted, letting the football drop to the ground. The boy gave me a once-over, his expression blank. I stood there, awkwardly staring back at him, confused and silent, unsure of what I was supposed to do. After the examination was complete, and a moment or two had passed, the boy suddenly, and without warning, struck me in the face. It did not hurt much, but the shock was severe. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before. My father spanked me with a belt for lying to him once, but I had never been hit in the face, not even by Josh.

I stood there looking astonished as my hand flew up instinctively to the spot of impact. After another moment of stunned silence, the boy delivered a flurry of punches that pushed me back until I fell into the gutter on the other side of the road. Even after my fall, the barrage of punches and kicks continued unabated until, as suddenly as it all began, the altercation ended. My attacker simply stopped, turned around, and jogged back over to the rest of the group, picking up the football along the way. Nobody came to help me afterwards, not even Josh.





Chapter II

“Whut’s yo name?” asked the skinny black girl with shortened braids held snugly in place using plastic purple bobbles. She was with another girl a few years older than her, her hair worn in the same fashion except her bobbles were blue. There was a boy with them, much younger than the other two, with light-brown skin and short-cropped, wavy black hair. All three of them stood crowded around the bottom of the apartment building’s stairwell we were moving into at the time.

“I’m Sef,” I replied with my sheepish, crooked smile.

We left the apartment in DeKalb County after my brother Josh inexplicably gave a copy of our apartment key to an older girl he met there, who later used it to break in and rob us when we were not home. After that debacle, my Aunt Heidi understandably did not want us living with her any longer. The place we ended up at was called Northridge Lake, located on the Westside of Atlanta, in Fulton County. We lived on the top floor of a two-story building, directly above another family consisting of five people: two grandparents and their three grandchildren—Quentin, Jackie, and Dominique. The five of us kids, my sister included, became fast friends. We played together constantly, hanging out around the neighborhood almost every day. I was nine years old, and even though I still spoke funny, I could mostly be understood alright.

Our little group spent those days in mischievous adventures. We had water gun fights and mud wars with the other neighborhood kids after school. Sometimes, we went down to the lake and caught baby frogs or turtles to keep as pets until we grew bored of their upkeep, releasing them back into the wild, or once, into the community pool.

“Hey, Seth!” Quentin called over one weekend afternoon so far spent lazily on doing nothing. He was smiling widely, gesturing for me to go over to him.

“Whut ez it?” I called back curiously, beginning to jog slow-gaitedly over to him. He was standing out in front of the mostly grassy area separating our apartment building from the one next door.

Quentin had found a dirty old mattress from God knows where and thought it would be a good idea to ride it down the small pine straw-covered hill behind our building. The only problem was that he was unable to drag it up to the top by himself.

“Is too big,” Quentin stated flatly as we stared down at it thoughtfully. “I cain’t move it by myself,” he added, giving it a small kick with his left foot to try and test the weight once more. “Yep,” he said grudgingly. “Is too heavy!”

“Heauh,” I replied helpfully. “We can juss dwag it up like dis,” I suggested, demonstrating with my hands how it could be done. Once we agreed on how to move it, the two of us excitedly pulled the dilapidated old mattress up the hill. At the top, we took turns riding it down the short, pine straw-covered slope like participants of some ghetto rendition of Jingle Bells, laughing all the way atop our soiled sleigh. Eventually, Jackie and Dominique heard the commotion from inside their apartment and came outside to investigate.

“What are y’all two out here doin anyway?” Jackie asked, striking her trademark hand-on-hips stance she always assumed when interrogating anyone.

“Mmhmph!” Dominique cut in matter-of-factly. “We hurd yall all thuh way from inside!” She chided, “and Quentin,” his oldest sister added, “you betta not keep bein so loud out here neither, fo you wake up mammy,” she warned sternly.

“I’ma not bein too loud!” hollered back Quentin defiantly. “We’s just out here ridin dis bed up and down the hills all,” he said, pointing at the dirty mattress behind him. “See?”

“And where’d you go and get that bed at anyway, Quentin?” Dominique asked crisply, taking her own turn at inquisition.

“Why is you worried about it?” Quentin shot back, “It ain’t none of yo business no way,” he responded crossly, “I found it,” he stubbornly added. Quentin was always getting picked on and lorded over by his two older sisters, making him naturally defensive towards them most of the time.

“I av an idea!” I broke in, ending the sudden standoff. “Why doan we take it ova to duh big heel next to duh layke an wide it down dayuh?” I suggested, “den we woan haff to wuhwee about bein too loud!”

This compromise mollified everyone involved. With a newfound purpose, the four of us made our way toward the lake, alternating between carrying and dragging our worn-out sled throughout the complex. Once we arrived, we took turns in pairs: Jackie with Dominique, and Quentin and me. Over and over again, we rode the mattress down the hillside at speed until coming to a halt right beside the dirty pond at the hill’s bottom. We then clambered off, laughed, and pulled the mattress back up to the starting point to try again. We continued for some time until, on what would prove to be the last attempt, Quentin and I rode down together once more. This time, however, we hit the bottom of the hill so fast that we shot directly across the narrow shore into the small, heavily polluted pond just beyond.

Quentin, riding on the back of the mattress, managed to hop off just as we hit the water, while I began floating haphazardly away from the shore toward the center of the pond. “Aw no!” I yelled as puddles of water began forming around where my feet were pushing down into the mattress. “Aw sit! Aw no!” I shouted, hollering to my friends on shore who were all bent low with laughter at my wild gesticulations. I quickly dropped onto all fours, leaning over the side of my soggy raft to paddle fervently back towards land. When I finally arrived half-soaked a short time later, the siblings were still too hysterical to help me disembark.

“Tat was cwazy!” I cried out smiling as I stumbled back onto dry ground, my wet shoes soaked through and through. “Tanks for awl deh help you guys!” I added sarcastically.

“Oh, Seth,” Jackie guffawed. “You shoulda seen ur face!”

“Hahaha, oh man, I thought you was a goner!” Quentin managed to spit out through his own fits of laughter.

“Look at yo shoes!” Dominique chimed in, pointing down to my previously white shoes that were now permanently stained from the brown lake water.

“Hahaha,” Jackie cackled, “yall was dumb to be ridin out there like that wif white shoes on anyway!” she said boastfully, sticking out one of her own feet clad in a black shoe made from Windexable plastic, as if to prove her own point. “They looks ruined now.”

“My shoes ain’t white, Jackie!” Quentin yelled, genuinely offended. “Looka heauh,” he pointed to his own feet, “my shoes I gots on is black! See?” His rebuttal continued, “they’re my Nikes,” he finished proudly.

“I was talkin uhbout Seth, stupid!” Jackie complained in response. “But you was with’em,” she emphasized accusingly.

“I know,” I said, feeling some disappointment amid the ongoing skirmish. “Hourwa dad ownwee buys me and Tabi new shoes wunce a yeauh, befoe school stawts,” I stated. “Deez was suppose to last me all yeauh.”

Dominique was the oldest of the three siblings and in the same grade as me, third that year. Her sister, Jackie, was a grade below. Quentin, their younger brother, was five years younger than us, and the same age as my sister. All three of them lived with their grandparents because their mother was unable to care for them for some reason. The state had given over custody of her kids to their grandparents, living in the apartment beneath ours. I never met their mother, but their grandparents were strict, God-fearing people.

Dominique was the only one who ever mentioned their mother to me. She told me a story about her one day after asking her about her missing eyeball during a conversation we were having alone on the cement and metal staircase inside our building after school.

“My momma was fightin with a policeman when she was pregnant with me,” Dominique told me ruefully. “She was high on crack or sumthin at the time,” she glanced down towards the pavement as if ashamed. “Durin the fight, thuh policeman hitter in the stomach with his baton,” she paused, “an thas how I lost my eye,” she finished coldly, looking back up at me.

Where Dominique’s missing eye was, she wore an oblong, semi-flat piece of glass that was painted to look like her remaining eye did. She wore it every day, but sometimes, like during bus rides to school, she would take it out to let some of us look inside the black cavernous hole that went deep inside her head.

“Whoa!” we all exclaimed.

“Can I put my finger inside of it?” someone would always inevitably ask, giggling, along with the other regular oohs and aahs. It never seemed to bother Dominique, however, at least not outwardly. It never bothered any of us either.

A Russian boy who took great pleasure in bullying the other children at our bus stop lived at Northridge Lake when I first arrived. His name was Nikolai. Nikolai had blond hair and blue eyes, and was in the fifth grade, making him much bigger than the rest of us at the time. He would often push, kick, punch, and otherwise torment the others, even when they shed real tears, begging for him to stop and leave them alone. My turn finally arrived on the bus ride home from school one afternoon during springtime. I was sitting with my forehead pressed against the cool glass, peering outside, when Nikolai sat behind me. After a short time, without any provocation at all, he started slapping the back of my head and pulling at my hair.

“Whut houwuh you dew’n?” I asked impatiently, cocking my head around to see what was the problem.

“Ahaha, me?” Nikolai responded innocently, his English heavily accented. “Nuffing!” he stammered, laughing disdainfully before flicking my ear once more.

“Stop et!” I protested repeatedly, but to no avail. What was one supposed to do in such a situation as this? I wondered. The boy did not stop when you asked him to! Worse yet, telling him to stop only seemed to encourage him more!

Eventually, our bus stop was reached, leading me to believe I escaped Nikolai’s torment for the time being. Our group of five got off the bus to start walking up the sidewalk toward the building where we all lived, just like every day. This time, however, we became an unwanted six, as Nikolai followed us. He continued pulling on my hair and pushing me from behind, causing me to repeatedly trip and stumble.

“Stop et!” I demanded more forcefully. “I mean et, weave me awone!”

Nikolai did not listen. My pleas only made him laugh and push harder. The rest of our group walked alongside us anxiously. They were all scared of him as well.

“Leave him alone!” they shouted in unison. “Just go home!” Their protests continued, but to no avail.

Still Nikolai persisted, painfully poking and prodding me, laughing haughtily as he did so. Eventually, halfway up the sidewalk, I felt my fear begin to dissipate. An anger, the likes of which I had never known before, began to well up inside me like magma inside a volcano until suddenly and without warning, I erupted into violence.

I swung around with my backpack still on, throwing my little fist blindly towards Nikolai’s face, acting on instinct alone. I pushed him backward off the sidewalk onto the grass. Our momentum carried us quickly, and within moments, he slammed his back against the wall of a nearby building, still holding on to a large clump of my hair. Fueled by raw emotion, I continued pummeling him with my fists until he finally let go to clutch at his busted nose. His blue eyes showed fear at the sight of his own blood, ending the fight immediately as our little group came over to cheer me on like a conquering hero. We left in triumph soon after, while the bloodied and defeated bully slowly began gathering up his dropped belongings to trudge along home alone.

The next morning, I arrived at the bus stop a little later than usual. When I got there, I glanced over with an abashed, expectant expression towards Nikolai, who would not even look at me. Jackie told me what happened during my tardiness later on the bus ride to school.

“You know that Russian boy that you fought wit yesserday?” Jackie asked nonchalantly as our yellow school bus shook and rattled over the poorly repaired roads.

“Yeuh, of coase I do, why?” I replied, feeling puzzled.

“Well,” she began. “Yesserday, after that boy went home, his daddy saw’em and asked why his face was all bloodied up,” she reported, continuing her story. “He tole his daddy that he got into a fight witchu, and that he beat chu up.” Jackie stared at me, waiting for my reaction to this unexpected news.

“Whut?” I exclaimed in indignation, “but he did’n beat me up toe!”

“I know he didn’t,” Jackie replied. “Just listen,” she ordered me silent. “This morning, when we was all waiten for the bus to come, that Russian boy and his daddy walked up to the bus stop together,” Jackie continued. “We was all whisperin and starin at him and stuff when he got dare, and Quentin laughed at him.”

“Quentin laughed at him?” I asked, surprised. “An den whut happened?” I waited for her response.

“His daddy saw that we was all makin fun of him and stuff, and so then he started talkin in Russian,” she recounted. “I don’ really know what he said, but he musta figured out he was lyin to’em.”

“Why do you say dat?” I wondered.

“Because his daddy slapped him in duh face in front of all of us,” she stated plainly, “and then turned around and walked away.”

“Willy?” I asked incredulously. “His dad slapped him in duh face? Whut did Nikolai do den?”

“Nuthin,” Jackie answered simply, still looking back at me from over the top of her adjacent seat cushion. “He just kinda looked down at the road and stood there is all,” she recollected. “He didn’t say nuthin, but me and Dominique both saw tears runnin out his eyes.” Jackie paused in quick reflection. “We sorta felt bad for him, actually.”





Chapter III

I spent a week at our grandfather’s house in Powder Springs, Georgia, during the summer vacation between third and fourth grade. My brother, Josh, had already been sent to live there a year earlier, after both my mother and the school board grew tired of his constant troublemaking. While visiting a local night club in the area, Josh met another boy who was a year older than him with the same first name. My brother had a blunt, and the other boy had a lighter, allowing a new friendship to form. Soon after this chance encounter, my brother Josh started referring to himself as ‘Lucky,’ even going so far as to have it crudely tattooed onto his left bicep with a clover leaf drawn underneath. The other Josh had his arm done too, except that he chose ‘Smokey’ for his moniker, with a lit joint tattooed beneath the crudely written cursive script of his. Before long, Smokey was allowed to move in with my brother inside the back room of our grandfather’s house on Hickory Drive.

Our grandfather was a humble, sweet-tempered, God-fearing man. When we were young, he would drive Tabi, Josh, and me way out to the sticks to an old fire-and-brimstone church called Mt. Moriah. There, the preachers stomped their feet while loudly proclaiming the gospel, drenched in a backwoods sweat that was periodically wiped away with old-fashioned pocket handkerchiefs.

“Praise the Lord!” one of the agitated men would shout, while others less restrained already started their conniptions. “Save us from Damnation, oh God!” yelled the preacher, stamping, shaking, and red-faced as he passionately raged towards the congregation, leaving my sister and I as mesmerized as we were frightened by the wild spectacle.

Growing up, our grandfather’s backyard contained dozens of rabbits and chickens, as well as an abundance of other fruits and vegetables that he tended. Our grandfather, whom the adults all called Don, was a country fellow, neither tall nor short, who was married to my Nana for over forty years until she died of emphysema in 1996. Strangely, I never recalled ever seeing her smoke. Between the pair, Nana had always been the disciplinarian. After she passed away, my grandfather became something of a walking doormat for anyone who needed to wipe their feet, including my brother.

When Josh last lived with us, he was listening to country music and wearing cowboy boots to school. After meeting Smokey and moving in together, he only ever listened to rappers like Tupac or Outkast. The pair always wore some variation of the same outfit as well, to help mask their identities whenever the police were called, consisting of white tennis shoes, jean shorts, and a wife beater. They all dressed like that—Cory, Sparkles, Hambone, Smokey, Eugene, and many more of my brother’s crew whose names escape me.

One night during my visit, I was standing in the kitchen making a bowl of cereal when a pair of headlights suddenly flooded in from the carport outside. An old Buick pulled up a few seconds later, giving a short honk before leaving the engine running, squeaking from a loose belt as it idled. My brother, Smoky, and Hambone all emerged from the back room before going outside to meet the driver.

The door to the carport had a glass window at the top that could be used to see outside whenever someone was there. Being no less curious than most ten-year-olds, I peered out to look. I saw a man inside the car reach across the driver’s seat to greet my brother and his friends. After that, a bag containing something green was handed over to Smokey, and some cash exchanged. After another minute or so, following a quick inspection of the bag’s contents and some expressions of goodwill, the car shifted into reverse before slowly backing down the driveway onto the street. Once there, it shifted roughly into first gear and drove away.

“Whut was dat?” I asked Josh as the three of them reentered the house, hurrying past me straight towards the back room.

“What was what?” Josh stopped, turning around with a suspicious look. “Were you spying on us?” he accused, his tone filled with irritation.

“I wasn’ spying!” I defensively exclaimed. “I juss looked out duh window fo a second, and when I did, I saw a man give Smoky a bag wiff sum gween stuff in it,” I explained.

“Don’t worry about it,” my brother replied flippantly. “Mind your own business,” he added sharply before continuing towards the back bedroom.

“Aw, Josh, come on!” I squeaked. “I wone tell anybody, I pwomise!” The sincerity of my pleas continued falling on deaf ears. “Why won’ you juss tell me what was inside duh bag?”

Josh paused once more on his way out of the kitchen, turning back toward me with a silent gaze. “You really want to know?” he replied after a moment’s pause, his face betraying a mischievous expression.

“Yes!” I nearly shouted.

“Okay,” he shrugged with apparent indifference, after finishing making up his mind about something. “Come into the room and I’ll show you.”

At this point in my life, my brother and I had never been close. Not because I did not want to be, but because he seemed to have so little interest. He was always quick to get annoyed or impatient, leaving me feeling excited that he was finally including me in something for once. I eagerly followed him out of the kitchen, through the dining room, and into the hallway where his and Smokey’s room was located. It was locked, forcing him to knock.

“Who’s there?” A deep voice challenged him from inside.

“It’s me, Lucky,” my brother replied curtly.

A second later, the doorknob turned, clicking the lock open. “What the fuck is he doing here?” Hambone demanded, blocking the entire doorway with his massive frame.

Smokey was seated in the green chair by the far wall with a dinner tray on his lap, holding the same bag I saw him with inside the carport. He looked up upon hearing Hambone’s remark and glanced at me thoughtfully, displaying a hint of amusement.

“He wants to know what’s in the bag,” my brother said with a laugh. Hambone and Smokey chuckled conspicuously before quickly ushering me into the bedroom, locking the door behind me.

The room was small and cluttered. Immediately to the right upon entering, behind the door, was a closet. To the left of the closet was an old wooden dresser with a mirror on top, occupied by a four-foot black light and various trinkets. Beyond the dresser was another door leading into the bathroom, and on the other side of that was a green, furry, seventies-style chair where Smokey was sitting. Between the chair and the bed was a window looking out into the front yard. Opposite the bed, on the other side of the room’s door, was a second dresser holding a TV and VCR. The wall was adorned with various banners and posters, ranging from Insane Clown Posse to Bone Thugs-n-Harmony.

I sat down on the bed nearest Smokey, watching as he broke apart small green plants into smaller pieces. Once he formed a little pile on the tray, he pulled out a cigar, licking it all over.

“Whut ow you doing?” I asked him curiously.

“Just chill, little nigga,” Smokey replied with a smirk. “Watch and learn.” He took the wet cigar and used his thumbs to split it open from top to bottom. “This is how you roll a blunt,” he explained. “Furss you gotta spill da guts out like diss. A Ham, Ham!” Smoky called over.

“What is it?” came the quick and throaty reply as Hambone glanced over sideways.

“Lemme get that trash can ova dare to dump deez guts in,” Smokey fired off.

“Here, pass this over,” Hambone instructed, handing me a small plastic bucket to dutifully pass across. I watched Smokey open up the cigar, then use his fingers to scrape out all the tobacco inside, dumping it into the wastebasket. Once the cigar was empty, he set it on the edge of the TV tray we sometimes used for eating dinner and pushed the pile of green stuff into it with his pinky. After everything was neatly arranged, Smokey evened it out on top before rolling it back up without any of the tobacco inside. He then licked it all over for a second time.

“Dare we go,” Smokey finished proudly. “And dat, lil nigga, is how you roll a blunt.”

“Oh,” I blankly responded, not knowing what else to say, still not understanding what was happening or why.

“Muthafucka, is you done yet?” My brother asked impatiently. “You ova there taking all day to explain some shit that he don’t even know what the fuck you on about.”

“Man, hold the fuck up,” Smokey retorted, without any offense taken. “You see I’m finished, don’t chu?” He smiled. “Now, where da lighter at?”

“I got one,” Hambone replied, standing up from the bed, shuffling his weight around to reach into each of his front pockets. Hambone weighed at least 400 pounds. After a few seconds spent fumbling around, he produced the lighter before passing it over.

“Alright, lil nigga,” Smokey began, “so you wanna learn about weed, huh?”

“I guess so,” I replied uncertainly. It felt cool to be hanging out with my brother and his friends. I was just happy to be involved.

“A, Lucky,” Smokey hesitated before flicking the lighter on. “You sure you want him to try it?” He checked. “He’s still pretty young, ain’t ‘e?”

“He said he wanted to know,” Josh responded without apparent emotion. “He’s old enough,” my brother decided, altering the course of my life in an instant, like a judge pronouncing a long sentence.

“Alright den, shit,” Smokey shrugged, starting the lighter and holding its flame to one end of the rolled cigar. “He’s your brother.” He rolled the cigar back and forth inside the flame until the tip grew red hot. Afterward, he cut off the lighter, put the blunt to his mouth, and began to inhale the smoke. “Ssssssss,” he drew it in.

“You see dat, lil nigga?” Smokey said tightly, taking in more of the acrid smoke with a few smaller puffs. “You gotta inhale it like dis and den hold dat shit in,” he continued, small wisps of smoke escaping from his lips whenever he spoke. After holding it in for a few seconds, Smokey exhaled a large, dense cloud of gray smoke that filled the entire room with the strange aroma. “Here,” he demonstrated, “lemme show you one mo time how it’s done.” Smokey repeated the same process with pleasure.

“Man, lemme hit that shit,” Hambone complained. “Bogartin-ass muthafucka.”

“Ah haha, man, shut the fuck up,” Smoky countered. “Here, take it den.” He handed it over. The blunt was passed from Smoky to Hambone and then to my brother. I had never seen Josh smoke before. Everything was completely new to me, but I tried acting cool by staying silent, watching and observing until my brother finally held the blunt out to me.

“Here, take it,” he said, pushing it into my hand. “Do it just like you saw us,” he instructed. “First, pull with your lips,” he said, “and then suck it in and hold it there until I tell you to exhale.”

“Okay,” I timidly responded, taking the lit blunt into my unsteady fingers, looking around the room at the three faces staring back at me. I put the blunt to my lips just as I had seen them do and began to suck. The tip of the blunt glowed red, emitting tiny crackles.

“That’s good,” Smoky instructed, nodding his head. “Now go ‘ssssssssswooooo,’ to suck it all in and hold it dare.”

I did as I was told, inhaling marijuana smoke for the first time.

“Hold it in!” my brother ordered.

As soon as the smoke settled in my lungs, I felt a deep burning sensation that made it impossible to hold my breath any longer. I erupted into a fit of coughing, spit and mucus both streaming out of my mouth and nose while my eyes shed tears. The room burst into laughter.

“Dat right, lil nigga, dat right!” Smoky congratulated, clapping me on my back.

“Aha,” Hambone called out, “he’s finna feel dat shit!”

“You’re supposed to hold it in for longer,” my brother chided me as I choked for air, reaching for the wastebasket to slobber and blow my nose into.

Before I could fully recover, a sudden sensation came over me unlike anything I had ever felt before. My brother and his friends continued to pass around the blunt, joking and laughing as it made its rounds, while I sat on the edge of the bed sinking deeper into a weed-induced oblivion. My entire body went cold and tingly, my mouth drying up like a drought-stricken desert. My head floated through clouds without ever coming into sight of ground. The conversation from the others quickly faded into nothingness, turning everything black as I sank into the bed, becoming lost within its covers for hours. When I eventually came to, I was lying there alone, right where they had left me.

So, that’s what the green stuff in the bag was, I thought to myself amusedly.

The following day, I was in the living room watching TV when another one of my brother’s friends arrived at the house. Josh was still in the back room getting ready so the guy stayed out in the living room with me to wait on him. He must have heard about my experience the night before because as he was standing there, a commercial came on. It was an anti-drug commercial with the narrator explaining in a deep, somber voice how drugs, including weed, were a growing problem facing young people today.

“Marijuana use is now even being seen in kids as low as the fourth grade,” the voice reported ominously.

“What grade are you in?” my brother’s friend asked me when the commercial ended.

“Tudd,” I innocently responded.





Chapter IV

Cave Hill was the name of my grandparents’ large estate in the Abacos, Bahamas. It was beautifully nestled on a little island called Man-O-War Cay, with the “Cay” pronounced like “key.” Cave Hill began with a fishing dock jutting out from the coral-fringed shore, marking the entrance to the private harbor. This dock led to a stairway hewn from dark, thickly cut limestone, ascending towards the guest houses on the hill, or past the barn into the harbor. The inner harbor, shaped like a fish hook, extended down its long axis towards a covered veranda, marking the beginning of a white gravel pathway that could be traveled on foot. No vehicles were allowed on the island. The gravel trail led to the base of a wooden staircase going up to the two guest houses, boasting a gorgeous view.

Beyond the palm-fringed, breeze-filled houses, further up towards the narrow island’s heavily forested center, lay the main house where my Pa and Gringy resided. It was painted light pink with white trim, possessing a large glass window comprising most of the front wall. Continuing past the main house along the increasingly sandy path, flanked by mortared coral on both sides, eventually led to the intersection of the Queen’s Highway. Contrary to its name, this unpaved, quaint stretch of white sandy road extended the entire length of the island, until becoming paved just before entering town.

Everything at Cave Hill was decorated to taste. The main house was ornate, but not ostentatious. The floor plan was open, with the upstairs designed as a free-flowing loft in the tropical cabana style. Next to the kitchen was a wine cellar built directly into the earth below. Directly outside the back door, a white grapefruit tree produced the best grapefruit I had ever tasted. The two guest houses, located a few hundred feet away from the main dwelling, were perched on the edge of the hill overlooking the Abaco Sea, connected by a continuous wooden deck wrapping around the prominence. From this vantage point, you could see south towards the town’s harbor, where the main anchorage and industry were located. To the west was Marsh Harbour, located eight nautical miles away across the emerald-blue Abaco Sea. The views to the north and east were blocked by surrounding trees and vegetation, helping define the soft boundary between Cave Hill and its northern neighbor.

The storm windows were large, wide, and fitted with mesh screens allowing them to stay open at night. Neither of the guest houses had air conditioning, but Gringy insisted on having one installed in the main. She convinced my grandfather to have an air conditioner built into their sailboat, a Cheoy Lee, that they sailed down from Annapolis, Maryland years ago. At that time, air conditioning on board was considered quite a luxury. Originally, the pair were on their way to Jamaica, intent on starting a new life together until stopping en route at a place called Marsh Harbour during their southerly cruise. There, my grandparents met a man named Haziel Albury, an alderman from one of the neighboring islands. During the course of a conversation that grew friendly, my grandfather, Pa, confided to him their plans.

“Well hell, El,” Haziel began in his distinctly British Bahamian accent beside one of the small quays near the main market, after my grandfather finished sharing their plans. The weather was hot, but breezy, with the mingling scents of salt and diesel fuel from the nearby boats wafting upwards. “From what you’ve just told me, I don’t think you and Marian need to sail all the way down to Jamaica,” he informed them. “I think you two need to sail over to where I stay.”

“And where exactly is it that you stay, Mr. Albury?” inquired my grandmother with polite refinement, in her naturally scratchy voice. She stood five foot ten inches tall, with shoulder-length brown hair that curled towards the bottom. Her father, M.J. Neeley, after whom the Texas Christian School of Business is named, was a prominent industry leader in Fort Worth, Texas, where my Gringy was born. Raised in the Texas aristocracy, she never had to work outside the family a day in her life unless she chose. After my great-grandfather passed away, he bequeathed his entire fortune to his two daughters, leaving Gringy and Pa a very wealthy pair.

“Oh, it’s only a short stretch northeast from here, ma’am,” Mr. Albury answered her with a tip of his hat. “It’s a perfectly charming little cay called Man-O-War,” the alderman added. “I really must insist that you two come over to see it.”

“Okay, Mr. Albury,” agreed Pa with his deep, baritone voice and a wide smile. “You’ve got yourself a deal,” he said as they shook hands to confirm. “We’ll sail over tomorrow morning after breakfast if it suits you?” he suggested. Pa, whose real name was Elritt, or El, for short, was a retired U.S. army colonel. He began his service as a draftee in World War II, led his own infantry battalion in Vietnam, and then concluded his career at the Pentagon. He was six foot two inches tall, with an athletic build and deeply tanned skin. His family had originally come from a group of farmers in Newport News, Virginia.

“Suits me just fine,” Mr. Albury responded happily. “My family and I will look forward to your visit,” he added cheerfully before heading off to attend his business along the sun-drenched dock, lined on both sides with crates of fresh fruit and fish being sold by the locals.

The following day, Pa and Gringy made the short trip from Marsh Harbour to Man-O-War Cay, falling in love with the little island almost as quickly as they had fallen in love with each other at a coed dance near the Virginia Military Institute 40 years earlier. While my grandfather was a student there, my grandmother attended a finishing school nearby.

“It’s just lovely, El,” my grandmother remarked charmingly as they were shown around the expansive property with the covered bluff. “Don’t you think so?”

“I do indeed, Marian,” agreed Pa, wrapping a reassuring arm around her shoulder before pulling her closer. “It’s almost as lovely as you are,” he said sweetly, placing a gentle kiss on her temple. Mr. Albury stood quietly in the shade of a nearby sea grape tree, busily wiping away the sweat from his brow with an old rag, contemplating the commission he would make from any sale.

“Oh, El,” Gringy beamed with pride, “you always know just what to say,” she responded happily, nestled firmly inside his warm embrace and dreaming about their future life together. They decided then and there that this would be their new home, and so it was. They christened the place Cave Hill, due to the cave where the future barn and harbor would be built.

By the time our family reunions started being held there, many years later, the property was fully developed. It was kept, by necessity, in a state of almost constant repair. “Even paradise takes upkeep,” Pa used to say often. The harbor housed two boats: a small, 13-foot Boston Whaler skiff, and my grandfather’s own 28-foot, locally built custom cruiser named Harbour Light. Man-O-War Cay was renowned for its boat building skills. In addition to the motor boats, there were also two Sunfish and a Hobie Cat stored underneath the covered part of the dock. Family members took turns racing around the reef markers, heeled over so far that they were practically standing.

“Come on, Seth!” My younger cousins emphatically invited me to join them. They never teased me about how I talked and always included me in everything they did without having to be asked. We spent most of our days fishing, snorkeling, swimming, sailing, exploring, lounging, and making trips into town and the neighboring islands. Gringy only prepared one meal a day for the entire family: dinner. For breakfast and lunch, we were on our own.

On the island’s south side, in town, there were only two restaurants. As a rule, my grandfather always scheduled dinners at both places during our reunions there, for politics. Since alcohol was not sold on the island, my father and his brother, my Uncle Doug, had to take Harbour Light over to Marsh Harbour at the start of every visit in order to bring back multiple cases of Bahamian beer for the adults to enjoy. Gringy and Pa only ever drank wine, and no matter what time of day it was, classical music was invariably playing softly in the background of their house.

“Hey, Seth,” my cousin Noah, only a few months younger than I was, called out upon finding me on the fishing dock with his brother, Daniel, four years our senior, in tow.

“Whut es it?” I replied curiously, pulling up the fishing line baited with snails through a crack in the dock’s wood.

Daniel and Noah were the sons of my Aunt Mary, my grandparents’ only daughter. Aunt Mary was married to my Uncle Richard, an eccentric physics professor who worked at Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire. Since they lived so far north, their skin was always very pale, requiring them to regularly apply thick layers of SPF 50 sunscreen to avoid getting badly burned.

“Daniel, Katie, Tabi, and I are going to walk into town for some ice cream,” Noah told me while glancing down, watching what I was doing. “Do you want to come?” he inquired as Daniel, his much taller brother with red hair and freckles, stood behind him, smiling widely.

“Owkay!” I readily agreed, squinting up towards the blinding sun. Upon standing, I coiled the fishing line for later use and left it by the sink inside the bait house attached to the barn. Then we set off together, climbing up the limestone steps leading towards the rock path, laughing and talking as we went.

“Whay’uh’s Katie and Tabi at?” I wondered aloud as we walked barefoot down one of the rocky trails that eventually fed into the Queen’s Highway, like a river’s tributary.

“They said they’d meet us down at the Narrows,” Daniel replied. “They wanted to go swimming before we went into town.”

The Narrows was a skinny land bridge of sharply exposed coral rock separating the northern part of the island, where Cave Hill and some other large estates were located, from the southern portion, including the town. On one side was the Abaco Sea, and on the other was the Atlantic Ocean, which quickly dropped off into a deep blue abyss once the continental shelf was reached a mile or two offshore. The Narrows was less than 20 feet at its widest point, and was notorious for puncturing the tires of golf carts whenever crossing.

I nodded. “Ded yew two see deh big squid dat washed up by duh Pitcayun’s dock dis moaning?” I asked them.

Even though we only saw each other once or twice a year, my cousins always seemed to understand what I was trying to say.

“Really?” Daniel asked, clearly intrigued. Noah switched between looking at us and the ground to avoid the miniature, spiky pine cones that were unpleasant to step on when walking barefoot, as we were now. “How big was it?” he wanted to know.

“Like dis,” I said, stretching out my arms almost as wide as they could reach. “It was willy big,” I added, widening my eyes and using a serious tone.

“Do you think that it will still be there when we get back?” Noah was curious.

“I own’t tink so,” I disappointed them. “Mistuh Pitcayun said tat he was go’in to take et away wet a shovel wen I was till dayuh dis moanin wet daw.”

When the three of us reached the end of Cave Hill’s expansive property, the gray rocks gave way to loose white sand and we began following the single lane Queen’s Highway toward the Narrows, where Tabi and Katie were swimming. Both sides of the quaint road were flanked by tropical plants and trees. Properties like Cave Hill, with rock-walled trails, had to be regularly maintained to prevent them from being completely overtaken by the surrounding nature.

“Do you want to come over and play Dutch Blitz with us later?” Noah asked as we walked side-by-side down the picturesque road. Uncle Richard and my two cousins loved to play games.

“Sho, owkay,” I readily agreed, leaving a trail of footprints in the sand.

“There they are!” Daniel exclaimed upon spotting the two girls swimming near the shoreline; they always preferred swimming where the water was calmest. After waving them over, our little trio became five as we continued our merry way toward town. Countless lizards, hermit crabs, and colorful hummingbirds were seen along the way.

Man-O-War possessed only two small grocery stores: one in the harbor, where you could load and unload directly from the dock, and another on the high road, in the middle of town. My grandparents followed the same strategy with the two stores as they did the two restaurants, visiting each in turn for their weekly supplies. It was a charming, close-knit little community, mainly clustered around the docks on the harbor side of town, where the boat yard and lumber stores were located.

“You’re the Nettles children, aren’t you?” the woman shopkeeper asked us after selecting some frozen treats from the deep freezer and bringing them up to the cash register without any money to pay. Everyone on the island knew who my grandparents were.

“Yes, ma’am,” Daniel, the oldest, answered for the rest of us as we smiled and simpered sweetly.

“Alright, then.” The cashier grinned. “I’ll just add it to your grandparents’ line of credit,” she said, taking out an old notebook from behind the wooden counter and jotting down a few numbers.

We were certainly spoiled at Man-O-War, though none of us ever realized it at the time. As small children, it seemed perfectly natural that whenever we visited our grandparents’ house, the townspeople would let us buy things without paying for them. They knew our grandparents would always settle the bill, and we never abused the privilege.

The following morning, soon after sunrise, two of my grandparents’ neighbors, Mrs. Leslie and Mr. Tubbs, came over to the guest house to wake us up. “The sea turtles are hatching!” Mrs. Leslie exclaimed in an excited whisper through the open screen door. Nobody ever bothered locking their doors at nighttime on Man-O-War.

“Come quick!” Mr. Tubbs encouraged us. “Come on down to the ocean side and see!” His remarks set off a flurry of half-naked little bodies, suddenly wide awake, as my cousins and I scrambled to find our clothes, throwing them on in an excited panic. Within minutes, we were out the door, setting off at a tear towards the beach trailed by laughter.

The ocean side was the name given to the long stretch of sandy white beach lining the backside of the island. The next piece of land encountered when disembarking from there was either Bermuda, or the Cape Verde Islands, off the north coast of Africa. The ocean side faced the raw, untamed ocean, while the sea side remained calm and tranquil, sometimes smoother than the surface of a pond. Each year, green sea turtles used the ocean side’s coastline for nesting and, on this particular morning, their offspring were starting to hatch, waddling away from their freshly broken shells towards the crashing waves by the hundreds. The wonder and glee were palpable as my siblings, cousins, and I hopped, skipped, and ran along the beach, watching the little turtles flap about on the sand, trying to reach the waves before the seabirds could eat them. We protected most of them, but there were others that we could not save.

I ran up to one of the holes containing a litter of eggs that my cousin Katie, two years my junior, was poking around intently inside with a small stick. There was a single baby sea turtle remaining, the others having already escaped. The lone turtle wiggled slightly from side to side, but its fins did not flap nor its head move. Katie was gently trying to prod it with the stick, trying to help it gain enough momentum to crawl out of the hole.

“Whut’s wong wed it?” I asked her curiously. “Ez it sic?”

“I don’t know,” Katie replied innocently in her raspy tone. “I’m trying to help it,” she sweetly added.

Having no success, Katie poked the little creature with increasing force until it finally flipped over onto the back of its shell. Its belly was filled to the brim with white maggots, writhing around inside. That’s why it was wiggling. Katie let out a sudden shriek, running over to Mrs. Leslie for comfort, reporting the atrocity firsthand. She pointed back towards the hole while Mrs. Leslie wiped away her tears.

Some family reunions Pa took my father and me out deep-sea fishing on Harbour Light. Pa always made sure the boat was fueled up and ready to go while my father and I prepared the rods, tackle, and bait. We woke up early, before dawn, when the first gray light of morning began streaking bolts of orange and red across the brightening sky. We walked across the wooden deck of the guest houses before descending the stairs leading to the white gravel road while everyone still slept, following it down to the dock next to the barn.

In the barn’s bait house, a small rectangular room with a sink, counter, and a single deep freezer, I helped my father thread the large iron hooks through the ballyhoo we left out to thaw on the night before. Once everything was ready, the three of us climbed into Harbour Light where Pa cranked on the dual outboard Mercury 200s, slowly taking us out of the harbor. We purred through the narrow channel, past the fishing dock, and out to where the seabed deepened before opening her up.

Our cruising ground was always on the ocean side of Man-O-War Cay, off the back of the island, where the continental shelf of the United States drops off into the blue abyss. We caught kingfish, tuna, seabass, wahoo, and mahi-mahi simply by trolling along the shelf. The boat rolled and wallowed over the heavy oceanic swell until, all at once, a fish would strike, spinning off the wire-wrapped reel that whined loudly as it ran out.

We often caught great barracudas, which we did not eat because they could be toxic to humans. Additionally, their meat was of very poor quality when compared to the other types of game fish in the area. Whenever a really large barracuda was caught, however, we used it as bait. After cleaning and stripping the edible fish first, we cut off the barracuda’s head before running a large iron hook through its trunk to its tail. We then attached the free end of a heavy chain to the last piling of the dock and the hooked end, with the carcass still attached, was cast out as far as could be managed. Early the next morning, I was awoken by the men and Mr. Willy talking excitedly on their way down to the fishing dock, eager to see what they had caught.

“What kind do you think it is?” my father asked Mr. Willy, “and how big?”

“Oh, I own no, Suh,” Mr. Willy answered with a wide, almost toothless smile, “but issa big! Ain’t no baby, they’s no doubt.” He was adamant.

“Is it heavy?” my brother Josh wondered in excited awe.

“Heavy as all!” Mr. Willy exclaimed emphatically. “I culdn’t of moved it if I tried!”

“Russ, stop inside the barn and grab the cutter knife,” instructed Pa, leading the way towards the dock.

At the end of the heavy chain was a seven-foot Lemon Shark whose jaws were prized dearly. With considerable effort, the group of men pulled in the massive beast, which was already dead from its previous night’s exertions on the hook. We usually caught Whitetip Sharks and occasionally, threshers. After being pulled from the water, the shark’s jaws were cut out before its body was loaded up into Harbour Light and towed out to sea for dumping. The jaws were then stripped clean, bleached, and hung along the rafters of the barn for all to see. Rows of large, triangular, razor-sharp teeth gaped outward, visible to any passerby who came near. Eventually, the practice was halted after Pa determined that our trophy hunting was detrimental to the environment, bringing our shark-catching days to an end.

Mr. Willy was the Haitian man who worked for Pa and Gringy as
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