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  ARMED AND DANGEROUS


  BLACK SMOKE BILLOWED OUT OF THE OLD VICTORIAN HOUSE’S second-story windows. Packed shoulder-to-shoulder in a parking lot filled with onlookers, it felt like a high school football game, an electric current surging through the crowd. Except the throng wasn’t cheering for tackles and touchdowns. They were out for blood. Yelling obscenities. Urging the police to act. Every few seconds, someone pointed to a window and shouted that they saw the man inside, fueling a chorus of people screaming, “Get him!” and “Blow him away!”


  “He’s armed and dangerous!” a cop on a bullhorn warned as a line of police officers worked to keep the crowd back. There was a single man in the building, a fugitive drug dealer and suspected murderer who’d been on the run for six months. The police inadvertently ignited the fire by shooting tear gas inside to subdue the man, and as far as they were concerned, it was now a waiting game. Firefighters and paramedics were on the scene, but they were also bystanders, not wanting to get shot by the man whose life they were trying to save.


  A serpentine tongue of flames erupted from the window and licked the outside of the building, igniting cheers from the crowd. My sister, Chris, a year and a half my elder, collapsed onto the pavement. She thrashed and shrieked on the ground, but no one paid her any attention. All they cared about was the pariah of their community getting his due.


  I just stood there. Numb.


  The armed-and-dangerous man inside the building was our father.


  I was fifteen.


  William Livezey senior wasn’t always a bad guy. He started out as an honest worker who owned and operated a lawn mowing and woodcutting business. But even then, he was intimidating. Physically strong from endless hours of hard labor, his stocky, five-foot-eleven stature alone was unnerving. He also had a penetrating glare that could coerce grown men into doing his bidding without uttering a word. But what really put people on edge was his hair-trigger temper. Dad could go from zero to sixty in the blink of an eye, often leaving a trail of destruction in his wake.


  One time when Chris (short for Christine) and I were getting ready to attend a Philadelphia Flyers game with him, he got into it with Mom and cannonballed off the deep end. Yelling and screaming obscenities, he repeatedly punched the wall phone until there was nothing left but shattered pieces scattered across the floor. His rampage continued into the den, where there was a fully stocked bar to entertain guests. He proceeded to smash every single bottle of alcohol—there had to have been close to thirty—off the stone fireplace, raining glass throughout the room and onto us kids. The wooden bar stools were next, followed by the coffee table and the couch. When there was nothing left to destroy, his menacing glare turned to us kids.


  “Get in the car,” he growled through clenched teeth.


  That was one side of my father. The other was a man who was tender, thoughtful, and downright mushy with us kids. He typically cleansed his Incredible Hulk outbursts with a heartfelt letter of apology. The night of the Flyers game, we didn’t drive far before he started crying—one of the few times I ever witnessed him shedding a tear—and begged forgiveness. He even had the presence of mind to stop at a phone booth to call Mom to apologize and let her know we were okay.


  Ultimately, his seesawing moods perpetuated a complicated family dynamic. We all loved him dearly, but we never knew whether to run to him for giant hugs or to cower in the corner.


  When I think of the time I spent with my father as a child, my favorite memories are the ones that sparked my love for the outdoors. We’d go catfishing at night in Pennsylvania because he was busy with his lawn mowing and woodcutting business during the day. He’d still have on his steel-toed boots; dirt, grass, and oil-stained canvas work pants; and a sweat-soaked T-shirt with stuck-on sawdust as we dropped a line into the creek. I was barely big enough to keep the rod upright, so he’d kneel beside me, smelling of an oddly comforting mixture of fresh-cut grass and gasoline, and wrap his thick arms around me to help steady it.


  “You watch,” he’d tell me. He had the trademark seventies haircut, silky-straight brown hair brushed to the side with the part on his left, along with a babyface and full cheeks that expanded into a broad smile. “When you get a bite, you’re going to see the rod go.”


  Sure enough, there was nothing like the excitement of catching a fish with Dad. But as I got older, things started to change. If I could put my finger on the cause of my father’s unraveling, it was his blind ambition. Like a fish, he snagged the bait and swam with the success of his lawn mowing and woodcutting business by investing in several duplex rental buildings, a historic inn and bar, another bar, and a deli. As a family, we took residence in a custom-style stone home with a large living room and den, four bedrooms, two stone fireplaces, a glass-walled porch above the garage, and, most importantly to me, a gigantic yard for playing. We were moving up in the world, but Dad, hooked to his various mortgages, was burning the candle at both ends to make his businesses successful and attend to his employees and tenants.


  During those years when Dad was still living with us, but we barely saw him, my love for hunting and fishing continued to grow thanks to Granddad Jake, my mother’s father, and my uncles Dave (Mom’s brother) and Paul (Dad’s half brother) who shared the obsession. I couldn’t get enough of the outdoors. Even when I was at home, television shows like Flipper, Gentle Ben, and Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom monopolized my attention. As a result, I often brought home “rescued” animals such as a baby raccoon and even an opossum to care for them. It got to the point that Dad felt it necessary to have a sit-down.


  “Billy,” he said, “you need to start thinking about something other than animals. You’re going to have to get a job someday, and there’s no money in wildlife work.”


  I never got the opportunity to prove him wrong. Bar ownership fasttracked Dad into a spiral of alcohol and drug abuse, adultery, and his main addiction, money, which he pursued through dealing drugs. Mom didn’t stand for it, and they soon divorced. My sister and I moved with her into a small row home in Souderton, Pennsylvania. In the divorce settlement, she’d taken ownership of the Olde Indian Valley Inn, a historic hotel and bar in town. A loving and nurturing person, she wasn’t your stereotypical, rough-around-the-edges bar owner—far from it. She was always one to help someone down on their luck, even when it meant letting bar tabs and rental fees lapse much longer than she should. Of course, this meant that she had to work harder to make ends meet. While still married to my father, she’d mostly cooked in the inn’s kitchen and tended housekeeping, but once she became the sole owner, she worked her fingers to the bone managing all aspects.


  As an adolescent, this left me with little to no supervision, and I took full advantage. Like father, like son, I went down the wrong path at warp speed. By twelve, I was regularly drinking and doing drugs. Back then, you couldn’t buy alcohol from convenience stores in Pennsylvania, so people came to the bar to get beer for home. One of my jobs in the mornings before school was to stock the take-out cooler, and in the process, I’d resupply my stashes. Free access to alcohol boosted my popularity with a rough crowd of kids. It was only a matter of time before my buddy Victor and I were arrested for stealing. We’d broken into a drying machine at the laundromat for drug money, but it was the middle of summer, so we’d only gotten about fifteen dollars worth of quarters. We figured that the washing machines were the real money chests, so, like all dumb criminals, we returned to the scene of the crime and were nabbed.


  There was also an entire semester in seventh grade where I flunked all of my classes. Needless to say, I was the poster child for juvenile delinquency—the kid that good parents warned their children to avoid. Nobody who knew me back then would have bet that I was in line for a law enforcement career. The safe money was picking the other side of the jail bars.


  Even when I was partying and getting high, I loved being outdoors. I took long walks in the woods whenever I could to clear my mind, and I’d get up at four in the morning to maintain my trap line before stocking the coolers. I made good money trapping, hauling in eight dollars per muskrat and anywhere from twenty-five to forty for raccoons. But here, too, my behavior went south. With Dad drifting in and out of the picture, bar regulars became my role models. They took me hunting and fishing, and their methods were, well, less than honest. One guy taught me to “fish” with M-80s. He’d have me stand downstream as he lit the supersized firecracker and tossed it into the brook. The green wick was waterproof, so it kept burning, and within a few seconds, a loud explosion was accompanied by a volcanic burst of water. Concussed fish would soon float to the surface, and I’d scoop them out as they came downstream. For a boy entering his teenage years, it was pure awesomeness.


  Then there was Tony, a friend of my mom’s boyfriend Charlie, a Vietnam veteran for whom poaching was second nature. One time, I showed up at his farm while he was skinning a deer out of season. The next day he took me out, and he killed another deer with a .22 long rifle, which is illegal to use during deer season because it requires a perfect shot to take down a deer with such a small caliber. Nothing was out-of-bounds when Tony took me hunting, and I could probably write a book on his escapades alone. I remember coming across a turkey while rabbit hunting and asking myself, what would Tony do? He was so proud of me for shooting it. With the lessons I learned from Tony and others, I established a poaching group with friends my age. Even still, I had a personal code of conduct. I might shoot a deer out of season or at night, but I only took one per year, which was the legal limit. It’s funny how many people I’ve encountered later in life as a warden who similarly justify their actions.


  For a while after the divorce, Dad tried to maintain some semblance of parental responsibility. The guy who introduced me to M-80s was a convict fresh out of jail who worked on Dad’s lawn-mowing crew, and my father freaked out on him when he learned about the firecracker fishing. I also found myself on the wrong side of Dad’s temper when he stopped by Mom’s place unannounced and caught me smoking pot with friends. He slapped me into the next week and ordered me to call Mom at the bar to fess up.


  But then things really changed.


  Dad’s oldest brother Tom was murdered. They co-owned an apartment building together and had life insurance policies for each other, so my dad quickly became the top suspect. His father believed he was in on it, vowing to help the police in any way he could, but Dad had an alibi, and at the time, they couldn’t directly connect him to the crime. During the investigation, we were only aware that Dad was uncooperative with the police and refused to take a polygraph test. Deep down, though, I think we all knew. For us, it made an already complicated family dynamic even more strange. As a warden, my colleagues often wondered why kids in dysfunctional homes, especially abused ones, still yearned for their parents. It’s not something one can fully understand unless they’ve lived it. Kids love their parents regardless. It’s how we’re programmed.


  You might say that it was my mother’s job to shield us from our father, but he was legally permitted to spend time with us. Besides, that wasn’t in her nature. My mother only saw the good in people, and she knew Dad loved us and, even as he spiraled deeper into the drug world, would do anything to protect us. That’s what she believed, anyway.


  Dad started picking me up in a white Pontiac Trans Am on my visitation days. Silk shirts and white pants replaced his dingy, working-class clothes, and he wore diamond-studded rings and thick gold chains as if he were decorating himself as a Christmas tree. His dad smell became an overdose of cologne, and he even got a perm. All of which was a facade to make people think he was a made man. In hindsight, it’s no wonder he got caught. He might as well have put a neon sign on top of the Trans Am that read “Drug Dealer.”


  As the Bible warns, he gained the world but lost his soul.


  Not even a year after slapping me for smoking pot, I tagged along with him to one of his apartments, where he’d piled a mountain of marijuana on the table in clear pound bags. Some guy I’d never seen before with long dark hair and a hollow face came over and they divvied up the stash. After they finished and the stranger left, Dad turned to me, and for the first of many times in my life, I heard those notorious bad guy code words: “Let’s go for a ride.” His idea of going for a ride was taking his prized Trans Am to the carwash. As we waited our turn, he said my name and nodded to a half-smoked joint in the ashtray. The sting of being slapped for smoking was still fresh in my mind, so I tried to play it cool.


  “What’s that?”


  He rolled his eyes. “You gonna light that thing up or what?”


  I did, and we smoked our first joint together, white walling the Trans Am’s interior as the carwash jets doused the outside with soap and water. Dad’s pot was more potent than what I was getting through friends, and we were both in the clouds by the time the carwash was over. I couldn’t wait to get home and brag to my gang of hooligans about getting high with my dad. At fourteen, it was the coolest thing ever, and it was just the beginning.


  Not long after that, he drove us out of town—I don’t know where—to a house on a remote country road with no streetlights. The long driveway and both sides of the road were packed with motorcycles and cars as far as I could see, but we found an open spot on the street that was close. Rock music was blaring from the house and people were hooting and hollering in the yard.


  “Wait here,” he told me.


  I was happy to oblige. It was late at night, and aside from the faint glow of lights, I couldn’t see the ranch house through the trees. I’d gone inside on a previous drug deal during the daytime, so I knew the layout. One of Dad’s primary dealers, a wiry biker in his mid-twenties with decayed teeth, owned the house. They’d gone into a back room, and my father yelled at him while I waited in the living room, standing against the wall. Several other bikers, big men with goatees or full beards, sat on couches around a coffee table smoking pot out of a black gas mask that they’d connected to a bong pipe. There were guns out on the table, but they didn’t seem to mind that Dad was yelling at their gang member. The screaming eventually died down, and Dad and his dealer were buddy-buddy again when they came out.


  “Billy,” Dad said to me, a stoned smile on his face, “you know what happened here, don’t you?”


  I shook my head no, too afraid to speak.


  “This is where those murders occurred.” He gave the drug dealer a playful shove. “Ain’t that right, Joe?”


  “It is.” Joe didn’t seem to share my dad’s amusement. “The kid from next door broke in and killed my whole family. Shot them one by one as they came home and threw their bodies down the basement stairs. I’d probably be dead, too, but I was in jail for trafficking at the time.”


  “Where’s the kid now?” my dad wanted to know.


  “Behind bars.”


  “Maybe he’s got your old cell,” one of the mask-smoking bikers joked.


  The murders were real. I’d heard about them on the news. Whether or not that was the actual house, I didn’t know, but I believed it, and the story stuck with me as I sat in the dark car waiting for Dad to come back. A parade of rough-looking people with long beards and hair, many dressed in red bandanas, chaps, and leather biker jackets, continued to stagger in and out of the party. One man hunched over and vomited in the middle of the street. I also watched a couple getting frisky against a car until a second woman came out yelling and swinging her purse at the man.


  I slunk lower and lower into the Trans Am’s black leather seat, but it was so dark that nobody noticed me. Two hours passed, and my dad still hadn’t returned. By this time, my mind was racing with worst-case scenarios. I imagined him lying at the bottom of the basement steps. I didn’t know what to do. There were handguns in the car—in the glove compartment and under the seat. Wherever we went, Dad always had guns. It was as if he acquired them as part of a drug dealer sales-incentive program. Part of me wondered if I should pack a pistol and go inside looking for him. He’d left the keys in the ignition, so I also contemplated jumping behind the wheel and getting out of dodge. Ultimately, I did nothing but continue to wait.


  The sound of screeching tires caused me to look up as my father walked across the street. “Here,” he said as he climbed into the car, smelling like a skunk, “hold this.” Dad tossed a half-pound bag of purple crystal rock meth into my lap. Amazed, I sat there, staring at it. My friends were never going to believe this.


  Dad drove us to his bar in Quakertown, which was closed because it was after hours by this point. He let us in and locked the door behind us. It was a typical setup with a long wooden bar in the front of the room, neon beer signs in the windows, several black-and-white box televisions mounted in the corners, a series of wooden tables and chairs, and a pool table and dartboard at the back. Tired, I sunk into a chair at one of the tables and stared absentmindedly at the black ashtray as Dad took the bag of meth behind the bar. It wasn’t long before there was a knock at the door.


  Dad was busy doing something with the meth (I didn’t know what at the time), so he said to me, “Billy, that’s probably my guinea pig. Go check. Ask him the password, but only let him in if he says ‘Fight, Eagles, fight’—got it?”


  “Yeah,” I said, but I had no clue what he meant by “guinea pig.” I’d learned that it was better not to ask questions.


  The man knew the password, so I opened the door. A tall, paper-thin guy with a shaved head and a long, gaunt face filled the doorframe. Fresh scabs like cigarette burns pocked his upper cheeks, and he had a long, unkempt red beard that hung to mid-chest and hid whatever carnage was on the rest of his face. I didn’t recognize him as one of Dad’s workers, but he wore a baggy green hoodie sweatshirt with a yellow backhoe logo from some construction company. The dark rings under his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept in days. He gave me an uneasy feeling, and that was before he grunted at me and proceeded to the bar.


  “That your kid?” he asked my father in a disdainful voice as I returned to my seat.


  Dad ignored the question. “It’s all set,” he told the man.


  “What about him?” The man nodded in my direction.


  “Billy don’t care what you shoot into your veins. Don’t worry about him.”


  “If you say so.”


  The man took off his sweatshirt, followed by his belt. He deliberately turned his back to me so I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I saw the belt dangling from his left arm. A moment later, he was groaning and pounding his fist on the bartop.


  Then Dad called me over. “Open your mouth.” He dipped his index finger into the meth and stuck it on my tongue. The sudden taste of starter fluid caused me to gag and nearly vomit. “Good,” I heard him say as I tried in vain to spit it out.


  I assume Dad made me try meth because of its vile taste, wanting to scare me away from using it—at least, I hope that was the reason. Ultimately, it didn’t work. What he did do by exposing me to the shadowy underworld of illicit drugs, which neither of us realized at the time, was provide me with invaluable training for an undercover agent that I simply couldn’t get from the police academy.


  It must have been a weeknight because I remember coming home from wrestling practice, sweaty and famished.


  “Your father’s here,” Mom told me the moment I walked through the door. “He’s upstairs in your room.”


  My stomach could wait.


  “He’s crashing,” she warned as I dashed up the stairs.


  Dad was passed out on my bed, dead to the world, a loaded Colt .38 Special revolver on the pillow next to his head. Barbara, his girlfriend since the divorce and likely beforehand, sat on the foot of the bed, sobbing. She was dolled up in black slacks and a red halter top as if they were going to a party. Like my mother, Barbara fell for my father’s charm. She loved my sister and me dearly and treated us like one of her kids, but there’s no sugar-coating the situation. Blue-eyed, blonde, and barrel-chested, Barbara was as much of an accessory to Dad’s dealer persona as the Trans Am and diamond-studded rings. It wasn’t odd or uncomfortable for Barbara to be in our home because my mother’s heart was too big for her own good. Looking back on it now, I suspect that Mom pitied Barbara.


  “He’s been up for four days straight,” Barbara told me. Sadly, I was already familiar with the binge-crash cycle of Dad’s meth abuse.


  It took Barbara several tries to shake him awake.


  “Hey, Billy,” Dad managed to say in a hoarse voice. He shielded his eyes from the overhead light with his hand. “What are you doing here?”


  “It’s my bedroom. What are you doing here?”


  “Right.”


  Dad grimaced as he turned himself onto his side to face me. Wearing white pants and a tank top (a black silk shirt was on the floor), he was a ghost of the man who used to take me catfishing. Now more bony than broad and muscular, his face was taut, and his bloodshot eyes had darkened puddles underneath as if he’d just gone twelve rounds in a boxing ring. Dad stunk of cigarette smoke and body odor, his fancy permed hair was matted with bedhead, and his hands were visibly shaking. But this skeleton was still my dad, and there was something comforting about simply being with him.


  “I came to say goodbye.”


  “What? Where are you going?”


  “I’ve got a mole at the police station who told me Joe got busted selling to an undercover cop, and he snitched. Now there’s a warrant out for my arrest, so I gotta get out of here for a while.” He made it sound like the warrant would simply fade away with time.


  “For how long?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What are you gonna do?”


  “This old dog still has some tricks. They can take everything away from me,” he pointed to his temple, “but they can’t get what’s up here.”


  Dad reached gingerly into his back pocket and retrieved his wallet, pulling out a Louisiana driver’s license. It was obviously a fake because it had his picture with the name Raymond Murphy.


  “You can call me Ray,” he said, mimicking a popular Natural Light commercial. “Don’t tell anyone where I’ve gone—even your friends—you never know who’s a snitch.” He looked me hard in the eye to drive-home his point. Only now, as I think back on this conversation, do I see the irony.


  “I know some people in Louisiana,” he continued, “and they’re gonna hook me up with a bartending gig.”


  “How will you get there? You can’t drive your car—you’ll get caught.”


  He smiled, and if I wasn’t mistaken, a little proud. “Don’t worry about that. I’ve got a guy to drive me.”


  “What if he’s a snitch?”


  “He’s not.”


  “But what if he is? What if you get caught?”


  “That’s not gonna happen,” he said flatly, sitting up. “I can’t go back to my house, so I’m taking the guns that I stashed under your bed.” He held up the Colt .38 in one hand and a 9mm pistol in the other.


  “I’ll never surrender.”


  Six months later, Chris was pounding on my bedroom door. She barged in before I could respond.


  “Dad’s back!”


  “What—where? How do you know?”


  “I saw him. He came by the bar, and we played pool for a couple of hours this afternoon.”


  She wasn’t trying to rub it in, but I instantly felt jealous.


  “C’mon,” she said. “Get ready. He’s hiding out at Barbara’s place, and he invited us over for dinner.”


  Barbara lived in an apartment on the second floor of a triplex in Lansdale. It was an old white Victorian house that shared a large parking lot with the town library and the police station. I couldn’t believe it—Dad was hiding in plain sight! I’d been in awe of his outlaw status, and this made him seem like Billy the Kid or Jesse James.


  Chris drove us over in Mom’s brown, full-sized station wagon. Along the way, she filled me in on her afternoon with Dad.


  “He’s sad,” she said. “He kept crying while we were playing. He must have said that he’s sorry for everything he’s put us through a hundred times.”


  I listened intently to every detail. Dad always had a soft spot for us kids, but what she was describing seemed different from the brazen, success-at-any cost man we’d watched him molt into. Was it possible he was back to turn over a new leaf? Was that even possible?


  Sirens came on strong behind us, and Chris pulled over to let a pair of police cars pass. A few minutes later, a fire truck blared its horn and flashed its lights, soon followed by an ambulance.


  “What’s going on?” Chris wondered aloud.


  “Wouldn’t it be weird if this is because of Dad?”


  “Don’t say that!” She admonished me, but her nervous tone betrayed her thoughts.


  As we neared Barbara’s apartment, all routes to it were closed from police roadblocks.


  “C’mon!” Chris shouted, slamming her hand on the steering wheel after passing a fourth blocked intersection. Our fears were getting real.


  We found a place to park on a side alley and walked back to the roadblock. One of the cops pointed to us and yelled to the other officers, “Hey! That’s his kids.” He instantly confirmed what we were thinking—this was about Dad. Instinctively, I ran around the two police cars blocking the road. The officer who recognized us lunged for me, but I played football and was in good shape despite my drug use. I dashed around him, creating a diversion for Chris to run between the police cars before the remaining officers could react. We sprinted down the street and slipped into the growing mass of people.


  “We’re good,” I said, gasping for breath. “They didn’t chase us.”


  Chris grabbed my arm and pulled me forward. “Let’s get closer.”


  There must have been over five hundred people—maybe even a thousand—packed into the municipal parking lot outside of Barbara’s apartment building. We pushed our way closer to the front, but not too close, to avoid getting recognized again. The police had a perimeter set, keeping the crowd a hundred feet from the building. Beyond the line of officers working security, the SWAT team with their helmets and bulletproof vests was assembled and ready for action. Two fire trucks and an ambulance were also parked to the side—the firefighters and EMTs kept their vehicles between the building and themselves in case my father opened fire.


  An officer on a bullhorn kept yelling for people to get back. “He’s armed and dangerous!”


  “I see him,” a heavyset woman near us in the crowd yelled. “At the window!”


  There were only two windows from Barbara’s second-floor apartment facing the parking lot, both of which were closed. It was early evening, just before dark, on an overcast September day, and the lights were out inside, so the only thing to see in the window was the steely reflection of the oak trees at the back of the parking lot. Still, the idea that this woman might have seen Dad had me clinging to hope. After six months of wondering where he was, what he was doing, and whether he’d forgotten about me, I just wanted a glimpse.


  “What are you waiting for?” a man yelled. “Go get him!”


  “Kill him!” someone else shouted.


  “Blow him away!”


  “Billy,” Chris said, “what’s gonna happen to Dad?”


  A popping explosion followed by smashing glass stole our attention. Another burst followed as the SWAT team shot a second canister of tear gas through the other window.


  The crowd erupted in cheers as if the home team had sacked the quarterback.


  Moments later, thick black smoke began rolling out of the broken windows. I’d never seen tear gas before, but that obviously wasn’t it.


  “Let’s call Mom,” I said. There was a payphone on Main Street at the train station. Chris placed a collect call to the bar, but she was too emotional and her sobbing words were incomprehensible. I took the receiver from her and—somehow—calmly explained that Dad was in a standoff with the police at Barbara’s, and they’d fired tear gas into the apartment. “We’re okay,” I told her, making sure to emphasize this point, “we’re outside.”


  “Billy—” Chris steered my attention back to the Victorian apartment building, which was still visible from the payphone. As if encouraged by the crowd, the black smoke had intensified.


  “The apartment’s on fire,” I told my mother, “and the fire department isn’t putting it out.”


  We pushed our way back into the mob, angrily elbowing anyone who was cheering. Flames now stretched out of both windows and climbed the outside of the building.


  “Why aren’t they doing anything?” Chris cried out. Lines of black eyeliner streaked down her round cheeks.


  “I don’t know.”


  When the flames reached the roof, the fire department finally turned on the hose, lofting a high-arching stream over the building. They weren’t trying to extinguish the fire. It was a preventative measure to keep the flames from spreading to the other properties. They were content to let William Livezey, senior, burn alive.


  Chris realized it, too, collapsing onto the ground.


  I didn’t know what to do. I felt cold, detached, as if it were all a dream.


  The police expected my father to flee from the fire. Several SWAT officers aimed automatic rifles at the windows, and small teams clustered around the doorways. But I knew something they didn’t. Dad wasn’t coming out. Not one to mince words, when he said he’d never surrender, he meant it. One way or another, Dad was going to die in that building like an outlaw. It was his last stand.


  A disturbance at the security line drew the crowd’s attention. A petite woman was trying to fight her way past the police. “My children!” she kept yelling. “My kids are in the building!” I recognized my mother’s voice, but I was thoroughly confused because I’d told her we weren’t inside. The officers were holding her back and trying to calm her down when I reached them.


  “Mom!” I grabbed her arm and tried to turn her to me. “We’re okay. Chris is with me.” She was in hysterics, and it took a moment and several repetitions for what I was saying to sink in. Eventually, she stopped wrestling and simply nodded her recognition. The police released her, and we slipped back into the crowd. We found Chris curled up on the ground, settled into a long, deep sob.


  Charlie was there, too. “I think we should go,” he collectively said to our remaining family. “There’s nothing we can do here.”


  He was right. The fire was raging, its dragon flames having enveloped the entire apartment building. Thick black smoke extended in a skyscraper column to the heavens. Even the SWAT team was falling back from the building and relaxing their defensive posture.


  It was over.


  Charlie drove us home in Mom’s station wagon. On the way, he stopped at the Olde Indian Valley Inn and retrieved a couple of Michelob Light six-packs from the takeout cooler. That night we huddled around a television, sipping beers in silence as we watched the eleven o’clock news coverage of the standoff. Among the dramatic shots of the mobbed crowd, individual testimonies, police officers, and firefighters, several men carried a blue body bag from the building’s charred skeletal remains. That was my last impression of Dad.


  When I went to bed that night, the scene was still running on a constant loop in my mind, the loudspeaker warnings that he was armed and dangerous ringing in my ears. In the end, Dad was armed but only dangerous to himself and those closest to him. He put a bullet through his head before the fire claimed him. And he left me in total disarray.


  My father was a small-town kingpin; nevertheless, the police leveraged the incident as a significant victory in the war on drugs, touting him as one of the biggest dealers on the East Coast as if he led a New York City syndicate. The newspapers and television reporters ate it up. It was my first exposure to media sensationalism, and it was suffocating. Everywhere I went, people knew. My father and I shared the same name, there was an obvious physical resemblance, and we lived in a small town where everyone knew everyone and news spread like wildfire even without the papers stoking the flames.


  In public, I could feel the icy stares and condemnation. I sensed what people said behind my back. They knew I was no good—just like my father. I don’t know whether the whispering occurred or was a figment of my imagination (or a mix of both), but it became a self-fulling prophecy. Like my father, I doubled down on my wayward ways. My drug use escalated from wading in the kiddie pool with recreational drinking and smoking pot to cannonballing into the deep end. I dabbled with mushrooms and coke, but marijuana, crystal meth, speed, quaaludes, and excessive drinking were my go-to pain killers. I also took up the family business, and I’m not talking about lawn mowing or bartending. Back then, it was frighteningly easy for a fifteen-year-old to obtain mass quantities of marijuana and speed—Robin’s Eggs, Yellow Jackets, and Crossroads—for resale. I was angry at the police, and walking in Dad’s footsteps was a natural way to strike back.


  There was also the guilt that formed a one-two punch with my paranoia. Afraid of what people thought of me, I avoided going out in public; however, alone with my thoughts was an even darker hell. I fantasized about bull-rushing into the burning building, fighting my way through the smoke and flames, and saving my father before he put the gun to his head. Why hadn’t I done that? What kind of son was I? It was irrational, I know, but the guilt held my mind in a straitjacket. I wish I could say this was rock bottom, but it wasn’t.


  Five months after my father’s death, the police finally solved my uncle’s murder. That’s when we learned that Dad hired a man to kill his brother. Of course, this precipitated a regurgitation of the news stories detailing my father’s downfall.


  I couldn’t escape it. Why did these things keep happening? It was one kick after another. Throughout most of it all, my coping mechanism was a bottle, pill, or joint. Getting high was the only way I knew to avoid the truth—my life was broken. Still, it was too much for a sixteen-year-old to handle. The intense speed of winging from snorting a line of meth was overwhelming. It gave me the spins and made my skin crawl. I gravitated to quaaludes as my preferred self-medication because it numbed the pain and made me feel indestructible without the spin cycle. On quaaludes, I could get punched in the face and still feel on top of the world.


  The cumulative drug use took its toll. I started waking up in the middle of the night, overwhelmed with anxiety, shaking, my body on fire, and the sheets soaked with sweat. One evening, after a string of these episodes, I found myself praying to God. I’d never been to church or had any formal religious education. My grandmother on my mother’s side was Christian, and Mom prayed with me when tucking me into bed as a young child, so perhaps they planted the seed. At this time, though, I couldn’t have told you the difference between Jesus and Joseph. Something about praying just felt right. I begged God to take away the nightly episodes, and I made a deal, promising to quit drugs.


  That was the last night I woke up feeling like I was burning alive.


  Still, I was far from getting my life in order. Along this journey, some people tried to help. Victor, my buddy and accomplice in the botched washing machine heist, had a stepfather who worked at Graterford State Prison in Pennsylvania. After we got arrested, his stepfather arranged a visit and tour for us, during which we served hard time in a small room where an inmate yelled at us to straighten out before we ended up in prison for life like him. Shortly after my father’s death, the local police took a busload of at-risk kids to the Scared Straight program at Rahway State Prison in New Jersey. There, we had the privilege of more inmates yelling at us to avoid making the same mistakes as them. These initiatives were well-intentioned, and they certainly impressed upon us that prison wasn’t a pleasant place. But they missed the mark because they didn’t address the issues stewing inside of me.


  While I’d quit narcotics, I continued to feel stuck at rock bottom. Almost a year to the day after my father’s death, Granddad Jake died in a tragic farming accident, thrown from his tractor while bush hogging a field. He’d been one of the few stable male role models in my life. During the years when Dad was seemingly working around the clock, it was Granddad who took me fishing and hunting. His death was devastating.


  Then, in 1981, when I was seventeen, Steve Sellars invited me to attend the Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA). Steve was an actual friend—not one of the guys hanging around because I could get free booze—and a football teammate. At the time, life didn’t make sense. I’d seen first-hand from my father’s example the results of living solely for one’s self, and there had to be something more to life than that. The night I prayed to God and struck the deal to stop taking drugs had left a lasting impression upon me. From it, there were two things I believed with certainty: there was a God, and I was a sinner. I agreed to attend the meeting, where I heard the Gospel and decided right then and there to trust Christ. I’ll be honest, it was a slow transformation process—the Lord had his work cut out for him with me—but for the first time in my life, I had hope.


  As my trespasses were peeled away like rotten layers of an onion, I found another incentive at FCA to keep my life in order.


  Her name was Gail.
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  ADDICTED


  AWASH IN THE PALE GLOW OF A FULL MOON, THE FIELD WAS FRAMED BY the bristle-brush appearance of the leafless hardwood treeline. Sitting shotgun in Warden John Ford’s department truck, which he’d backed into the woods on a bank along the right side of the opening, I stared across the field and its tramped-down grass glistening with frost—waiting, watching.


  Smack in the middle of the field and roughly fifty yards from the road were two deer decoys hand-painted by John and held erect by sticks that looked like the real thing. He was a talented artist, and after several hours of staring at the silhouettes of a doe and her fawn, my tired eyes even saw them moving. It struck me how similar a poaching stakeout was to actual hunting. The optimistic excitement of a well-conceived plan, followed by the slow dilution of hope as the hours ticked away and one promising sign after another, turned into nothing. Then, just when we started to think about throwing in the towel—it’s go time!


  The truck’s side windows were cracked open on each side to keep them from fogging and so that we could hear anyone coming. We were bundled up, but it was closing in on four in the morning and we’d been sitting there since well before midnight. The cold air had wormed into my clothes, and I repeatedly wiggled my toes and clenched my hands into fists to soothe the biting sting. While it was tempting to ask John to start the truck and blast the heater, we couldn’t chance revealing our position.


  “You think this is cold?” John said as he tugged down the ear flaps on his black trapper hat. “Have I told you about the time Warden Allen and I hid amongst pulp logs on a train?” John had thick eyebrows, a stout nose, a whistler’s gap between his top front teeth, and chipmunk cheeks with crescent-moon dimples that radiated from the corners of his mouth to his crow’s feet like ringlets on a pond. He was showing a sly half-smile, his tell that he was working up something funny to say and couldn’t wait to get it out.


  “No,” I said, thinking I’d remember a train stakeout story.


  “Oh, this is a good one,” he said with a chuckle. “We’d gotten a tip that the train conductor kept a rifle in the cab, and he was shooting deer on his nightly route and driving back afterward to get them. So we snuck onto the train, and being young and foolish like yourself, we thought the best place to hide was amongst the pulp logs because we could look out if shots were fired. Of course, it wasn’t the brightest thing to do because we’d have gotten pancaked if the logs shifted in transit.” Being the storyteller that he was, John paused for a moment to let the danger sink in


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  “Congratulations,” he told me. “You’re hired.”
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