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Disclaimer:

This work depicts actual events in the life of the author, told as truthfully as recollection permits. While all persons within are actual individuals, some names and identifying characteristics have been changed to respect their privacy.
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To those of you who signed the waivers allowing me to use your full names in this book—thank you. Coming up with fake names for everyone would’ve been a challenge, plus it’s a lot more fun to see your actual names reflected on these pages. Thanks for your support of this book, and for being a part of my life. The stories in this book wouldn’t exist without you.

––––––––
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Note:

I do know grammar—but this book is written like I’m telling you the story, not like a paper I would turn in to the 2nd District Court of Appeals. Some stylistic choices have been made to preserve the informal tone of the book, and to keep it authentic to how I would’ve told it if you were sitting across the table from me, in person.
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The general public has an opinion about lawyers. Without quoting words I’ve promised my co-author not to use in this book, it boils down to this: They are not one of us. They come from money. They’re dishonest, and don’t really care about their clients—like the old joke firm Dewey, Cheatem and Howe. Their mom and dad paid for their school. They come from privilege and advantage. At worst, they’re out for themselves, and at best, they’re out of touch, far removed from the down-to-earth lives of “the rest of us.” They were born with a silver spoon.

I was not.

This book will show you another side of the law. It won’t always be pretty, but it will be real. It will be honest. It will tell how I got from A to Z—from the redneck orange groves of Brandon, FL to owning and running one of the top-performing law firms in the Tampa Bay area. It will tell parts of law school and law life you might not believe if I didn’t have pictures. (I do.) It will show you my heart behind what I do, and that there really are lawyers who care about their clients.

These stories probably won’t be what you expect. But they are true stories. They are my stories.

They are the other side of the law.




–Paul
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Orange Groves and Trailer Parks
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Chapter 1
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Small Town Brandon Back in the Day

––––––––
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The House on Larson Avenue

Like all people, my memories of my earliest years are vague at best. I was born on July 22, 1964. I had one brother two years older than me (Jody), and a younger brother by about eighteen months (Keith). I had a mom, of course. And for a time, I had a dad.

We lived in a trailer park, and at some point before I can remember, we moved into the house at 203 Larson Avenue, only two miles from where our Reed & Reed office is today. The house on Larson was a concrete block home, and small by many of today’s standards. It was just under 1200 square feet, with three bedrooms about ten by ten feet each, a living room, a small kitchen, two bathrooms, and no air conditioning. The inside of the house was decorated simply, with the fashion of the day: beige walls, gold curtains, table lamps with beige lampshades, and furniture in shades of gold, orange, or brown. We had a plush armchair covered in velvety, dark orange fabric, and dark wood furniture accented with deep green potted plants and a bright green, sculpted ashtray. A miniature, grandfather-style clock hung on the wall by the front door.
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The living room on Larson Avenue.

I always wanted a grandfather clock but could not remember why until writing this book and finding this picture.

Our house did not have many of the features modern day homes have. Microwave oven? Never heard of that growing up. Cable TV? What was that? There were no locks on the door... that, I miss. We didn’t have a dishwasher at first, but when we got one, we were very excited! It was great, but it wasn’t like dishwashers today. For one thing, it hooked up to the sink to turn on. We’d have to take out all the cords and hook it up before we could use it. Also, it was huge. It wouldn’t fit inside a cabinet, so it just sat in the corner of the kitchen against the door, and we moved it around as needed. If we needed to cook, we moved it into the next room where the dining table was. When we wanted to wash dishes, we moved it back into the kitchen. So the dishwasher got run at night when everybody went to bed, and other than that, we just worked around it or moved it. We all loved that dishwasher! We had a little television in the living room, a big box-style contraption with a small, nineteen-inch screen set inside it. There was no cable TV—it didn’t exist yet, at least not at our house. So we had a huge, thirty-foot antenna outside the house. We only got about four channels: 8, 10, 13, 44... and maybe PBS. Channels 10 and 44 were brutal to tune in. Someone would have to go outside and turn the giant antenna by hand to get those channels to show up. The others would be inside, yelling, “Hey, go back! Go back the other way! Stop, stop, that’s good!” Once it was tuned in, the person moving the antenna would go back inside to watch TV with everyone else. If we decided we wanted to change the channel again, someone would have to go back outside to turn the antenna. It really sucked when it was raining, because there was nothing to do but watch TV, so someone would have to go outside in the rain. Eventually, we got a little dial on the TV that would turn the outside antenna for us, and we were like, “Woohoo! We’re filthy rich!” The yard out front was not very large, and was just grass—no fancy landscaping or shrubbery. Behind the house was a big open field, and across the street from the front of the house, there was a four- to five-acre field with a pond. Nowadays, that acreage is overgrown, fenced off with a house next to it, and the pond is a dried-up drainage ditch. But back then, it was our pond, and we played in it all the time. We didn’t own it, but that was a technicality. To us and to our friends in the neighborhood, it was ours.

At some point later on, we got a pool put in the backyard—a vinyl fiberglass one, not a fancy concrete one, but we had a pool! We were living large.

Larson Avenue began at Parsons Avenue (a high-traffic road) and ended at Horace Mann Junior High. There were five houses between our house and Parsons, and five houses in the other direction between our house and Horace Mann. My friends and I used Horace Mann as our playground. You wouldn’t be able to do this today—there’s a fence out front, and if a big gang of kids came and raced through the property like we did, someone would probably call the cops—but back then, Horace Mann was wide open. It had monkey bars, swings, a basketball court, a football field with actual field goals, and open hallways perfect for riding bikes. It even had a teeter totter.

The main road behind Horace Mann—Kingsway Road—is a busy strip of businesses and shops, these days, with neighborhoods and houses tucked down side streets. But back then, Kingsway was mostly orange groves, with the exception of the “rich” neighborhood. (They even had their own community swimming pool.) We had a great group of guys in our neighborhood. Wally, Larry, Gary, and Fred were older, but we all played together. Then there were Hal, Lee, Roy, Wayne, Donald, Chris, and too many others to name, all within biking or walking distance of Horace Mann. Wally and Larry’s family had some money; they owned Brandon Supply store, the only hardware store in Brandon at the time. Today, that two-acre lot on the north corner of Larson is a big church, but back then, it was where Wally and Larry lived. Wally was probably two years older than Jody, and Larry was a year older than Wally, but the age difference didn’t matter for playing sports together—we were all good; Wally played on the high school team, and Jody eventually went to the big leagues. As kids, that’s nearly all we did, from the time the sun rose until it set, except for when we were at school. On Saturdays, we would get up as quietly as we could and try to get out of the house, because if Mom was up first, she’d put us to work. (We had removed the screen on the window by the front door so that our dog, Zeke, could come in and out when he wanted to... so instead of opening the door, we climbed out the window.)
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Zeke




We were never without a dog during my childhood. We had lots of dogs over the years, and they just roamed the house, the yard, and the neighborhood. There was no fence or leash. Zeke, the dog we had when I was young, was a golden retriever. When we went to play, he would just follow us—to Horace Mann, to the pond, or wherever.

Zeke would also leave for two to three days at a time. We wouldn’t see him, then he’d come back exhausted. One time, a neighbor brought a container full of puppies, said, “These are yours,” then dropped them off and left. They were Zeke’s puppies. (Back then, people didn’t neuter their pets; it just wasn’t a thing, yet. I guess that’s why Bob Barker made such a big deal about it on The Price is Right.)
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Even on school days, we’d come home and play. Wally and Larry had a barn, and a corral with horses, a pony, and a pig named Grunt. Their property was where we’d play baseball. Home plate was their big hickory nut tree facing Parsons, and the barn was the edge of the outfield. We’d play two on two, Wally and me versus Larry and Jody, or whatever. Just a pitcher and outfielder. There was a tree right in the middle of the property, in the outfield. If we hit the ball to the right side of the tree, we were out. If anyone ever wonders why Jody got to the big leagues and I was heading that way myself, this is why—we got really good at aiming our hits. The telephone pole was on the third base side of our baseball field, the tree was dead center field, and we had to hit it in between, or we were out. If we hit it onto the barn, that was a home run... but the outfielder could catch it as it rolled off the roof of the barn. So we’d run up to the barn, jump, catch the ball—You’re out!

Gary lived across from Wally and Larry, three houses down from us. Gary was about four or five years older than me, and his parents were divorced, so it was just Gary, his mom (Ms. Linda), and his sister Mary Linda. She was about my age, and by default, a tomboy. But by and large, the neighborhood was a gang of guys.

We would play baseball at Wally and Larry’s, basketball in our driveway (we had a hoop above our garage nailed right into the roof!), football at Horace Mann, and orange wars in the groves. If you’ve never heard of orange wars, it was a game where we would break into two teams. One team would go to one side of the area we’d chosen, the other team would go to the other side, and then we’d converge and start blasting each other with oranges.

We also dug a tunnel fort in the field behind us, rode bikes, played in the pond, went skateboarding, camped out, and went to Lithia Springs. Everything we played, we played hard, we played to win, and we played until somebody usually got hurt. Other than injuries, the only thing that stopped us from playing was Mom calling us home for dinner. We didn’t sit around the house, period. We played from sun up until the sun set.

It was one heck of a neighborhood.

––––––––
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Mom, Jody, Keith, and Me

My mom was young and attractive when we were kids—she’d had all three of us boys by the time she was twenty-two. In my memories and in pictures from back then, she’s slim, well-dressed, and classy, with tasteful makeup and carefully styled hair, just flat out beautiful. She’s still like that today, actually. Mom’s always been a looker. Even in her seventies, she still gets random compliments when she goes out.
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Mom, back then.

Jim Reed was my “dad.” He was five-foot-eleven with black hair and brown eyes, a good looking man. He was on the last H.B. Plant High School State Championship basketball team. Although he got a basketball scholarship to college, he joined the Marines instead. Honestly, I don’t really have much to say about my dad, because he left when I was about four years old, and was never around after that. One afternoon, while working at the Bank of America building as an attorney in downtown Tampa, I ran into him. He was not facing in my direction, so I didn’t know how to get his attention. I’d never called him Dad after he left, and I didn’t feel comfortable calling him Jim because growing up, you did not call adults by their first names. So I finagled myself into a position where he could see me, and I just said, “Hey.” Talk about awkward—that’s an understatement.

I have two distinct memories of Dad/Jim from the years before he left. In one, Jim, Grandpa Reed, and our neighbor, Mr. Glenn, were installing an air conditioner in our home, one of those old wall units. They placed it in the garage, where it could shoot down the hall. That air conditioner was a steadier presence in my life than my dad was.
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Mom, Jim, Me, Keith, and Jody

The only other thing I really remember about him was the day he left. To this day, in my mind I think we were under a tornado watch or a hurricane was coming, but in reality, it could’ve been just a typical, violent summer storm with lightning. To me, that day was like the end of the earth. He and my mom got into a fight, and he just... left. I remember crying, begging him to stay. He didn’t.

And that was it; he was gone.

Later, I had two step dads at different points in my life—John Morrell, for about five years (ages ten to fifteen), and Stinger (from age twenty until he passed away a few years ago). They were both good guys, and the closest things to a dad I ever had. In the early years, though, it was just Mom, Jody, Keith, and me, in the house on Larson Avenue.
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Me, Keith, and Jody during one of our

football seasons.
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Mom with Keith, Me, and Jody

––––––––
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When Jim left, Mom was only about twenty-five years old. She’d had Jody when she was eighteen, me at twenty, and Keith at twenty-two. There was a daughter too, between Jody and me, who died a few days after birth. (So we would’ve had a sister. Wow, wouldn’t that have been cool!) We never talked about that, ever, other than the conversation where we found out about her.

Raising three Reed boys was a total handful for Mom. She was young, and we were hellions. But she made us breakfast, went to all our games, and took us places—there was 100 percent love. We never doubted that at all. There’s not a woman who ever loved her children more than Mom.

Mom was a nurse. She worked all the time. There was no silver spoon at 203 Larson Avenue. If there happened to be some dinner left over after we all got servings, whoever ate fastest got seconds. To this day, if you watch Jody or me eat, we still scarf down our food. We weren’t rich, but we also weren’t poor. Life was good.

Mom made sure we took our studies seriously, and she made sure we were involved in every sport Brandon had to offer. During football season we played football, in basketball season we’d play basketball with the county league, and in baseball season we played at North Brandon Little League (NBLL), which was behind Yates Elementary at that time. At one point, I was even in a competitive bowling league.
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Me, Jody, and Keith during one of our

baseball seasons

We would spend most nights on that Little League field: Mom was the NBLL designated score-keeper. We were there almost every night... except on Wednesday night or Sundays, of course, because those nights, we were at church. We attended Sunday school and church weekly. We also went to a lot of movies with Mom, back then, and big nights out were trips to the Waffle House or Whataburger, where we would eat in the car (kind of like Sonic today). I think there are still some Whataburgers around, though not in Brandon anymore. During the summer time, we were always at one body of water or another, whether it be the beach, Lake Ellen, or Lithia Springs.
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Come Hell or High Water


I was in a bowling league for a while as a kid, and I was pretty good. So during the champion game, I was bowling against a girl, and we were neck and neck. I slipped, fell, and the bowling ball landed on my right hand and broke my finger. And I was right-handed.

God bless Mom—knowing my competitive spirit and can’t lose attitude, she allowed me to keep playing. My hand swelled up so much, I couldn’t even get my fingers in the holes. I had to bowl by rolling the ball with two hands, but I wasn’t about to lose to a girl. I was going to finish that game, come hell or high water.

I was crying, trying to bowl, bending over, bowling with my left hand—finally, Mom made me leave, and I lost by default.

I remember crying all the way to the hospital, not because my hand was in pain, but because I couldn’t finish the game.
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My brother Jody and I were together twenty-four seven. We played every sport together, rode bikes together, more or less did everything together. I was on the shy side, but Jody was a ladies’ man. Our younger brother, Keith, was more of a fighter. He didn’t take crap from anyone. For whatever reason, Jody and I did not hang out as much with Keith. Keith had his own friends, and just tended to do his own thing with the kids his age. Jody was mom’s favorite. He could do whatever he wanted. But Mom really had her hands full with all three of us. Jody was a pretty boy, I was super smart and stubborn, and Keith was such a little terror, everyone just left him alone; he was kinda scary. There’s a picture I’ll include here, from when we were about nine, ten, or eleven—Jody’s got this flowing, long blonde hair. Keith and I have bowl cuts Mom just gave us at home, but not Jody; he went to the beauty salon to get his hair cut. Mom won’t admit it, Jody won’t admit it... but when Keith was still here, he’d back me up: Jody was the favorite. Period.
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Jody (top left), with Keith (middle), and me (top right). Keith and I are modeling our bowl cuts.




The Margison Clan



As I said earlier, being a single mom of three boys, Mom worked a lot. To say overtime pay was important would not do that statement justice. There was a neighborhood family, the Margisons, who had ten kids: seven boys and three girls. They were at our house so often, it seemed like they lived with us. In fact, one of them, Ricky, actually did live with us at one point. Having someone there to help watch us allowed Mom to juggle being a single parent, working, and trying to have some semblance of a life of her own. Ricky wasn’t strict with us—we wouldn’t have listened to him if he had been. We enjoyed him living with us. Ricky moved in and stayed until graduating from high school and joining the army. About that time, we were old enough to stay by ourselves whenever Mom wasn’t home.

I’m still close with all the Margisons. The Margisons were, and still are, family. As of this writing, I have represented both Joanne, Roy, and Ricky for motor vehicle crashes, plus Wayne for an assault and battery at an Orlando drinking establishment, and have gotten money for all of them.

One of the eight Margisons, Roy, was my age. We were friends at birth and remain friends to this day. We still grab a beer on occasion.

Like I said, the Margisons weren’t really authority figures when they were at our house, but we also didn’t give them much trouble. We went to school, played, then came home, and one of them would have dinner ready for us. We’d eat, do homework, watch TV, maybe play a game or whatever, and go to bed.
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Oranges




Growing up, our snacks were oranges picked fresh from the nearby groves. Mom, God bless her, provided the main meals—but for snacks we’d go through the orange grove with a paper bag from Publix, and fill it up with oranges. We had a little old- school juice squeezer that spun around, so we made our own orange juice, and oranges were our snack. For lunches, we had peanut butter and jelly or a bologna sandwich, with oranges and maybe some chips —so we ate a lot of oranges. I still love oranges.



[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]


Being boys, we made up crazy games to play. We had one game where somebody would stand at the end of the hallway with a BB gun. Then we’d put pillows and blankets in front of the closet door at the end of the hallway, and the other kids would run back and forth across the hallway between the bedrooms, being shot at by the person with the BB gun until someone got hit. When you got hit, your prize was you got to be the shooter next. We had to aim from the waist down, so there were no major injuries, but being hit stung bad. That was one game we’d play while Mom was at work, and Ricky would even play it with us.

We had another game called “Lights Out.” Jody, Ricky, Roy, Keith, and I would all play it together. We’d close all the curtains so the house was pitch black. One person would be “It” and would go out to the garage where the electric box was while everyone else hid. The “It” person would turn off the electricity, then come back in and try to find everyone. Once he found someone, he’d have to hold on to the person while screaming, “Lights! Lights!” until someone else made their way to the garage to flip the breaker. Whoever was “It” had to still be holding onto the person he’d found when the lights came back on. Sometimes, you’d be getting the heck beat out of you holding on, screaming, “Lights! Lights!” We’d play that for hours. Here’s the problem with the Lights Out game: Mom got bored easily. What do I mean by that statement? Well, she would move the furniture on a regular basis. One time, I was running from somebody, and I thought I was gonna dive-bomb onto the bed. Well, Mom had moved the bed, so I hit the oak dresser—bam. Unconscious. Someone heard the thump, turned on the lights... and it was “Lights Out” for me. That’s when the game ended: “Oh, someone’s unconscious. Game over.”

––––––––
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Little Monkeys

Jody, Keith, and I were like little monkeys. We could scale up that antenna outside our house and be on the roof in two or three seconds. We would do that often if we were fighting or playing some kind of tag. When Ricky Margison  was  living  with us, he was almost like Greg from The Brady Bunch—the long hair, the big collar shirt, bell bottoms, and stupid looking shoes (to us, at least). One night, Ricky was going out on a date, and being the Reeds we were, we decided we’d get up on the roof with a bucket of water, and when he came out to leave for his date, we would dump it on him. So we did. And he was furious. We were up there on the roof, mocking him, and he was yelling up at us—there was a tree on the other side of the house, but if he came up that way, we’d just jump off. He knew there was no way to catch us. He ended up having to go back inside and redo his hair and everything.
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Me, Keith, and Jody

Ricky wasn’t our only target. Some older kids who attended Horace Mann would walk through our neighborhood after school let out, to get across Parsons Avenue to Brandon High School (especially during football season to catch the games there). So we’d hide at the pond and ambush them with water balloons. They’d start chasing us, and we’d just fly past them, make it home, and scurry up onto the roof. They’d be yelling at us, “Reeds, we’re gonna kill you!” But they could never catch us. We knew the area too well. The pond, Horace Mann, the orange grove—that whole little area, that was our home.

––––––––
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Grandpa and Grandma Reed

For a while after Jim left, there was a rift between my mom and my Reed grandparents. We didn’t see Grandma and Grandpa Reed for a year or two after the divorce, even though they lived only a half mile or so away from us.

Then one day, Mom, Jody, Keith, and I were all in the car coming back from somewhere, and Mom drove past our turn onto Larson.

I remember one of us asking, “Where are you going?”

Mom just said, “It’s been long enough. Let’s go see your grandparents.” And that was that.

From that point on, they were back in our lives—very much so. Grandma and Grandpa Reed were a huge part of my childhood. They both wore glasses. Grandma Reed had shoulder-length hair dyed dark brown, and a warm, kind smile. Grandpa had white hair, and was very quiet, but when he spoke, you listened. He tried to act hard, but he wasn’t. He taught us how to work on cars, and in the summers, he would have us do things around the house for money, like painting the house. He taught us to do things well: You did not just slap on paint. You would sand the house, prime the house, then paint it. There were no shortcuts. He instilled that in us.
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Keith, when he was older, with Grandma and Grandpa Reed

Grandpa was the kind of guy who didn’t believe in credit: you paid cash for what you purchased, and saved up until you could. He didn’t believe in giving us money; he believed we should earn it. Grandma Reed loved us to death. She was very outgoing and positive. She would slip us cash when Grandpa wasn’t looking, and Grandpa would pretend not to know.

They were truly good people.

We would go to their house all the time, as kids, and when I got old enough to drive, I’d go over there nearly everyday. But even back in those earliest years, Mom took us to Grandpa and Grandma Reed’s house often, especially for holidays. And in those early years, we were still naive enough to hope “Dad” might show up there for Thanksgiving or Christmas, or even for birthdays. Too many times, I remember us asking, “Is Dad coming? Is Dad coming?”

He never did.

––––––––
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Kindergarten Dropout

As a young child, I was intelligent...and stubborn. If you’ve ever seen The Big Bang Theory TV show, just picture me as a young, athletic, cute version of Sheldon Cooper. Mom sure had her hands full, raising me.

Our house was almost two miles from Yates Elementary. At six or seven years old, Mom didn’t take us and drop us off at school— we rode our bikes. Today, you can’t even let your kids play in the front yard without supervision. Back then, we would truck off on our bikes up the road to Jersey Avenue and down to Kingsway, go to school, and park our bikes in the bike rack. Then at the end of the day, we’d pedal away. That was just what we did.

I was a kindergarten dropout. Mom would take me to kindergarten, but I went a couple of times, and said, “These kids are stupid. I don’t have time for this.” I told my mom, “I’m not going anymore.” (Kindergarten wasn’t mandatory.) So my brother graduated from the little kindergarten, but not I.
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Side-by-side photos in a frame: Jody in his kindergarten graduation outfit, and me... without one.

Eventually, I started actual elementary school. When I was about six, there was a daycare center about halfway between school and our house that I was supposed to stop at on my way home. It was called Simmons Daycare—it’s still there, at the time of writing this—and one day, instead of going inside, I decided, I don’t need this, I’m going home. (Just like I’d done with kindergarten.)

Mom showed up at the daycare later to pick me up, and she was like, “Where’s Paul?”

The daycare said, “He never showed up.”

Mom was frantic. Kidnappings weren’t part of the social norms back in the day—but still, I wasn’t there.

I was home watching TV, or doing homework, or playing, or whatever.

Mom came flying into the driveway, taking the wheel sideways like The Fast and the Furious—and there I was, sitting on the couch, eating cereal.

Mom wasn’t happy.

But I told her, just like kindergarten: “I don’t think this daycare is for me.”

I quit going to daycare. I remember literally thinking, “These kids are idiots. I want no part of this.”

This was somewhat of a trend in my life—I’ve never been good at just doing what people tell me to do. As a kid, I tested quite high on my IQ test, and my national standard test results were always in the ninety-ninth percentile, so in fifth grade, the school district would have me picked up from Yates and taken to a gifted school a couple times a week... I quit that, too, because I wanted to stay and play with my friends at Yates. In my mind, those “gifted” kids at the other school were nerds, and I wanted no part of it.
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Hairless King Arthur




At one point, Jody was in that little Kindergarten school, and they were doing a play for King Arthur. Jody, of course, was King Arthur, and he grew out his hair for months for the role. Right before the play, Jody decided he didn’t like the long hair—it was hot or some- thing—and he asked me to give him a haircut. I butchered it, cut all his hair off. I got my butt whipped for that one. Mom had to shave Jody’s head, and he was King Arthur with no hair.
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When I was in school, the county bussed kids from the suburbs to the inner city, then from inner city to the suburbs. So after Yates, I was taken to a sixth-grade center, Williams, somewhere in Tampa. The next year I went to a seventh-grade center, Franklin, off I-4 near 22nd Street. We had to pick up a bus about 6 a.m. at Horace Mann. It was dark when we’d catch the bus and go to the inner city. I don’t recall it being that big of an issue, didn’t think much about it—we just went. Then I went to Horace Mann, and after that, I went to Brandon High.

I eventually finished school. I went to college, got my Masters, even went to law school and became a lawyer. But kindergarten or that gifted school? I couldn’t be bothered.

––––––––
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Making Friends with Bullies

Roy Margison and I hung out a lot together, and Jody hung out a lot with a boy named Lee. Lee’s dad was an architect, so they had money, but Lee was a hellion with a bit of a mean streak. He once threw a rock through a church’s stained glass window, just for fun. He literally got whipped from head to toe. When we got to school the next day, the teacher asked what happened. (Remember, he was black and blue.) Lee told her. The teacher’s response was, “I bet you won’t do that again!”

Lee was right between Jody and me in age—I was nine, he was ten, Jody was eleven. Sometimes, I’d kind of tag along with the two of them and Lee would bust my chops and give me a hard time, but we’d still play together.

At Yates Elementary, Jody was being bullied by some bigger kid. He’d follow Jody home and mess with him. This bully was blonde-haired, pudgy, and taller than any of us.

Now, our back yard on Larson Avenue was basically a vacant lot stretching between our house and another road. There was no other house on that lot for a long time, so that was where we played baseball or football and rode our mini bikes and go-carts. The little New Hope church building was right beyond our back yard, so on Sundays, we’d get our little suits on, with our little clip-on ties, and walk to church. Beside the church building was a field, which is now apartment complexes, that stretched from New Hope Road to Clay Street. I’ve never seen a wheat field, but this field looked how I pictured a wheat field in my mind—it was not actual wheat, but some kind of brown straw with little feathery things up top. We had a path that cut from New Hope Road to Clay Street, because Yates Elementary was off Kingsway about a mile past Clay, so when we went to school, we’d walk through there sometimes.

Anyway, Lee and I got the idea to ambush Jody’s bully in that field and beat the heck out of him. We were rednecks; we could fight. So that’s exactly what we did.

I was on one side of the trail. Lee was on the other. Jody came through, and there was the bully, right behind him. When that bully got to us, he got a surprise. Jody stopped, turned around, and we all ran at him from three directions. We punched and kicked the heck out of him... but that was Brandon, back then. Fighting was a way of life. It was how we settled our differences.

Believe it or not—it’s funny how this works—after that, that boy and Jody became good friends. There was no more bullying.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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Bunch of Hellions

The Pond

As I mentioned before, across the street from our house was a piece of land that spanned a good four to five acres, with a retention pond in the middle of it. We had a tree swing by the pond, and we had a trail there, too, a shortcut through the field that we’d use to get to Roy’s house, or to Horace Mann. Cutting by the pond was quicker than going all the way down to the end of the street.

We practically lived in that pond.

The pond itself wasn’t that big. It was just a pond. You could swim one side to the other, no issue, but it was nasty, so we didn’t swim in it; we just played in it. We would make a ramp, and jump our bikes into it.

The pond was so nasty, at some point it caused an infection in my ear that lasted for about a year. My ear would clog, and I’d have to go to the doctor, and he’d suction out what looked like a raw oyster out of my ear. But it felt so good when it came out. Then he’d put the medicine in, and say “Stay out of the pond.” But we weren’t gonna stay out of the pond—it was the pond. Between doctor visits, if my ear was hurting me, Mom would blow a little cigarette smoke into my ear to
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