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        “Dr. Ward’s story is a powerful reminder that a rough upbringing does not define your future or determine your worth. His journey proves that resilience, faith, and perseverance can break cycles and lead to something greater. This book is a testament to the fact that no matter where you come from, you have the power to rise above and create a better path forward.”

        Jake Manning, Filmmaker and Creative Professional
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        “Bull Shark is a true story of resilience, perseverance, and triumph. Brian’s journey from extreme adversity to success is nothing short of extraordinary ... through sheer determination, he overcame every challenge life threw his way. His story is not just inspiring, it is a reminder that obstacles can be overcome with persistence and belief.”

        Dominic Reisig, The Lucky Few, PhD
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        “One could say that Dr. Brian Ward’s book, Bull Shark, is about two schools: the school of hard knocks, and regular school (in his case, college and dental school.) Bull Shark takes you step-by-step through Dr. Ward’s life, from dropping out of high school to buying and selling mobile homes to graduating top of his class in dental school. And even though his hard-knock experiences are not always easy to read about, they are always compelling.”

        Jonathan Williams, Freelance writer and editor

      

      

      

      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        “In Bull Shark, Brian Ward offers a raw and unflinching look at overcoming adversity. His memoir is not just a tale of personal triumph, but also a testament to the power of resilience and determination. The bull shark, known for its ability to adapt and thrive in both fresh and saltwater, mirrors Ward’s own adaptability and determination to survive and succeed in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds.  Bull Shark will inspire those who need the reminder that change is possible, no matter the obstacles, the strength is within, you just have to find it.”

        Dianne S. Caprio, School of Dental Medicine,
        East Carolina University
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        Life is what happens while you are busy making other plans.

        Allen Saunders

      

      

      Wham! Wham! Wham! Someone was beating on the side of our single-wide trailer at 4:00 a.m., and it woke me out of a sound sleep. It actually scared the hell out of me, as pounding on metal in the wee hours of the morning is enough to cause a heart attack. It turned out to be Wade, one of the men I worked with at the time. He shouted at me from outside our trailer:

      “Pam is in labor and you got to go!”

      The night before, my wife Pam started feeling bad, but I had to leave to go out of town for work early the next morning, so we asked her stepfather to take her to the hospital to be checked out. She was only 28 weeks pregnant at the time, so neither of us thought too much of her symptoms and were certain it was nothing to worry about (oh man, how wrong we were). We had no money then, so I grabbed any chance I had to work. At age sixteen, I had dropped out of school. I was not a bad student; I had just been exposed to work—and other things—and no longer saw the need for it (ah, the wisdom of a sixteen-year- old). At age eighteen, I met Pam, who was twenty-one, and she very soon became pregnant, so we did what we thought was right and got married.

      There wasn’t much to me. I was a dropout from a broken home and was walking just about every wrong path life had to offer; what you would call a loser. Pam, on the other hand, was a good-looking girl who had all the potential in the world. In high school, she had been a cheerleader and had played multiple sports. She was also the prom queen and had graduated valedictorian—the total opposite of me.

      Marrying her was a step-up in life for me, but I’m sure I wasn’t the knight in shining armor she had been expecting to pull her from the clutches of rural eastern North Carolina. It was March of 1995, and at the time, we hadn’t been married long. The trailer we were living in then was in the town of Chocowinity (chok-ə-WIN-ə-tee—You’re welcome!) where I grew up. As you can probably tell, Chocowinity is a Native American name, and depending on who you ask, it either means “little otters” or “fish of many waters.”

      We were just children ourselves trying to make our way forward, figuring things out, and too foolish to know the difference. Had I not been such a punk at the time, I would have risked missing or being late to work the next day and taken her to the hospital myself, but again, work called, ignorance prevailed, and her stepfather was available, so I had let him drop her off.

      After I threw some clothes on, Wade drove me to Pitt Memorial Hospital, as it was then called, in nearby Greenville. By the time I arrived, they had put Pam in room 28E in the labor and delivery wing. Even today, I can remember walking in her room. She was awake and said that it would be a little while before she would probably deliver. Being hungry and a selfish SOB, I walked down to the cafeteria, which was on the same floor, and grabbed some food. I hadn’t been there long when a nurse barged in with a cap and gown in her hands.

      “Are you Brian Ward?” “Yes.”

      “Drop your food. You gotta go.”

      She dressed me as we hurried down the long hallway to the delivery room. It didn’t take Albert Einstein to figure out that something was up.

      Within what seemed like a few flashing moments, my wife delivered our sons. It all happened really fast, so fast that my memory of the event is still pretty foggy. The nurses took both children out, and we got my wife back to her room. We quickly named them Rayn and Dustin. (To this day, everyone still confuses the name Rayn with the name Ryan. We really should have put an e on the end! Hey, I was eighteen, so cut me some slack.) It wasn’t very long, maybe an hour, before we began to learn that something was terribly wrong. A nurse instructed us to go to the neonatal ICU. There we learned that Rayn was stable but that Dustin wasn’t doing well.

      Rayn weighed 2 lbs., 8 oz, and Dustin weighed 2 lbs., 13 oz. Being only 28 weeks along, the boys were tiny, and you could hold them in the palm of your hand. At that point, both boys were in an incubator. They had on little hats, and the way the lights shined on them made them look like a Glo Worm, which was a toy from the 90s.

      Even though it quickly became apparent that all was not well with either of our twins, Dustin was in worse shape. Within a mere ten hours, I had gone from life as normal with a pregnant wife, to a sudden birth of twins, to a dramatic situation for which I was not prepared. The whole experience was like being caught in a bad dream.

      About eight hours after the twins’ birth, Pam and I were escorted to a conference room where a team of physicians explained the situation. At the time, Rayn was stable, but Dustin had a truncus arteriosus, and action had to be taken or he would surely die. This meant that his deoxygenated blood was bleeding over to his oxygenated blood, which is not good, to say the least.

      They explained to us that his chance of survival during surgery would be less than 15 percent. Then the lead surgeon (Dr. Steed) looked at my eighteen-year-old self and said, “It is your decision; do you want us to operate or not?” He was basically asking us if we wanted to just let him go or have them perform a risky surgery. He further told us that no surgeon on the East Coast would even attempt it, and that if we wanted Dustin to have the surgery, we would have to go to Duke Medical and that they would fly in a surgeon to attempt it. Here I was, still in my teens, and some days I had trouble deciding what I wanted for breakfast, but now I was supposed to decide the fate of my newborn son. I responded the way I believe any parent would; I told him that if there was even a small chance, it had to be taken. It’s all I knew to say.

      After waiting at Pitt Memorial for maybe 30 or so hours while the medical team got everything set up, my wife and son were flown by East Care Helicopter the 100 miles or so to Duke, about a 30-minute flight. I followed in a car with my wife’s sister. As soon as we arrived, they performed the surgery.

      The surgical team tried their best, but Dustin passed away as he was coming off anesthesia. The surgery actually went fine, but the anesthesia was too much for him. At the time, he was the smallest child on medical record in the US, or maybe even the world, to have undergone this particular heart surgery. In fact, years later when I was in dental school, one of our cardiology journals referenced my son’s surgery.

      When Dustin passed, I was almost too young and stupid for it to really register. So much had happened so fast in those few days. Within almost hours, I went from having a wife who was pregnant with twins to having our kids be born, to one of them dying.

      Looking back on it all now, I can see that Dustin’s passing was probably for the best. Life for Rayn has not been easy, and I couldn’t imagine having to see another child live in this world that could have possibly been in a worse physical condition. Dustin’s life was brief, but at least all he knew of this world was the love of his mother. I told myself, “That would be a good life; maybe the perfect life.” At the time, I remember being upset and confused, and the world was spinning for both of us. I still feel sorry for Pam for only having me to go through that whole experience with. I certainly wasn’t a pillar of society at that point in my life.

      Our son’s life was gone, and that was that. There was really nothing to do now but to go back to Pitt Memorial, so Pam and I drove to Greenville, back to Rayn.

      Pam ended up staying at Pitt Memorial for the entire time Rayn was in the neonatal ICU, about three months. She never once left during that entire time. I would bring her new clothes, and she’d change and shower there. To me, she was mom of the century. Can you imagine being this young girl and all of a sudden all of this comes crashing down on you? It’s been almost thirty years, and tears well up in my eyes every time I think about her commitment to Rayn. I can’t remember much from those days, but I can close my eyes, and clear as day, I can see her holding Rayn in the neonatal unit. She deserved better.

      As for me, I would go to work during the day, and many nights I’d find a waiting room and sleep in the hospital. Somehow, I don’t know how or why, I was always able to show up for work and still get back to the hospital at night. I was still trying to work so that we would have some money, but at the same time, I was not a good person.

      Each time any of us from the outside entered the neonatal unit, we had to scrub in and put on a cap and gown. Keeping germs out was a big deal there, as you can imagine. And then whenever you exited, you disrobed and changed back into your street clothes in that same room. Well, inside that room they had installed a huge mirror.

      The reason I mention having to scrub in and put on a gown was that two or three months into my son’s stay there, I had come to visit Pam after having worked all day. That night in particular, I felt inconvenienced at having to go to the hospital. As I walked in, I could see her through the glass, holding Rayn, who was being fed through tubes.

      During that visit, I fussed at her about money, telling her that I needed some extra cash for something at the house. But the real reason I wanted that money was so I could go and buy drugs. Real Prince Charming I was!

      Anyway, after fussing with her, I walked out of the neonatal unit, and while I was tearing off my gown in that small dressing room, I saw myself in that huge mirror. Suddenly, time stood still, and the face looking back at me said, “Man, you’re the biggest piece of shit on the planet.” Our child hadn’t asked to be brought into this world, and here my wife was holding our son and just being there for him 24/7. But me? All I wanted was to make sure I had enough money to buy drugs. How low can a person get?

      That day wasn’t a total transformation for me, but at that moment I found a purpose. The purpose I found was to work hard enough to provide for Pam and Rayn, and I was determined to do whatever was required to make sure they had what they needed, come hell or high water. It was time to giddyup! I was far from perfect then, and I am far from perfect today, and I would like to hope I have changed since that time, but that day was the beginning of a different life.

      For the next many years, I leaned heavily on work and made it my life, and as imperfect as I was and that focus was, it saved me from a life of malevolence, addiction, and surely worse.

      As traumatic as it was to lose Dustin, his short time with us didn’t allow us to bond with him as much as if he had lived a little longer. But more traumatic than Dustin’s loss has been the emotional and mental challenge of raising our surviving son, Rayn, who has special needs. After twelve surgeries, a deletion of the 22nd chromosome diagnosis, hundreds of speech therapy hours, and almost thirty years, Rayn has survived, which is a miracle. He is also a high school graduate (something I never did!). During Rayn’s thirty years, there have been many months that we have slept more nights in hospital waiting rooms than in our own beds. From a pharyngeal flap surgery in Syracuse, NY, hernia operations at Pitt Memorial, and pharyngeal flap revisions at Chapel Hill, there are too many surgeries to list in this prologue.

      My wife and I have had to struggle and live with the medical decisions we have made for our son. We were told that a pharyngeal flap surgery was necessary, only to be told a few years later that it, and the revision, should never have been done. The revisions of most of his surgeries have all been failures, but our hopes raised every time doctors attempted a new procedure. In his later years, Rayn’s psychosis has stolen any hope Pam and I could have had of a decent life for him, and it has drastically changed our lives. His severe psychosis is a hell that burns all involved: him, us, his caregivers, everyone.

      All parents want their children to be perfect, and we were—and are—no different, always following a physician’s guidance, praying to God, and trying to do what is best for our child. Life just seems to have had other plans for us.

      Rayn’s life has made our lives what they are today. I don’t know where I would be if my sons had not been born, but I doubt it would be where I am now. Would it be prison? A drug overdose? A combination of both? I don’t know.

      The silver lining to all of this is that when I stared in that mirror, I found a focus, and that focus kept me moving forward and away from my own undoing—so far.
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        Live as if you were living already for the second time, and as if you had acted the first time as wrongly as you are about to act now.

        Viktor E. Frankl

      

      

      

      Before I spend the rest of this book talking about my personal experiences, it might help to tell you a little about my background, where I’m from, the wolves that raised me (or rather didn’t), and the forces that created the convolution that is I.

      I am from Eastern North Carolina, which is a nice place with beaches, rivers, farmland, and small coastal towns. It moves at a slower pace than most parts of the world. People here are mostly kind, and it is a relatively safe place. The weather is temperate, lacking the extreme heat farther south and the frigid cold of the north, and life can be tranquil if you want it to be, maybe a bit too tranquil in some cases. In fact, life here can get a little boring, especially for younger people, and the lack of constructive stimulation can lead some to take the wrong path. There are good schools here, and when parents exercise the right guidance, it’s a great place to raise a family. You may soon find that statement laughable, but I believe it.

      The town I am from, Chocowinity, developed as a small railroad hub and farming community. In the early 1900s, the railroad company thought that the name was too difficult to pronounce, so they started referring to it as Marsden, after the president of the railroad. Eventually, the residents of the town abandoned that name and the original name of Chocowinity prevailed, which is a Tuscarora Indian tribe (who used to inhabit this region) word that means “little otters.” Some people also say the name means “fish of many waters,” as the town banks the Pamlico River near the joining of the Pamlico Sound, but “little otters” is the official verdict.

      My father is also from Chocowinity and was the youngest boy in his family, one of seven children. When he was eighteen, he was drafted into the Air Force to go fight in Vietnam. Right after being drafted, but before boot camp, he suffered a cerebral hemorrhage, which left him partially disabled. He made it to basic training, but the effects of the hemorrhage caused his hands to shake, making it difficult for him to perform simple tasks such as button up his shirt and tie his own shoes, and he couldn’t even put on his uniform by himself. The Air Force quickly realized his disability and medically discharged him, so he never had to go fight in Vietnam. His shaking and lack of dexterity would haunt him the rest of his life.

      The timing of what happened to him was a Godsend, however. Had he suffered this hemorrhage before being drafted, he would never have been able to afford the lifelong medical expenses that ensued. But because it happened after he had been drafted, his VA benefits kicked in and covered him for the rest of his life. This was especially fortunate for a man whose folks could barely afford to buy him shoes. In fact, while he was growing up, going to school was a luxurious reprieve from the daily labors of farm life, as his bedroom was often the inside of a tobacco barn.

      For the rest of his life, he compensated for his shaking hands by wearing Velcro shoes and using phones with oversized number buttons on them. It was a difficult insecurity for such a young man, I’m sure. The good news was that he didn’t lose any of his mental faculties. He was a decent guy and was good-looking and charismatic. After the Air Force, he worked selling insurance. A few years into that, he began working for a manufactured housing dealership that sold single-wide and double-wide mobile homes. He was one hell of a salesman and found much success, enough so that he eventually opened his own dealership and did better than most in the area.

      Where my dad grew up in a poor farming family in Chocowinity, my mother grew up in a town called Washington on the other side of the Pamlico River (coined “Little Washington” by the locals), which marked the line between the haves and the have-nots back then, much like railroad tracks did (and sometimes still do) in many rural towns. Nowadays, however, which side of the river you’re from is not a big deal. But back then, Washington was noticeably more affluent, filled with people who considered themselves to be from a better class. Chocowinity, on the other hand, was full of farms and had no “old money” or nice homes. Most of its residents were poor, and even today many fall below the poverty line. Even now, friends of mine originally from Washington crack jokes at Chocowinity’s expense, but because the jokes no longer describe life today, I just disregard them.

      But lest you think my mother grew up well-to-do because she was from Washington, her family was super poor as well—worse than my father’s family, actually. She was a very attractive woman, and older men make remarks to this day about her looks. Despite her beauty, she never lived with indoor plumbing or electricity until she married my dad. If you asked her, all of her friends were rich and had nice homes and cars, while she had to use an outhouse (even through high school).

      Before my mom met my dad, she was in love with another man. But when my dad came into the picture, her mother pushed her toward my father, thinking that my father could provide better for her and get her out of poverty. Eventually, my mother caved in to the pressure and shifted her focus to my dad. He seemed to be heading somewhere in life and could hopefully provide a better lifestyle. And he
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