
A FULL CIRCLE 360

 

DAR BRYANT 

 

& 

ANNALEE BANKS

[image: ]

 

eLectio Publishing 

Little Elm, TX 

www.eLectioPublishing.com 

360: A Full Circle

 

By Dar Bryant & Annalee Banks 

Copyright 2017 by Dar Bryant & Annalee Banks. All rights reserved. Cover Design by eLectio Publishing. 

 

ISBN-13: 978-1-63213-292-5 

Published by eLectio Publishing, LLC 

Little Elm, Texas 

http://www.eLectioPublishing.com 

Printed in the United States of America 

5 4 3 2 1 eLP  21 20 19 18 17 

The eLectio Publishing creative team is comprised of: Kaitlyn Campbell, Emily Certain, Lori Draft, Court Dudek, Jim Eccles, Sheldon James, and Christine LePorte. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book. 

If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for the “stripped book.” 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated. 

Publisher’s Note 

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content. 




Dedication 

If a single person who has given up all hope thinking they are doomed to a life of crime and addiction reads or hears my story and realizes that it’s never too late, and no matter what you have done, no matter who you are or where you’ve come from, that you, yes YOU can still turn your life around, this book is not in vain. You, yes YOU, can live a fulfilling and rewarding life. You, yes YOU, can be proud again of your accomplishments. If one person understands this message, then my time spent in that crazy life and the time I put into writing this book will have not been in vain. 

This book is dedicated to my father, that he may find redemption. This book is dedicated to all who hurt deep inside, who feel lost with no way out. This book is dedicated to those who are in prison or about to go to prison unless they change the path they’re on. This book is for the families who suffer and feel helpless and devastated as they watch their loved ones spiraling down the wrong path. This book is for YOU. There is hope. There is ALWAYS hope through God. 
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Prologue 

 

I am about to reveal the story of my life even though the final chapter hasn’t happened yet as, through God’s grace, I’m still alive! All I can do is start from where it began, taking you through the summer of 2016. I’ve wanted to write this story for a while and had originally planned on waiting a few more years, but it has been lying heavy on my heart to proceed with it now, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned through all of this, it’s which inner voice to listen to, which I now recognize as my Father God. That voice told me to write, so I sat down and I wrote. 

On the surface, I’m just an average, middle-aged family man living a quiet and very rewarding life in a small Illinois town in the Riverbend area along the banks of the Mississippi River. The very same area I grew up in, the very same area I fled from, and the very same area I’ve returned to. 

I am a devout Christian involved in the ministry of my church. I grew up in church, but when I was fourteen years old, I ran as far away from God as I could. Somehow, I miraculously and unbelievably made my way back. 

I am fortunate to live in the same area as most of my family. I’m just a regular guy who has been immensely blessed with this family’s love. I’ve only revealed to them some of my past—they don’t know my entire story. No one on this planet except God has ever heard my entire story…until now. 

In my early years, I was quite the visionary—an adventurous, ambitious, and very driven individual, a dreamer always wanting more for myself. I started, owned, and operated several of my own businesses, from a small chain of family-owned video stores to a video production company. I managed rock bands and owned a nightclub. 

During those years, I appeared to have it all together and seemed to be on my way to certain success. I was respected in the community, had friendships and relationships that I value to this 
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day, and was blessed to be in on several ground floor opportunities. All of this I accomplished by the age of twenty-five. 

Within a few years, I went from a successful young business man who partied with his friends to someone who partied heavily every single night, hung out in nightclubs with bands, partied with porn stars in Chicago, and manufactured and dealt drugs. 

I started dabbling in the occult from metaphysics to Wicca. I lived a wild and free life—or it felt like it at the time. I felt I was on top of the world, but it was only a life of decadence, rock ‘n’ roll, money, sex, and drugs. In reality, that false feeling of being on top of the world was actually me losing myself. During those years, my life was so empty, so void of everything that was truly me, and I quickly became a slave to that lifestyle. 

I didn’t realize it at the time, or maybe I did but didn’t care or just didn’t know how to find myself again. These things, disguised behind some crazy, horrid, fake reality that I was on top of the world, were slowly killing me, holding me in their clutches and sending me further down the rabbit hole. 

There came a time when I was no longer respected by my former peers but highly respected by my new peers. There’s a drug enabling me to carelessly turn from my old peers glorifying in the status quo of my new peers. There came a time when I was considered the lowest of the low by my normal circle of friends and all of society while still being highly praised and sought after by my new circle of friends. That same drug allowed me to feel comfortable in my new world and led me to become an outlaw to the extreme. 

Handcuffed standing in front of the judge, I was once described by a prosecutor as “a one-man crime wave.” These words still ring in my ears today. During the ‘80s and ‘90s, I was involved in everything—drug trafficking, drug manufacturing, counterfeiting, fraud, racketeering, and more. 

I wasn’t surprised when I learned I was on Arizona’s Top Ten Most Wanted list. I became a major target of the DEA, was interrogated for several crimes including murder, was involved in a 
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shootout, overdosed several times, and have had more near-death experiences than I care to count. 

My world crashed in on me one day, and I was busted, convicted, and had to serve prison time, causing years of my life to be taken. Looking back, I can see I was a prisoner long before I went to prison. 

A part of me knew what the outcome would be, what the end result would be—either be caught or die. After having successfully escaped police apprehension eighteen times, I had acquired a false sense of security, thinking I was smarter than they were, but deep inside, I knew my successful escapes couldn’t last forever. 

My story spans four decades, and I feel the purpose of writing this book is not to glorify the lifestyle I lived but to demonstrate God’s love. You see, if not for God’s grace, I would not be here today. I owe not only God but also the many people in my life who love me and were praying for me when I didn’t have enough sense to pray for myself. 

You are about to read my story. As disturbing as it may be, I have described the events as they happened. To do anything less would take away from true understanding. Am I proud of my story? Yes and no. I am not a single bit proud of the decisions I made that led me down a path that hurt my family and almost killed me, but I am so proud of what God has done with my messed-up life, turning it into something purposeful and magnificent. Yes, I am very proud of the end of my story. 

I have tried not to sugarcoat incidents, maintaining accuracy to allow access to all readers. This was difficult, but for those who have lived a similar life, you will be able to fill in the ugly blanks. To those who haven’t, consider yourself spared. To further spare the innocence of readers, I have removed the vile, vulgar, foul language that accompanies this lifestyle. This book would have been twice as long had I left the actual dialect in as it was truly spoken. 

Those who grew up with me, you will recognize locations, characters, and incidents. Remember that all of these things happened, but I have condensed actions to a few characters to make 
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this book flow easier while still maintaining its accuracy and getting the main point across. If you recognize a character, don’t assume they are a actual part of all incidents of the same character I wrote about in this book. 

I have also decided to keep some incidents to myself for right now. In this book, I do not discuss any of my actions with the occult or incidents that happened because of my association. That’s an entire book in and of itself. 

I did not write this book to preach to anyone. I promise this is not a preachy book…this is just my story. 

Today, I am the person and the man my grandmother and mother always dreamed and prayed I would be. I went from a small-town Christian boy to one of the top most-wanted criminals in Arizona to a small-town Christian man. The pages that follow are the story of my 360-degree journey. 

Many of the names in this book associated with my story have been changed and incidents condensed to a few characters to protect identities. (How ironic is that?) 

 

x 




Chapter 1 

 

Roxana Junior High School 

1974 

Today is my first day of eighth grade. Warm rain spits on me as I wait at the corner for the school bus, wearing my dark blue polyester pants and white button-down shirt. Mom says I should always dress nice, so this is what I wear every day. 

I reach up and unbutton the top three buttons of my shirt. She had just buttoned them right before I walked out the door, but it’s too tight on my neck. I hate standing here waiting for the bus, and I hate school. 

Up until last year, Mom drove the three of us to and from school every day. She still drives my little sister and brother, and I must admit I’m a little jealous of that. Sherri’s ten years old and Tim is eight. Outside of school, all we do is go to church. My parents and Grandma raise me with very strict old-school Pentecostal rules that I do try to follow. I’m not allowed to hang out with anyone other than my church friends, and we are not allowed to go to the movies or swim in public swimming pools. I’ve always been an awkward, scrawny, blond-haired, blue-eyed kid who wears dress clothes daily. I just don’t fit in with the other kids. They make fun of me—a lot. The teacher taking roll calling out my name, Darwyn Bryant, in front of everyone might have something to do with it. I don’t know. Last year was terrible. Seventh grade is the year where all the grade school kids go to the same school together for the first time. So instead of just the few kids I’ve always had making fun of me, they all joined forces last year, and it was horrendous! 

My birthday is September 1, and soon after, school starts. I never look forward to my birthday because I know what follows—nine months of teasing, harassing, and torment. I’m tired, I hate school, and I don’t want summer to end, but I stand here on the corner because this is what I’m supposed to do. I guess I’ll just do what I do every year—make no eye contact, pretend I don’t hear them taunting 
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me, and walk as far away from them as fast as I can. I pretend it doesn’t hurt me, but their cruel words do penetrate. Sometimes I wake up late at night hearing them again and again. I try to make it stop. Ugh! June can’t get here fast enough. 

There’s the bus. I wipe sweat from my hands on the sides of my pants and catch myself scratching the back of my fresh buzz haircut. I try my best to stand tall and look like I don’t care, like I’m not nervous. Does it show? I can’t let them see my fear. They’ll eat me alive again. 

I flinch when the bus doors clang open. Here goes. Walking down the aisle of the bus searching for a seat, I realize something amazing has happened to me over the summer. I have grown about a foot, and everyone is forced to look up to me. To me! I literally now tower over everyone! I find an empty seat halfway down, slide toward the window hoping not to be noticed, and am immediately pulled back to last year and back to the mindset of dreading this school year. I really don’t want to be here and cannot stand the idea of attending another year of school. Last week’s discussion with Mom over letting me stay home this year didn’t work. I keep telling her what an evil place this school is, but she just smiles and tells me it’s fine, that I’m making too much of it. 

Mom and Dad run a produce market in town. Hanging out at the market over the summer, I met and became friends with Tony Walters who lives close to the market. Tony is a hippie—I guess a freak is what everyone at school would call him. He has long, scraggly hair and smells like a strange-smelling smoke. Mom doesn’t like him because of this, and she tells me to stay away from him, but I think he’s a great guy. During summer break while hanging out at the store, I told Tony about my seventh-grade year, to which he responded, “Don’t worry. Just find me when you get to school. I’ll be out front. I’ll introduce you to some people before class. You’ll be fine.” 

The bumpy ride comes to an end, and the bus pulls up at good old Roxana Junior High School. I’m surprisingly unscathed. I get off the bus and immediately walk to a group of students who are 
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smoking on the sidewalk at the front of the school. I don’t smoke, but I want to look cool, so when I find Tony, I place my thumbs in my polyester pockets and look around, nervously rocking back and forth on my heels. All the other guys out front have hair down to their shoulders, and I find myself scratching the back of my burr head. I quickly slide both hands all the way into my pockets, bend one knee, tap my foot. I feel stupid, so I straighten my legs and wipe the sweat from my hands on my pants, sheepishly trying my hardest to appear cool as he introduces me to a few of his friends. Tony is a good guy. Even through my incredible discomfort, he makes it a point to make me feel that it’s all good. The school bell rings, triggering everyone to give each other wide-eyed, annoyed looks. They quickly drop their cigarettes and lean forward, twisting their feet back and forth to put them out beneath their shoes before hustling toward the school  doors.  I  walk  over  hundreds  of  butts  before  entering  the school on my way to first-hour class. As always, I head to the back of the room, wanting to disappear into the shadows. A kid with long, dark hair also sitting in the back strikes up a conversation with me. His name is David Edwards, and come to find out, he lives in Rosewood Heights, my neighborhood. David and I spend the entire class talking, laughing, and cutting up in the back row. I have no idea what Mr. Rolland or any of the other three teachers that were unfortunate enough to have the both of us in class taught that day. I’m just glad to have met a friend. We eat lunch together and even hang out after school. 

Surprisingly, the first week of school is great! David and I are hanging at his house on a school night when he cracks opens a quart of beer, takes a long draw, and looks over at me, asking if I want one. I have never drunk alcohol before in my life, but hey, you know, I’m a year older now, and it’s a new life. We each down a quart, and suddenly I feel better than I have ever felt in my life! All my inhibitions, my worries, my stresses are gone. David is doing a fantastic job picking out the song “Simple Man” by Lynyrd Skynyrd on his acoustic guitar. Maybe it’s the alcohol—I don’t know—but I’m having a great time listening to him play. Every day after school, I tell Mom I need to go to David’s to work on homework, but we never 
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do homework. We drink beer and listen to music. I’ve always been a good kid, so mom trusts me. She doesn’t check. One day, David scores some weed from his older brother. I’ve never smoked pot before. I try it, but I’m not impressed. It put me to sleep, so I say no the next time he offers. 

I am making new friends, learning new things, and entering a world I never knew existed. It’s all good! A few months into school, I’m hanging out on the sidewalk when Brad Russell walks up and asks if we want to buy some pills. He pulls out a small vial filled with little tiny purple pills, one dollar apiece. I look over to Tony and ask, “What is that?” 

“Purple microdot.” 

“What is it?” 

“I tell you what! You’ll have a blast! Just one time…try it.” 

I look back at Brad and then down at the vial and think there’s no possible way that that little purple thing can hurt me. So I take it. David does too. 

The bell rings. David and I give each other annoyed looks, drop our cigarettes, stepping on them with a twist as we head off to class. I sit quietly staring at the teacher. I’m a little nervous waiting for something to happen because of the pill, but not sure what. Forty-five minutes into class, I look over at David. He looks back, and we laugh hysterically, uncontrollably. We can’t stop laughing as we watch Mr. Rolland’s face melt, something that at any other time would seem like a scene from a horror movie. We laugh so hard we can hardly breathe. Mr. Rolland wants us out of class, so he sends us to the principal’s office. 

Mr. Walters doesn’t know what to think as we cannot stop laughing. He tells us to sit outside his office with the secretaries. We entertain ourselves for hours watching desk drawers open and close by themselves, papers rattle then take flight, pencils scratch on paper then rise up and fly away, typed letters march out of books then jump to the ground and march out the door, floor tiles rise, hover, and trade places, the wood trim around the door close in on people 
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walking through, people walk by, melting and dissolving into each other. Some stop and talk to us, and their voices are loud and clear one second and then bam, they’re a million miles away and all I hear are distorted sounds coming from their distorted mouths. The sound of the secretary’s typewriter turns into a great musical beat, and the ceiling lights cast beautiful colors on everything. With all these things, we hear distortion and clarity, see lights shooting from them, streaks and colors melting, rolling, twisting, turning, marching across our brains vertically, horizontally, and squiggly, all beautiful, funny, and scary rolled up into one, and it’s hysterical! I am having an absolute blast. I love this! 

Every morning, David and I have our dollar bills ready for Brad to bring his vial over so we can purchase our purple microdot for the day. I have talked Mom into buying some new clothes. My polyester church clothes lie in the bottom of my bedroom drawer as I tuck my Marlboros into the front pocket of my new black T-shirt that hangs loosely over my stiff, brand-new Levi 501 blue jeans. I throw on a Levi jacket to hide the cigarettes in my pocket from Mom and flip my long blond hair outside the collar. For the first time, I’m comfortable at school and finally fit in. 

We are halfway through the school year, and the front sidewalk has turned into a farmer’s market for selling drugs. I buy anything I want out front, and there is still so much I don’t know about. Daily, students walk up and down the sidewalk pushing their products. 

 “Got joints here, four for a dollar!” 

“Get your speed here, four for five dollars!” 

Whatever drug or smoke I want, I can buy before school on the front sidewalk. I become comfortable with this even though I’m told drugs are bad. If that were true, if drugs are so terribly bad, why is everyone, I mean everyone, doing drugs? It’s just normal school activity. I experiment smoking different things and popping different color pills every morning, eager to get to school and try something new or again experience an old favorite. My body acclimates to this way of life easily. I learn what all that weird stuff in the glass counter at Gladrags is used for. I feel strong, even 
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powerful, and have never before in my life felt so connected to a group of people. 

A guy I’ve seen around but have never talked with before walks up and starts talking to David and I before school. He has long, scraggly, light brown hair and blue eyes and wears an army jacket and ragged blue jeans. David introduces him to me as Zach Banks. I find out that he is in my fifth-hour history class with Mrs. Keller. Mrs. Keller is crazy, that’s all I can say, crazy. Even though the school year is almost half over, I have never seen Zach in that class because he apparently skips school a lot. We hit it off, and Zach decides to attend class with me today. 

Walking down the hall during passing period and heading to Mrs. Keller’s class, I notice Zach standing by the boy’s bathroom next to her room. He opens up his army jacket and shows me a pint of Jack Daniels he has stashed in an inside pocket and asks, “I’m going to hit this. You want to hit this with me?” 

We slip into the bathroom and in seconds finish off the entire pint of Jack. Instead of going to class, we have a better plan. Zach walks into a stall, removes two toilet paper rolls from the wall, and flings them at me. Flying across the bathroom, I knock them into the sink, turn on the faucet, and completely soak them with water, laughing at the thought of what we’re about to do. Zach holds the dripping wet toilet rolls out from his sides as he walks out of the bathroom. I hold Mrs. Keller’s door open. I can see her sitting at her desk looking toward the back of the room with her stiff bright red hair all piled up on top of her head when—Zoom! Zoom!—two soaking wet rolls of toilet paper fly past me, seconds apart, perfectly nailing Mrs. Keller spot on! In a second, Zach is gone. I am too. 

One thing I learn about Zach early on is that he is very agile and very fast. He can jump, sprint, throw, and do anything faster and better than anyone I have ever met in my life. From this moment forward, I have a very small circle of close friends. David, Zach, and I are inseparable. 

It’s turning out to be a great year! I go to school daily but am learning only about drugs, alcohol, and how to cause mass chaos in 
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school halls. Between the three of us, we think, organize, and pull off pranks without getting caught. Zach doesn’t care if he gets caught— he’s lucky enough to not have parents to deal with. David and I have parents at home, so we do our best not to get in too much trouble— well, not to get caught anyway. 

One evening, I accidentally spill lighter fluid on my jeans, and for some unknown reason, I light my jeans on fire just to see what happens and learn that lighter fluid will burn off quickly without burning or damaging my jeans. This amazes me! I repeat this a few more times, testing it with the exact same results. The next morning, I tell my friends about it before school, and on a dare after drinking Jack and popping a microdot, I pour lighter fluid from my cigarette lighter up and down both sides of my blue jeans while at the end of the school hall, light myself on fire, and run the length of the hall screaming. It causes a great disruption, burns out quickly, and then I calmly walk to class as if nothing happened. It’s a hit! My friends love it, so I repeat it a few more times until, well, the frayed edge on the back hem of my jeans really does catch fire. My leg heats up, and it starts to burn my skin. Terrified, I stop running. When repeated slapping and stomping doesn’t work, I frantically run to the bathroom in search of water while flames shoot from the bottom of my right pant leg. I slam into the side of the stall and shove my foot in the toilet. I have decided the fire show is over—no more fire dares. 

Zach has no parental supervision, none whatsoever. He has stowed away above a friend’s garage for weeks and in basements of others without parental knowledge. He jumps around from place to place a lot to avoid his guardians, and they don’t really look for him. Zach recently moved in with his grandpa who lives on Sixth Street in Roxana right next to the high school. It’s great! We leave school and go back to Zach’s house to get high, hang out, and listen to music. Sometimes we go back to school, but most the time not. His grandpa sits at the kitchen table in a wifebeater, smoking a cigarette, and just grunts when we walk in. He doesn’t even look away from the TV sitting on his dresser in the bedroom just off the kitchen. An array of newspapers, Playboys, and overflowing ashtrays are 
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scattered across the table. Zach’s room is off to the left of the kitchen. His mattress is on the floor, and there are Led Zeppelin posters plastered all over his bedroom walls. He has a very nice stereo in the corner of his room with a great selection of albums in a Peaches crate on the floor and next to it a decent selection of drugs in a wooden stash box. His grandpa doesn’t even know my name or ask who I am. Whatever we say to him, he just grunts without even looking at us, so we come and go as we please. He never questions us about why we aren’t at school in the middle of the day, what we are doing, or where we are going. 

“Bye, Grandpa. We’re leaving.” 

“Hgggggh.” He grunts as he takes a long drag off his cigarette. 

That is the coolest thing ever, not to have anyone question where you’re going or why you aren’t in school. Zach is one of the luckiest guys on the face of the planet. 

David, Zach, and I wreak havoc daily at school, but we are smart enough to pull off our pranks in a hallway or classroom where no one knows us. That way when students are questioned about “incidents,” we are long gone, and they couldn’t turn us in if they wanted to. Mr. Smith is chasing Zach and I down the hall, but we are far enough ahead of him that when we turn the corner, Zach has time to grab a fire extinguisher hanging on the wall. He sprays foam all over the floor, making the teacher giving chase slip and slide into the lockers as soon as he turns the corner. I guess he wasn’t expecting that.  We  stop  briefly  to  watch,  feeling  proud  of  ourselves,  before running away laughing, already looking for the next thing to do. 

It’s snowing outside, but the front sidewalk market is full of business as usual. The three of us make a few snowballs apiece and hide them in our pockets, waiting for the bell. The bell rings, and there are the usual annoyed looks, dropped cigarettes, and twisting ankles. We walk inside and head down a different hallway, throwing snowballs into classrooms and smashing them hard and high on the wall so they explode upon impact with the fallout hitting everyone around. Then we calmly go straight to class, sit down, and act surprised when people come in talking about it. 
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It’s not all fun and games, though. Third-hour study hall is held in the auditorium. Multiple classes meet here with only one teacher in charge. The room is large and set up for stadium seating to better view the stage for school plays, talent shows, and whatever else they do. There is a desk on the floor in front of the stage for the teacher who monitors the room during study halls. 

Zach and I always sit and talk with a couple friends, Tonya Layman and Abby Milford. We have sat and talked with these two girls since the beginning of school. A substitute teacher walks in and attempts to take roll call. He decides since it’s a study hall, we shouldn’t be talking. He’s going to split us up, putting one of us in each of the four corners of the auditorium. Zach and I aren’t going for it. After words fly back and forth, we walk out, telling him where to go. The girls stay. Zach and I aimlessly wander the halls for a while trying to find something to entertain us. We walk back down the hallway in front of the auditorium, and Tom runs out into the hall to fill us in on what’s happened since we left. Apparently, the sub didn’t get our names before we left, and no one, not one single person in the entire auditorium, will rat us out. This infuriates the sub, so he is making study hall miserable on everyone, threatening detentions and just not leaving anyone alone trying to get someone to give him our names. It’s time to have another talk with this guy. 

We walk down the sloping aisle of the stadium toward the front to speak with him, and words start flying back and forth when we’re halfway there. There are probably over one hundred students in study hall, and everyone stops what they’re doing to watch. Zach and I don’t walk out this time. This time, as the substitute speaks, as I speak, as Zach speaks, we continue to get louder and closer to him until our noses almost touch. We don’t back down one bit, piercing him with four angry blue eyes. The sub becomes uncomfortable, backs up, and turns to walk behind the desk, nervously fiddling with some papers. Zach and I stand there for a few moments quietly, staring intensely at him. When he doesn’t look back up or say anything more, Zach and I look at each other, shrug our shoulders, 
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and walk back to Tonya and Abby. Uninterrupted this time, we talk for the remainder of study hall. 

Eighth grade has become a great school year. I’ve made good friends, I no longer dread coming to school, and I no longer dread being around other people. I am having fun. I fit in. I feel good about myself, and that’s all that matters to me right now. 

Eighth grade ends as great as it began, and summer vacation comes faster than it ever has before. Mom is happy that I’m happy. She doesn’t have a clue what really went on during school. She wouldn’t have liked it very much. She knows I’ve made new friends, and she is relieved I no longer complain or beg her to let me stay home. She hasn’t met Zach yet, but she loves David. From the very first time meeting my parents, David has always been exceptionally polite to them, so both Mom and Dad love David. 

During summer vacation, David and I sleep in late and spend warm, humid days fishing, drinking, smoking, and getting high in the woods along the creeks that wind through our neighborhood. We strap our supplies to dirt bikes and explore different areas, sometimes spending the days alone and sometimes running into and partying with others doing the same. We aren’t old enough to drive yet, so we don’t see Zach. He lives down the hill by the school. 

I’m half asleep when the phone rings and I hear Mom yelling it’s for me. David is on the other end telling me to come over. I throw on a pair of gym shorts and walk into the kitchen to get a bowl of sugar frosted flakes. It’s a hot, humid morning, and I almost drop the sweaty glass bottle pouring milk in my bowl. Crunching my flakes at the kitchen table while Mom talks to me, I grunt a few times, paying no attention to what she’s saying but pretending I do. It’s too early in the morning to think. Mom leaves for work, and I shower, get dressed, and head out the door. David’s parents are both gone when I arrive and find him sitting in the living room. He looks at me with a huge grin on his face and holds up a set of keys. 

“What’s that?” I ask. 

He whispers, “My sister left her keys in her car.” 
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David just turned fifteen. I won’t turn fifteen until September. We cannot get our driver’s licenses until we turn sixteen. Neither of us has ever driven a car before, but we are quite good on dirt bikes. This could be fun. 

David continues, “I’ve already called Maggie and Tara. We’re going to pick them up and hang out at the levees, maybe get lucky!” 

It’s a great plan. Steal his sister’s car, drive to South Roxana, and get lucky with a couple of blondes. I’m in! We climb into his sister’s white 1969 Grand Torino, and I am surprised at how well David drives. South Roxana is about fifteen miles down the hill from us on the other side of the Roxana High School. He is driving slowly, stopping at all the stop signs, staying in between the lines, and doing everything like he knows what he’s doing. We make it all the way to South Roxana, pick up the girls with no problems, and head toward Poag Road. 

Protecting the low-lying local communities from flood waters from the Mississippi River and its many creeks and canals are tall levees with gravel roads on top. The locals use these levees, depending on the season, for sledding, flying kites, or for easy access in and out of the surrounding woods adjacent to the waters. It’s a perfect place to throw out a blanket, get high, and get lucky. The girls are in the car, and David decides to show off a little as we turn off Poag Road onto one of the levees. He punches the gas pedal to the floor, and the engine roars, sucking us back in the seat and shooting gravel out from the tires as we fly down the levee and fishtail around an S curve! David loses control of the car, and we’re thrown to the right. The car careens into a ditch on the left and crashes sideways into a telephone pole. The girls are screaming, and I almost pee my pants. We come to an abrupt stop, and everything goes dead silent. A few seconds pass as we all take inventory of our body parts. Then I hear David whisper, “Oh crap!” 

The girls jump out of the car screaming, “Are you crazy! You tried to kill us!” 

David and I sit in the car solemnly watching those short shorts and halter tops walk angrily back down the levee toward their 
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hometown. When they are out of view, we look at each other, wondering what to do next. 

David turns the key a few times while stepping on the gas pedal, but the car won’t even try to start. I smell gas. We get out and walk around it, scratching our heads and realizing now just how much trouble we are in. 

David looks at me and asks, “Man, do you think maybe it would be okay if I come and stay at your house for a little while?” 

We take off walking down the levee in the same direction as the girls toward South Roxana. Half an hour later, we find a pay phone at the gas station in town and call his big brother Jim. Jim lives in Wood River with his wife, so he’s here in five minutes. We drive back out to look at the car. The three of us circle the car as Jim speaks in a quiet, serious voice, “Man, you guys are dead!” Shaking his head, he investigates all the car’s damage and repeats, “You guys are so dead! I’ll tell you what. I’m going to take you home and not say anything. When Dad gets home, you are going to have to deal with this on your own.” 

We climb into his car and drive home. 

I don’t feel like going anywhere. I want to stay home by the phone in case David calls. I spend the evening just waiting—waiting for the shoe to drop, waiting for the phone call and wondering what is happening over at David’s this very minute. I sit sideways on my bed, tapping my head against the wall to the tune of “Black Water” by the Doobie Brothers, and the phone rings. I turn the music down and listen as I have done with every phone call this evening. It’s seven o’clock, and this is the call I’ve been waiting for. Dad answers, and I listen to his one-sided conversation. 

“Hello? 

“Well, hello, Mr. Edwards. How are you? 

“Uh-huh. 

“Uh-huh. 

“Huh.” 
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I sit in my room visualizing my escape because I can’t come up with a good enough reason to make this any better. I hear dad compassionately say, “Aww, Mr. Edwards, you don’t want to do that.” 

I cannot come up with a story that will get us out trouble for stealing and crashing a car. Dad really likes David, and I continue to listen to him talk to David’s dad, calmly telling him, “He’s your son. You don’t want to do that. You need to think about this.” 

The only thing I have in my favor is the fact that I was not driving the car and it does not belong to anyone in my family. 

Dad hangs up the receiver and yells my name. As I walk out of the bedroom and up the stairs, his compassionate voice has turned to a slightly louder stern voice. “What were you guys thinking?” he says quickly. 

I just stand there looking at him. I’ve got nothing to say to help me out of this one. 

He continues with genuine concern in his voice. “I wouldn’t want to be in David’s shoes right now.” 

I ask him what’s going on with David, and he won’t talk about it. I’m waiting for the belt, but instead of the belt, Dad slowly turns and leaves the room with a worried look on his face. The conversation is over. We never talk about it again. David does get a phone call through to me later that night. Apparently, his dad beat him up pretty bad and kicked him out of the house. His dad is an older man and an alcoholic who loses his temper easily. In the evening after work, I’ve watched him many times throw down tumbler after tumbler of scotch. David stays with us a few days, giving his mom time to talk his dad into letting him go back home. 

Next week is my fifteenth birthday and the beginning of ninth grade. This year, I look forward to my birthday and am ready to get back and see my friends at school. Huh…first time I’ve ever thought that. David and I ride the bus together and immediately head to the front of the school, and there’s Zach on the sidewalk. We start right where we left off last year, doing all the crazy stuff we love to do. It’s 
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even better this year—all of our older friends now have driver’s licenses, so we meet in front of the school to buy what we need, pile in cars, and take off for the day. 

We drive around town, do some acid, drink some booze, smoke a little weed, and head up the Great River Road. The Mississippi River is on one side of the road, and on the other side are tall, steep, jagged bluffs with trees growing out the sides. We pull over and decide to climb a two-hundred-foot bluff and act a fool. The bluff we climb is steep, solid rock with no trees. We have no inhibitions. We’re high, we climb, we scream, we hang looking out across the road and river. We don’t scream because we’re scared. We scream and holler just because we can. 

The Blue Pool sits further on down, off to the bluff side of the Great River Road. Local rumor is this pool is bottomless. The story is that in an effort to fill it, many things have been dumped in this pool never to resurface or be seen again—for instance, train cars. Train cars! It has been told that years ago, it was a popular swimming hole for locals, but after a few people dove in from the top of the bluffs never to be seen again, they fenced it off and no one is allowed to swim here anymore. It’s a strange and beautiful area, and the fence is easy to climb. The Blue Pool isn’t very big and is surrounded by tall bluffs on two sides. It got its name because even though it’s a matter of a few feet away from the largest, muddiest river in the United States, the Blue Pool’s water is crystal clear and reflects the blue skies beautifully. When placing your hand in the Mississippi River, you cannot see your fingers after an inch of submersion. Sitting along the side of the Blue Pool, you can see ragged stone lining the pool many feet underwater, a continuation of the bluffs deep into the pool. This pool is always a mystery and exciting to be around especially when you’re high. It’s a great place to party. 

We seldom go to school anymore other than to meet out front. If the weather is nice, we drive down the River Road and party along the bluffs, swim in the Blue Pool, or cross in the ferry to party along the only sandy beach on the Mississippi River, Royal Landing. It’s not a natural sandy beach. Someone years ago had the idea to haul 
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tons of sand in, and it turned out pretty decent. We’re always tripping or higher than a kite. When the weather is bad, we walk into other schools—Wood River, Jerseyville, Alton, Edwardsville— pretending we belong there, stirring up as much trouble as we can before running out the door. No one in these schools knows us, so we freely run the halls hollering, yelling, and cussing at anyone and everyone unfortunate enough to encounter us before making a quick exit, laughing at the thought of them trying to figure out which of their students did this. We drive away knowing there will be no repercussions. We do it for no reason other than we are high and we are bored. It’s a good time. 

Shell Shack is our main hang out. It’s a small burger joint across the street from the school. Bobby’s dad owns it and runs it, and they both live there. They sell burgers, fries, soda, candy, and any drug available in the area. We have a system worked out—someone is always assigned to watch the school, and when Mr. Walters, the high school principal, is spotted walking across the street toward us to check to see who’s skipping school, Bobby’s dad lets us exit through the back door so the principal can’t catch us. Our guard is watching, and we’re eating burgers and candy when Jack comes in and shows us these small foil packets with four little white pills inside. Each pill has a white cross in the center. I ask him what it is, and he answers, “Check it out. It’s speed, white crosses. One dollar a pack.” 

“Do I take one or two or…” 

“Take all four! That’s why we packed them four in a pack, dummy. It takes four of them to really do anything to you.” 

I give Jack a dollar, rip open the foil, and throw back all four pills, chasing them with soda and some fries. Within twenty minutes, I know this is my drug. I have never felt so on top of the world in my entire life. My energy level is incredible. I can do anything and say anything, and nothing bothers me. This is it! This is what I’ve been looking for! 

The next day at Shell Shack, I buy five packets from Jack. I want to make sure I have enough to last the week. I rip open the foil packet and down four white crosses with a beer. Twenty minutes later, and 
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not the same high, so I pop two more. Yesssss, there it is. I no longer want purple microdots or any of the other drugs. I spend all my money on white crosses. This is all I want, all I need. 

To keep the high I crave, I have to keep increasing my dose. I’m up to twenty pills a day. Mikey stops in Shell Shack to show us his small black pills, so I ask him, “What’s that?” 

“Black Beauties.” 

“Do I take four?” 

“No! No. Just take one.” 

I place that black beauty in my mouth, swallow, and I am zinging for the next twenty-four hours straight, nonstop. The three of us buy and take them daily. 

Zach says, “You know, I’ve figured it out. You can live on three dollars a day.” 

I ask him, “How’s that?” 

“One dollar for a black beauty, one dollar for a pack of cigarettes, and one dollar for a burger and coke. That’s all you need in life.” 
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Chapter 2 

 

Roxana Senior High School 

Occasionally I do attend some classes, hoping to move up a grade at the end of the school year with the rest of my class. My favorite class is Mr. Gerome’s craft class. This class is held deep in the belly of the school basement. It’s dark and windowless. Large pipes hang above our heads from low ceilings, clanking loudly as they heat and cool. I hear a click, immediately followed by the sound of a spark hitting gas. A few bright lights shine straight down on the craft tables. My first impression is that it’s a strange place to hold a class, but after our initial shock, everyone in the class finds the surroundings calming, and here we relax and learn to cut, carve, paint, and assemble things out of leather. 

I’ve been working on a leather case to hold my pinch hitter. The teacher doesn’t care or even ask what it’s for or about the shape of the leaves I carve into the front of it. Honestly, the way it smells back around the dark entryway to Gerome’s office—of which he has instructed us never to enter—I think he knows exactly what I plan to use my project for and probably has made one for himself. He gives me  an  A.  I  take  it  home  and  put  it  to  good  use.  I’m  not  the  only student who made one. 

We all like Mr. Gerome. He leaves us to work, allowing us to talk as much as we want, so we always listen when he does occasionally speak. He is quiet, easygoing, very mellow, and funny. He answers our questions and gives us great ideas for our projects, but mostly he just sits quietly shaking his head and laughing at our open table conversations. He’ll quietly slip back to his office, thinking we won’t notice him leave, and every time he returns, we can smell smoke. We ask him every single time what he’s smoked back there, and every single time, his face turns bright red, almost as red as his hair as he gives up some lamebrain crazy answer. It’s like clockwork, and we all look at each other grinning as we work on our projects. We can 
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smell what he’s smoked. We really can, and we know what we smell. It’s not cigarettes. 

Kat, Mikey, and Annalee all sit at my table. Annalee is a cute, dark-haired thing who is usually very quiet, but in this class at this table, we all feel comfortable and talk openly, including her. Maybe it’s the dark, quiet room or the relaxation of beveling leather to create anything that comes to mind with a very chilled teacher or the smell that encircles us from the teacher’s office. I don’t know…but we just talk about everything as we work at that table together, nothing off limits. Because of this, we all become good friends. 

I have never once seen Annalee out front on the school sidewalk or in Shell Shack. She does spend a lot of time in the library and is even a student library helper during third hour. She’s kind of a little goody two-shoes who stays away from the business out front, so I take some of my cigarette breaks in between classes behind the school with her instead of out front. 

The school adopted an idea of putting a smoking area behind the school on school property by the catwalk. The catwalk is an enclosed hallway on the second floor used to get from the main building to the science building. They painted a thin yellow line on the concrete around a small area against the back of the school off to the side of the catwalk and now call it our new smoking area in hopes of allowing us to get a quick smoke and back to class on time. Annalee and I are sharing a cigarette out back when David and Zach walk up. I talk with them, and she just stands there listening and watching, not saying a word. The bell rings, there are the annoyed looks and twisting legs, and off to class we go. 

Next time I attend crafts class, she questions me about David and Zach. She doesn’t like them and reams me up and down about hanging out with those kind of people. 

I’m now old enough to apply for a worker’s permit, so I go around town filling out applications at every local restaurant, finally landing an interview with a dude they call Slick. Slick manages an IHOP (International House of Pancakes) in Wood River. He hires me! 
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David and his brother along with Zach and Kraig all have jobs there, so I am excited to start work. 

My first day on the job, I walk in and am greeted by Annalee. She works  here  as  the  hostess.  This  is  going  to  be  fun!  As  usual,  my friends and I minus Annalee sneak in the food storage room to pop acid and get high during work. Kraig and David are fired within the first week, and Zach quits soon after to work at Bacon’s down the road for more money than he makes bussing tables at IHOP. Even though he’s only fifteen, Zach’s kind of on his own and needs the extra money. 

Over the next few weeks, Annalee gets a good look at my friends and my life and as I really live it, not just me working on projects during my occasional visits to crafts class. I think she’s shocked and a little disgusted with me. I don’t really care. I like her, and she’s a good friend, but I’m having too much fun with David and Zach to care about what Annalee thinks. Other than the dirty looks she throws my way when I walk to the back to get high, we have a blast working together. 

Who knew that frill picks could fly so perfectly when blown through a straw? Frill picks are fancy little toothpicks with curly colorful strings on one end that are used to hold a sloppy sandwich together while serving. David’s brother Jim is the main cook, and all the busboys always crack Annalee and the other girls up when we walk past the grill and shoot Jim’s chef hat full of colorful frill picks. His chef’s hat is a large puffy paper hat that rises about a foot off the top of his head, so if we shoot them just right, they perforate the top of his hat, and he doesn’t even know it. Annalee tells us we shouldn’t do that, that we might hit him in the eye, but we ignore her and make bets on how many we can shoot in his hat before he notices and removes them. 

Frill pick torpedoes are best shot during rush hour. Jim is so busy behind the grills, ovens, and fryers making pancakes with smiley faces, frying bacon and eggs, heating up spaghetti dinners, sizzling steaks, and deep frying French fries trying to get everyone’s orders 
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out on time. He and his wife have a newborn baby, so he takes his job seriously. At fifteen, nothing in my life is serious right now. I do my job as best I can while high. I do my best to keep everyone laughing—that’s what I’m good at. I like my life. I know how to have a good time. 

Rush hour comes to an end, and Jim, completely exhausted, stops to take a
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