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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The events, places, and people in this memoir are real, though some names, titles, and identities have been modified to protect privacy. My goal is to respect individuals while preserving the integrity of the story.

      Some of these events take place after Hurricane Katrina. Certain businesses or residences may no longer exist or may have changed ownership. These accounts are drawn from my memory and reliable word-of-mouth stories from residents of Biloxi, Mississippi, and the surrounding Gulf Coast. If an event occurs outside southern Mississippi, I will specify.

      Complete accuracy cannot be guaranteed due to the passage of time, and others may recall the same events differently. This is my story as I remember it—not to glorify any choices but to offer hope, understanding, and inspiration. In a world dominated by darkness, even the smallest light can shine incredibly bright.

      Never think you are irrelevant. We all have the power to make a difference, no matter how big or small. Take the first step, and God will do the rest.

      — Mack R. Broussard Jr.

      BUILDING BLOCKS

      Life is a series of choices—decisions that shape who we are. The road is unpredictable, and happiness often feels fleeting. Yet, our capacity to love gives it meaning. Many find joy in the simple things: family, friendships, hard work, and the hope that future generations will have an easier, more fulfilling life.

      A wise person once told me that three fundamental building blocks create a strong foundation for a meaningful life:

      
        
          	
        God – A personal relationship with Him provides guidance and purpose.
      

      	
        Family – The unwavering support of family offers security and belonging. We may not choose them, but they remain constant.
      

      	
        Education – Knowledge and skills empower us to build a stable future. Once learned, no one can take them away.
      

      

      

      Alongside these, values like respect, honor, integrity, love, and forgiveness shape our character. They define us and rarely fail. Thanks for that wisdom, Beautiful—my mother, the most beautiful person I know.

      

      A Community Like No Other

      In the 1970s and ’80s, Point Cadet on the Mississippi Gulf Coast thrived on Cajun-French traditions and culture. Our neighborhood was diverse, yet tightly knit. If you weren’t related by blood, you were still considered family. Financial wealth was rare, but we were rich in contentment, living a simple, carefree life.

      A man’s word was his bond, sealed with a handshake. The community looked after its own. My grandfathers, father, uncles, and other fishermen made sure the elderly and struggling families had food. My dad’s shrimp boat often carried extra seafood to those in need. Even as a boy, I understood that helping others wasn’t just a good deed—it was a way of life.

      I remember pushing a lawnmower around the neighborhood, earning a little money cutting grass. But often, my friends and I did it for free—because an elderly woman had no one to help her, or simply because someone needed it. That was the way of our community.

      Organizations like The French Club (now The Fleur De Lis Society) were always involved, hosting children’s carnivals, fishing tournaments that turned into fish fries, and bingo nights for the elderly. Other groups, like The Knights of Columbus, The Moose Lodge, and The VFW, played their part in supporting the people around us.

      But not all groups were good.

      

      A Darker Side

      Beneath the surface of our tight-knit community, an extreme group operated in the shadows—organized crime, the Mafia. As a young man, I became entangled with a different group whose influence left a wake of uncertainty and fear.

      Corruption ran deep, touching politicians, law enforcement, and the legal system. A judge and his wife were murdered, and our mayor became a suspect. Businesses across the Gulf Coast fell under scrutiny. The impact of these events was so profound that a book was written about it—Mississippi Mud, which became a national bestseller.

      As a young man, I witnessed two powerful forces that shaped my life forever:

      
        
          	
        The Selflessness of a Caring Community – I saw people let go of excess to help others, ensuring no one went to bed hungry. The simplicity of life brought true happiness.
      

      	
        The Corruption of Organized Crime – I saw greed and selfishness drive people to extremes in their quest for power. They lived in constant paranoia, envied by others yet never at peace.
      

      

      

      Every young person needs role models. I found myself torn between two paths: the fantasy of organized crime, with its deception and danger, and the simple, worry-free life that brought contentment to families.

      This is my story of a young boy being raised in the Dirty South.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          Downtown Biloxi, 1970

        

      

    

    
      Whap!

      A woman groaned in pain.

      “You son of a bitch! She has nothing to do with this!” Donovan yelled. “You’ll kill her! For Christ’s sake, stop! It’s me you want, not her—punish me!”

      Gauss, a towering figure in the dimly lit warehouse, smirked. “Is this not punishing you, Donovan?” He paced in slow, deliberate steps, his voice calm, calculated. “You are numb—numb in your feelings, your decisions, your ambitions. How else do I get your attention, to make you truly feel the weight of your choices?”

      Robley clenched his fists. “What does this have to do with me and Tany, Gauss?”

      “Nothing. And everything.” Gauss turned, his eyes cold. “You hold influence. You command respect in the family’s eyes. And yet, Donovan has disgraced himself. He disrespected the family with his insubordination. I am simply ensuring that this never happens again.”

      He leaned in closer. “Because, you see, shit rolls downhill. And do you know who gets the shit when things aren’t in order? Do you!?”

      Whap!

      The woman whimpered, slumping in her chair.

      Robley lunged forward. “Damn it, Gauss, you’ve made your point! You don’t have to take it out on his wife! That’s where you draw the line!”

      Gauss smirked. “Ah, yes… the line.” He straightened his suit and adjusted his cufflinks. “It’s time to choose.”

      Robley frowned. “Choose? Choose what?”

      Gauss’s voice turned to ice. “Your loyalty.”

      Donovan’s face twisted in rage. “You’re making me choose between what? The life or my wife? You’re insane!”

      Gauss sighed. “No, Donovan. It appears you are the one who is insane—thinking you could outwit, outsmart, and outmaneuver the machine we call family. You are merely a single component of a collective whole. And you… can be replaced.”

      He stepped back. “I leave you with a choice, Donovan. And your answer will not be with words. You will answer me with your actions.” His gaze flickered to Robley. “As for you and Tany… clean up this mess. Metaphorically and for real. Make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      Whap!

      The woman’s body went limp in the chair.

      Gauss adjusted his tie, then turned on his heel. The cadence of his footsteps echoed against bare concrete as he and his security detail exited the empty warehouse.

      Silence remained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            TEN YEARS LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      [A woman’s voice yelling in the distance]

      “Maaaaaaaaaaaackie!”

      I knew that voice anywhere—Momma calling.

      “There’s Momma calling, Lil’ Dom. I gotta go. See you at the bus stop in the morning.”

      “Alright, Mackie. Hey, don’t forget to bring a blank cassette so I can make a copy of your Beastie Boys album. Tell Aunt Tany I love her too.”

      Everyone loved my mom. She was as real as real could be—never sugar-coated anything, and she’d give you the shirt off her back if you needed it.

      “Alright, Lil’ Dom, will do. See you in the morning. Tell everybody hello, and we love them your way.”

      Lil’ Dom was the third generation of his name. His grandfather and my grandfather were brothers. Technically, he was my cousin, but in my heart, he was the brother I never had.

      Sprinting, I took off through the maze of buildings that made up the Back Bay Place housing projects. As I turned the last corner, I jumped up to grab a handful of low-hanging Spanish moss dangling from an old oak tree. But on my way down, my foot caught one of its roots, and the ground came up fast.

      I hit hard. Seeing stars, the wind knocked out of me, I looked up toward our second-floor balcony. Momma and Judy stood there watching.

      Concern laced Momma’s voice as she called out, “You alright, Mack?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Just more embarrassed than anything.”

      “Good,” she said. “Now, come on. Mr. Sonny’s got a quarter for you to take his trash to the dumpster.”

      Mr. Sonny and his wife were an elderly couple who lived below us. I ran up to their door and knocked, my face still red from my embarrassing fall—especially since Judy, the only girl in the projects my age, had seen it.

      Mr. Sonny answered with a big smile, showing off a set of teeth so white they had to be fake.

      “Hey, Mackie! How we doin’ today? You takin’ care of your Momma up there, little man? I hear you’re about to be taking care of two women soon! How you feelin’ about having a little sister? You excited?”

      Mr. Sonny had a thick Cajun-Creole accent, and sometimes it was hard to understand him. But being around it all the time, I got the gist. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure how I felt about the new baby. It had always been just me and Momma. Since way back when. All five years of my life.

      “I’m excited, Mr. Sonny. Can’t wait.”

      “Well, that’s great. You’ll make a fine big brother. Here’s a quarter—put it with the rest of your savings.”

      One step closer to getting that new baseball glove for the upcoming season.

      I grabbed Mr. Sonny’s trash and ran it to the dumpster. As I headed back, I heard Momma calling after me.

      “Come on, Mack! It’s gettin’ late, time to eat supper. You need to get washed up.”

      Then she turned to Judy. “Judy, you run on home. Mackie’ll catch up with you at school tomorrow. Tell your momma I’ll pick up the rest of the shampoos and things tomorrow.”

      Judy smiled. “Thanks for the hair dye, Ms. Tany. You’re the best!”

      She gave Momma a quick hug before taking off. That was Momma—always looking out for everybody.

      I ran to my room, climbed onto my bed, and carefully tip-toed to reach the Mason jar sitting on top of a cedar chest that Grandpa Buddy had made for all his grandkids. I dropped the quarter into the jar, which was already half-full with a mix of coins and dollar bills.

      Suddenly, I heard Momma fussing in the kitchen. Then came the unmistakable beeping of the smoke alarm.

      I ran in to see a cloud of smoke billowing from the stove as Momma tossed a burnt pizza pan onto the counter.

      “Damn it,” she muttered, shaking her head.

      Pizza was a rare treat for us—living on food stamps in a low-income housing unit wasn’t easy for a single mother. And now, with another baby on the way, I couldn’t imagine how she was going to manage.

      “Of all the meals I mess up, it has to be the pizza,” she sighed.

      I could tell she was disappointed. Most of our meals revolved around rice—red beans and rice, rice and gravy, gumbo. Sometimes, dinner was just Ramen noodles or, if I was lucky, a can of SpaghettiOs.

      Momma pulled me into a hug. “I’ll make it up to you, baby.”

      I looked up at her. “Couldn’t we just order pizza, Momma?”

      She sighed. “No, baby, Momma can’t afford it. I’m trying to save up to get us a car so I don’t have to walk to work and the grocery store.”

      From my bedroom window, I could see the back of a small mom-and-pop store. Momma had a trick—she’d send me there with a one-dollar food stamp, and I’d buy a penny piece of candy. Since the store couldn’t give food stamps as change, they’d give me ninety-nine cents in real currency. After doing this a few times, Momma would save enough to buy herself a pack of cigarettes.

      I looked at her with all the sincerity in my heart. “Could we please order pizza? I’ll pay for it with my own money.”

      She turned away, her voice soft but firm. “Not this time, baby.”

      I caught the tears in her eyes, the quiet way her heart broke in that moment. And I never asked her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            A MIRACLE BABY

          

        

      

    

    
      I was considered a miracle baby.

      Born prematurely in the 1970s, I weighed just one pound and two ounces. Back then, medical technology wasn’t what it is today. Being so small and underdeveloped, I was jokingly called "the shoebox baby" because I was tiny enough to fit in one.

      We made several trips to St. Jude’s Hospital in Alabama, where I lived inside an oxygen tent—a clear plastic tarp draped over a hospital bed, with oxygen pumped inside.

      Back then, Biloxi was a small town. Word spread fast, and soon, my family and I were in the town’s prayers. Most of Point Cadet was Catholic, and the older generation held firmly to their traditions.

      Because of my premature birth, I developed severe lung complications—mainly asthma.

      Years later, my grandmother, Grandma Doe, told me the story of how she believed my asthma was cured.

      A family friend came to her house one day. She laid hands on me, said a prayer, then stood me against the wall and marked my height.

      Then, she took a strand of my hair, wrapped it around a nail, and hammered it into the wall right at my height mark.

      “As soon as he grows past this mark,” she told my grandmother, “his asthma will be healed.”

      I don’t remember any of this. I don’t even know the woman’s name.

      But if I ever knew a real-life saint, it was Grandma Doe.

      Some would say it was just an old folk remedy, the kind that fades away with every new generation. But there was something different about this one.

      Maybe she was a saint.

      Or maybe she was a practitioner of Voodoo.

      Either way—I grew past the mark.

      And my asthma was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            THE WEEKEND ESCAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get ready, Mackie. Your daddy should be here shortly to pick you up.”

      Momma’s voice carried down the hallway.

      My parents divorced before I turned one, so weekends with Dad were part of my routine. He was a pipe-fitter by trade, and a damn good one. His work hours were unpredictable, depending on who he was working for at the time. Most of his jobs were “shut-downs”—projects that demanded long, grueling hours of nonstop labor until completion. There were plenty of shipyards nearby, but he preferred to travel, chasing better pay and per diem.

      “I’ve been ready, Momma. My bag’s packed, and my room is clean. I can’t wait! We’re supposed to go out on the boat and camp on Deer Island for the weekend.”

      The Mississippi Gulf Coast is home to several barrier islands where locals camp, fish, and escape the mainland. Deer Island, the closest to shore, was the easiest to get to—a quick ride for a weekend getaway. Ship Island, farther out, was the real tourist attraction, thanks to an old Spanish fort that looked like something straight out of medieval Europe, complete with cannons and lookout posts.

      The inner coastal waters were shallow, only getting deep past Ship Island, which made it ideal for deep-sea fishing. But Deer Island’s shallow waters made it perfect for something else—wading with cast nets. It was a generational tradition in our family. In the late hours, when the tide dropped, the
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