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The Foreword 
 

There is a difference between “survival” and 

“success. The former represents mere existence by the 

barest means. It suggests living below average and just 

above failure. Success, on the other hand, carries the idea of 

achievement, regardless of the odds or the predictions for 

failure. It means that all of the things and people that came 

against you failed and you went beyond mere survival and 

reached excellence. This is the theme embedded in the life 

story Whose Will, Ordinary Person, Extraordinary Life, by 

Willie Harris, Jr. Everything in his life pointed to failure 

with only the possibility of survival, but by the Grace of 

God and his realization of the Power of God that will 

move, he succeeded.  

Whose Will is not a book for everyone, but everyone 

should read it. It is graphic at times but so are the realities 

of life. It is harsh at some points, but not unbearable to 

those who can see themselves journeying with him 
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through the pages, having lived some of the scenes that are 

depicted between the lines. 

Many have failed, trying to merely survive, but 

none has reached success without a few failures. Harris 

did not let his small town upbringing become an obstacle 

to his quest for success, whether his quest was in the best 

direction or not. He refused to allow the labeling of his 

family as “dysfunctional,” to become his mark of identity 

as a person. He never permitted those things or people 

who had him bound to prevent his access to destiny that 

had already been declared by another “Will.” 

For young people who think they have all the 

answers or who think that there is something “new” under 

the sun, Whose Will provides answers that counter that kind of 

thinking. 

Read it and be blessed. Get someone else to 

read it and bless the world. 

 

Bishop Paul S. Morton, Sr. 

Senior Pastor Changing a Generation Full Gospel Baptist 

Church, Atlanta, Georgia 
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From The Author 

I am truly grateful to be alive today, for, 

surely, I should not be. I am certain that, somehow, 

some way, an angel was assigned the task of 

carrying me through many of the bad choices that I 

made during the first thirty years of my life. Only in 

looking back am I able to realize that for the majority 

of my life I have been covered by the continuing 

mercies of God. I’ve always had the feeling as if 

someone or something was always watching over 

me.  

I know this story. It is the story of my life. I am 

absolutely certain, beyond any shadow of doubt, that 

I couldn’t have possibly made it without a guardian 

angel. Though I wasn’t always aware, he was there 

with me.   

This is the story of a boy who loved mischief 

and pranks. He never felt loved quite enough and 

repressed the sadness it caused. He became a drug 

addict and graduated from high school without any 

technical skills or further formal education that 

would allow him the opportunity to get more out of 

life. This is about a boy whose past was riddled with 

drugs, violence, and other criminal activities. 

According to mainstream society, I was a sad 

statistic, a failed young black male incapable of rising 

up and out of bad circumstances.  

I finally decided to choose life over death. 

Because of this, I am able to see God’s smile in all 
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that I have and will be able to accomplish. I am 

thankful. 

I am still awestruck when I think about how 

much my life has changed since the days I made my 

first steps toward manhood. Humbly, I must say that 

I am pleased to share my story with others, a 

testimony to just how good life has been since I 

traded my addiction for purpose.  

There have been a lot of changes over the 

years. I had never traveled out of the state of Georgia 

during those early days, yet I regularly vacation with 

my family several times during the year, sometimes 

traveling to other countries. The peace that was 

lacking in my household as a child now permeates 

my home. I live in a stress free environment where 

there is never any fussing, violence, alcohol, and 

definitely no drugs. Because of hard work and 

dedication, we have stabilized our finances in a way 

that is conducive to raising children who want for 

nothing. I am finally living. 

Experiences have taught me that the choices I 

make create the condition in which we live. 

Regardless of the circumstances, there are and will 

always be avenues for change, even when we are not 

conscious of them. Finding peace in your world can 

change the outcome of most situations. Being the 

best that I could be at “playing the hand” which life 

dealt was the only way I could attain the results to 

which I had always aspired. 
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With nothing else left to accomplish in my life, 

I sat in my backyard, basking in the glory of a 

beautiful home, when I was struck with the desire to 

have “a conversation” with God.  

“Where do I go from here?” I asked. “Tell your 

story,” were the only words I heard. As I began to 

think about it more, I grew excited at the possibility of 

inspiring others around the world to triumph just as I 

had.  

The only concern I had was that my education 

was limited. I could not type and I could barely spell, 

therefore, I had no idea how I was going to 

accomplish this task of writing a book – a task that 

had been assigned to me by my Father. Negativity 

and doubt flooded my mind, making it extremely 

difficult to imagine how it would be possible to tell 

my story. I had never read a single book from cover to 

cover. How was I going to write an entire book? 

Not wanting to disappoint God, nor disregard 

the chore He assigned me, I mustered up every 

ounce of courage in my heart and started 

remembering all the lessons I had learned since my 

youth. I started making notes. Determined to carry 

out the assignment, I gathered them all in sequential 

order and spread them on the table before me. I then, 

said a little prayer, sat before the computer, and 

began to peck these words:  

“I am extremely fortunate enough to be able to say 

that I am still alive today. I want others to read my story 

and hopefully, be inspired by it.” 
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The Beginning 

It was 1971 in Carrollton, Georgia, a small 

rural town, located not many miles southwest of 

Atlanta. I was six years old and in the first grade.  

We were moving again. While we never had “family 

discussions” during those days, I think Daddy had 

gotten a better job at the brick plant, which meant we 

would be able to afford a few “extras” that we didn’t 

have before. We just up and moved.  

I was really excited about what would be our 

new home.  The feeling was perhaps just as exciting 

to my two older brothers, Richard and Red and my 

oldest sister, Gwen.  On the weekends, the six of us 

piled into our brown, four-door, 1965 Buick Electric 

225, and drove to our new home.  It was in a little 

subdivision, not too far from where we’d been living 

for the past year. 

It was called Kennedy Estates. I never did find 

out why the community had that name. I’m sure 

there was some historical significance connected 

with it but my preoccupation was that I knew, 

without a doubt, that this house was unlike the first 

three houses we had been renting. We moved a lot 

during the years, and this house was surely the best 

one of all.  My eyes grew wide with wonder as we 

cruised through the neighborhood filled with empty 

lots and several brand new homes, each similar in 

structure.  I watched my father’s eyes in the rear 

view mirror as he parked in a driveway leading up 
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to the lot, which would become the foundation 

location of our new house. A few construction men 

were working on taking measurements and 

installing some of the plumbing in the ground.  I can 

still recall the expression on Daddy’s face as he 

watched each of our faces through the rear view 

mirror, as we realized we had arrived at the place he 

had chosen for us – for his family.  

The three-bedroom, 1500 square foot house 

had yet to be completed and we were not allowed to 

go inside and claim our rooms. We could only use 

that time to imagine the days ahead, when we could 

run wild in the woods on the side of the house. 

Instead, we could only stand in the front yard and 

dream of what it would be like living in a “brand 

new home,” filled with brand new stuff.   

Daddy took us to the new house every 

weekend as it was being constructed. Watching our 

new home being built was one of the highlights of 

my youth. After what seemed like forever, the day 

came when we could move in.  

Our house was one of the first homes to be 

built in the newly developed sub-division. By 

Carrollton standards, this was living “pretty high.”  

This time, there were no wells, no smelly outhouses, 

no tiny tin tubs, and no holes in a rusty, leaky 

rooftop. At last, we had hot and cold running water 

in the kitchen and an in-house bathroom, which 

meant there would be no more boiling water in order 

to take hot baths. The single bathroom had a toilet, 
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shower, and tub. Instead of an outdated potbelly 

stove, we had a brand new gas stove and a 

refrigerator. Because we would have heat flowing 

through one heater that was big enough to warm the 

entire house, we were no longer had to huddle in 

one room to stay warm during the winter months. 

 The three bedrooms in the house were 

designated for my parents, my sister, and I shared a 

room with my two older brothers. We had one twin 

bed and a set of bunk beds. I didn’t really mind 

sharing the room with my brothers, except I had to 

sleep on the top bunk above my middle brother, Red. 

Since I was the youngest and weighed the least of the 

three boys, I had no choice in the matter. The top 

wasn’t so bad, except for the rising summer heat 

which made comfortable sleeping almost impossible.  

Outside, there was a carport that was built at 

the end of an inclining driveway. Both the front and 

back yards were a nice size and adequate for a family 

with four growing children.   

New furniture was placed in the house, except 

for our bedroom. Daddy had it delivered the day 

before we moved in. It would have been nice to have 

had new beds and mattresses or even dresser 

drawers, as well. Considering that our lifestyle had 

improved by several notches, none of us complained. 

We had a 25-inch color floor model television that 

was part of an entertainment center, including an 

AM/FM radio, cassette player, and an “eight-track” 

tape deck. It was called a “hi-fi” in those days. 
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Though it was new, the sofa was an eyesore. It 

had wooden arms, red, blue and brown plaid seat 

cushions, and vinyl fabric covering. I guess you 

could say it was “convertible” because you could flip 

the cushions to the solid side for a “different look.” It 

did, however, match the light brown carpet on our 

floors.  

 Daddy was a very large man and at the age of 

31, he stood about 6’4”and weighed 240 pounds. His 

complexion was very light and was sometimes 

mistaken as white. He worked as a truck driver at 

the Chattahoochee Brick Company, delivering brick 

to new construction sites and he seldom missed a 

day from work. He didn’t have the most pleasant 

personality, but he thrived on coming home to a nice 

clean house, a home-cooked meal, and a hot shower.  

Monday through Thursday, Daddy strictly 

followed a routine.  He was up for work at 5:00 a.m. 

and returned home at about 6:00 pm. As soon as my 

daddy got home from work, he went straight to the 

garden and started plowing. Following behind him, 

while Mama was inside cooking, I could smell her 

fried chicken and biscuits all the way from the 

garden. I couldn’t wait to get to that table.   

 He loved green beans, tomatoes, corn, and 

cucumbers. It seemed that plowing or pulling up 

weeds brought him the greatest sense of joy in the 

world. It wasn’t until he told me that he grew up on 

the farm that I realized that the labor of pruning 

plants, digging up weeds, and plowing the soil 
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actually aroused the peace and memories of his 

boyhood. The garden was another means my father 

used to save money and Mama put up fresh 

vegetables for the winter. As much as I loved playing 

in the dirt at that age, I especially enjoyed the time I 

spent with my daddy in the garden. Being around 

him and getting his attention was all I needed. Even 

though, there were no hugs and no “father and son 

times,” I never passed up the chance to join him in 

his daily ritual in his beloved garden.  

By sundown, Daddy was ready to go inside 

and eat whatever Mama cooked for dinner that 

evening. Like clockwork, we ate dinner around the 

same time, never once beginning without daddy at 

the table. Mama made him feel like who he was, “the 

head of the house.” He enjoyed sitting down to have 

dinner with his family. Each night we all took our 

same spots at the table while the aroma of whatever 

Mama cooked drifted past our noses. Our stomachs 

growled and mouths watered for what seemed an 

eternity until Daddy took his place at the head of the 

table. 

After eating, he would take a shower and 

“pass out” from exhaustion until it was time to start 

all over again the next morning. He was our daddy 

in the only way we knew him to be. He was the best 

father to us that he knew how to be.  

We never saw Daddy touch a bottle of alcohol 

from Monday through Thursday. Friday, on the other 

hand, was a different story. He forgot all about the 
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garden because Friday was payday. He would give 

Mama money to pay some bills and buy some Long 

John Silver’s fish for us to eat. He would take his 

shower and get ready for his “night out on the 

town.” I am not sure why but it always seemed as if 

the bathroom was steamier, like the water ran extra 

hot on Fridays – just for my father’s outings.  

Daddy was cool, and added a little pep in his 

step as he combed his hair and shaved his face. In 

rhythm to the Motown tunes blaring through the hi-fi 

stereo, he would dress himself in the funkiest 

polyester leisure suits, paisley butterfly collar shirts 

and wooden-soled, platform shoes. After that, he 

would vanish out of the house, like the steam on a 

bathroom mirror. Most of those times, we wouldn’t 

see him again until the next day.  

Some Saturday mornings, if Daddy wasn’t too 

hung-over from his Friday night binge, he would take 

my brothers and me fishing at the nearby lake, 

stopping at the local fish and tackle shop to stock up 

before heading up the road. As we stood waiting for 

the fish to bite at the edge of the little lake, He would 

climb onto the highest tree branch he could find, his 

pistol and a quart of beer handy at his side. At 

random, he’d fire his gun, claiming he saw a snake, a 

gator, or a bear. He got a kick out of seeing us squirm 

in fear, although we never thought it was funny. 

If, on the other hand, he did not feel up to 

fishing, he would stumble into the living room, with 

the widest grin on his face. Always in the best of 
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moods with liquor in his system, he would head 

straight for the hi-fi so that he could snap his fingers 

to the classics of crooners like Johnnie Cash, Bobby 

Blue Bland, B.B. King, and Elvis Presley. We could 

count on him pulling us out of our beds to dance for 

him as he sat back in his recliner watching and while 

Mama piddled in the kitchen making pancakes and 

sausage for all of us. Reluctantly wiping the sleep 

from our eyes, we performed for him with the 

promise of a dollar. Ironically, there were some fun 

times for us whenever our father was drunk. 

He had an old beat up 1959 Ford truck that he 

used to go fishing or running errands. Other than the 

fact that the rusty blue Sanford and Son look-alike had 

classic potential, there wasn’t anything special about 

that pile of junk. In fact, we rarely ever got it to start 

with the normal simple twist of the key in the 

ignition. We always had to push it down the hill and 

jumpstart it just to get the engine to turn over. In 

spite of its appearance, Daddy, my brothers and I 

had a lot of fun in that truck.  

Living in the middle of the country was pretty 

boring, if we lost our footballs, broke our toys or if 

there was nothing interesting on television. 

Sometimes, Daddy or one of his buddies would take 

turns smoking tires in the street in front of the house. 

This may have sounded dull to other kids, but to us, 

it was like watching a high-speed drag race. 

One time, on the way to a fishing trip at a river 

that was not too far from home, my father decided to 
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show off by doing a donut – pressing the gas pedal 

to the floor and making the vehicle spin around in a 

circle on the ground. We thought this was the coolest 

thing in the world, but this time I was sitting in the 

bed of the truck, while my two brothers were in the 

front seat with Daddy. I was the only one silly 

enough to ride in the bed of the truck without a seat 

belt or anything to protect me from being thrown out 

of the truck. This time, he spun a donut, and by the 

time the truck stopped, we were a few feet short of 

going over the cliff. Scared to death at the thought of 

losing our lives, I never again sat in the bed of the 

truck during those fishing trips to the lake or river. 

Never again! 

Sometimes, it makes me sad when I think 

about my childhood. I try my best to remember, 

during the Christmas holidays, the good times. We 

received presents every single year.  

The holidays were exciting especially after we 

moved into the new house and once our financial 

situation had improved. We didn’t do the traditional 

decorating with lights around the house; nor was 

there ever a house full of people gathered around a 

table filled with soul food and holiday desserts. 

However, we did cut down our own tree from the 

forest beyond our backyard. Other times, we would 

use a silver artificial tree.  

Mama baked cookies or cakes on Christmas 

Eve and we would leave some for Santa to eat. As 

with most kids, I was less anxious about giving 
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“him” a token of my appreciation than I was about 

discovering whether or not he had actually come to 

our house when I awakened the next morning.  

My favorite Christmas was the year my 

parents bought my brothers a brand new mini-bike. 

Since my parents didn’t have enough money to get 

the three of us our own mini-bikes, my two older 

brothers were to share a bike, while I got a gift that 

was all my own.  I figured that it would be foolish to 

pass up the chance to the one thing I had been 

yearning to receive: a miniature, hand-held, wind-

up, Evil Kneel toy motorcycle, with its own track.  

To my surprise, I was the one who was left out 

of the deal. My conniving brothers told me that it 

would not be fair if I got two gifts for Christmas, 

which meant that I would not be able to ride the 

mini-bike as I had hoped. I was happy to have my 

Evel Kneivel toy motorcycle, but I suddenly realized 

that my brothers had taken away my mini-bike 

riding rights. I wouldn’t have anything to ride for the 

rest of the year. I cried because, as the youngest, I 

was again getting what I thought was the short end 

of the stick.  

Once the newness of the mini-bike wore off, 

my brothers allowed me to have my turn. Actually, I 

did not ride the mini-bike in the traditional fashion. 

Somebody thought it was a better idea to tie a rope 

to my old, trusty Western Flyer Wagon and hook it to 

the mini-bike so that I could be towed around the 

neighborhood. Most kids may have perceived this 
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little adventure as scary – and adults, however, the 

thrill behind doing it, made our trips up and down 

the streets as exciting as if I had gotten my own bike 

for Christmas. What started out as a potentially 

horrible day ended up being one of the most exciting 

holidays that I can remember. 

Another memorable Christmas was when each 

of us got our own set of “wheels” – bicycles. Having 

our own bikes meant that we no longer had to share. 

It was also the first Christmas that I actually got what 

I wanted. I still found reason to be mad about what 

was under the tree for me. I was an unappreciative 

child. I had received a bike, but I was very 

disappointed that it was not the exact one I had 

requested.  

Being the youngest child sometimes had its 

disadvantages, especially when I wanted to be a big 

boy who could do “big boy things” with “big boy 

toys.” I had a pressing need to prove myself to my 

siblings, I made sure to choose toys that made me 

feel like I was “a big boy. “ 

As nice as it may have appeared, the plain and 

sleek 24-inch, single-speed bike with pedal brakes 

was not what I was hoping to get. The only thing 

that I liked about my bike was that it had oblong 

shaped reflectors interwoven on the spokes of the 

wheels. That was it, nothing more, nothing less. 

What I really wanted was a five or ten-speed bike, 

complete with banana seat and handlebar brakes. I 
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had to make do with what I had been given that 

Christmas.  
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Trouble Is Not Hard To Find 

In 1973, there wasn’t much for kids to do in 

the country town of Carrollton, Georgia. We had to 

make the best of what we had and for us that was the 

woods behind our house. Our neighborhood was not 

built like those in the city limits. Most of the houses 

were on acre lots or larger. Luckily, several families 

had kids that were around our ages and we played 

with them whenever we got tired of playing in the 

woods. One house that was in walking distance 

through the woods had a fenced in pasture that 

spread over several acres. The elderly white man 

who owned the property also kept a pony with a 

brown coat and black mane, that I fell in love with 

the first moment I saw it.  

During the summer, my friends and I would 

visit with the pony, watching it for hours at a time 

chew and romp through the grass. On the days we 

felt courageous, we would come through the rear 

entrance to the pasture with rope in hand so we 

could take turns riding and leading the pony around 

the field. One day I was hit with the idea to bring the 

pony home to live with us. To me, this was the 

greatest idea in the history of boredom. I kicked 

down the fence and lead the pony home with a rope. 

I wanted Mama to think that I found the pony 

running free in the woods. Once I got the pony home 

I tied him to a tree in the yard and waited for my 
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brothers to come home to show them what I had 

found. 

As soon as my Mama saw that pony, she 

shouted, “Boy, if you don’t take that damn horse back 

where you got it from, I’m going to whoop your ass!” I 

quickly roped the pony and headed back to the 

pasture. Once back within the boundaries of my 

neighbor’s field, I realized that I’d broken the fence 

in order to free the pony in the first place. Since I had 

no way of repairing the fence to keep the pony from 

running away, I released him, hoping he would go 

home. I guess he did. My neighbor never had to 

chance to discover that I’d stolen his pony.  

Mama was a short woman, standing barely 

over five feet tall. Her skin was beautiful and dark, 

and she wore her black hair long.  She was notorious 

for saying “Boy, I’m going to whoop your ass…” 

anytime we got out of line or didn’t do something 

she asked. In fact, those few words were all she 

really needed to say or she’d give you that look that 

all of us knew would keep us in line. After all, we 

knew all too well that Mama didn’t play and had no 

sense of humor. Like Daddy, she wasn’t very 

affectionate, but I knew she loved me – I knew she 

loved all of us.  To Mama, it was enough that she 

kept us fed and clean most days. Far from being 

mean spirited, she just wasn’t the type to spend a lot 

of time with us, nor did she go out of her way to tell 

us how she felt about us. But we knew. 
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I was a skinny eight year-old kid with a head 

full of bushy hair that stood high on my head. I was 

mischievous and never failed to charm my way into 

doing something I probably had no business doing.  

Nine times out of ten, I was dressed in clothes that 

had been handed down to me from my older 

brothers, but Mama always kept us clean and our 

skin always glistened from the baby oil that she 

rubbed on us. In spite of having to recycle clothing 

among her children, Mama made sure that we 

always had good shoes to protect our feet. We rarely 

wore brand new shoes at the same time, but we 

always had a decent pair of boots on our feet. 

  Although Daddy was not very affectionate 

either, he showed us more affection than Mama did. 

Usually, this was when he had been drinking, but 

that was okay with me. It was better than nothing. 

Very seldom were kisses or hugs exchanged between 

Mama and Daddy.  

We made sure to stay close to home right as it 

was getting dark, just in case Mama called to us. 

Otherwise, there would be a price, and a whipping 

from Mama was one that I never looked forward to 

receiving. Finding things to do within those 

boundaries was hard for me.  Sometimes my friends 

and I would venture down to one of our favorite 

places called the “Branch.” I never knew why it was 

called the “Branch” because it was a creek. It ran over 

some rocks creating a huge hole filled with water that 

was the size of a small pond about six feet deep and 



25 

 

twenty feet wide. To keep cool on hot summer days, 

the three of us would pile into a plastic swimming 

pool and float across the pond. Once we had cooled, 

we wandered throughout the neighborhood, shooting 

at passing birds or even empty coke bottles with the 

BB gun that our father had given us.  

Though I was not afraid of her, I feared my 

mother in the natural way that kids fear their parents. 

My parents didn’t sit down and talk to us about the 

choices we made. My mama would say, “I done told 

your ass to stay out of the Branch.  Go get me a switch.” If 

I was lucky – for lack of a better word – Mama would 

whip me with a belt. However, there was a time that 

when I was told, “Go get a switch.” we dared not come 

back with something too small or she would send us 

back to get something that would make her point. If 

ever I got in trouble for something, I quickly learned 

to lie on my brothers, so that it would make them 

appear guilty. Of course, not knowing which of us to 

believe, Mama would end up whipping all of us. My 

sister used to say I was a little devil with no horns. I 

was really just a risk taker.  

In retrospect, it seems I was always getting into 

trouble - always doing something I knew good and 

well not to do. Luckily, I came through one bit of 

trouble after another. There surely was an angel 

around me in those days; I’m certain of that. 

Trouble was not hard for me to find. When a 

few of the kids in the neighborhood and I went 

fishing at one of the fishing holes about a half a mile 
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from where we lived, this lake was in the center of a 

pasture on private property, which meant anytime 

we set foot on this property we were trespassing.  

With good intentions, we crossed it anyway, just to 

have something to do. That old white man happened 

to looked off his back porch and found us fishing in 

his lake; he fired his shotgun in the air to scare us off. 

We were scared to death and took off running back 

through the woods, leaving our fishing poles behind. 

We had to sneak back onto the property later that 

day in order to get our poles. Boy! That was exciting!  

Whenever I got bored, I also found excitement 

in clogging the toilet with tissue, missing my 

curfews, stealing the neighbors’ dogs, setting things 

on fire…the list goes on and on. I caused more 

whippings for me and for my siblings than anyone 

could imagine, but it was always in fun, unless, of 

course, I got caught.   

I caused major trouble across the road from us 

at the Carroll County Sale Barn, where they 

auctioned off cows every Monday. Farmers from all 

over the county would drive to the auction to sell 

their cattle. Those who were placing their cattle into 

the auction for bidding had to have their stock in the 

stable no later than two days before the auction. Of 

course, being a mischievous child, I saw this as an 

opportunity to have a little fun. I waited until each of 

the stables was filled before I tiptoed into the barn. 

Once the coast was clear of all farmers and staff, I 

unlocked the stables gates. 
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Initially, the cows stayed put, even as I tried to 

drive them out of the barn. Apparently, it took the 

animals a minute to realize that they were being 

freed. I herded them toward the big barn gate that 

was supposed to keep the animals safe during the 

night. As they left the safety of the stables, my dog, 

Pup, and I chased the cows through the 

neighborhood. The chaos and confusion startled my 

neighbors. With Pup at my heels, I blended right in 

with them, running up and down the street trying to 

contain the cows. Luckily, no one ever knew I was 

the one who set the animals loose, but I got a kick 

out of seeing my neighbors panic. 

Sometimes, to keep me out of trouble, Daddy 

would take me with him when he had to run his 

weekend “errands.” During these outings, my father 

usually stopped by what was called the “liquor 

house,” which was owned by one of his good 

friends, Leroy Jennings. Carroll County was 

considered a “dry county,” which meant the sale of 

liquor was prohibited. For those who were brave 

enough to challenge the laws – drinkers and sellers – 

there were houses in certain parts of the county that 

illegally provided a place for people to socialize and 

drink.  

It was not a “typical” bar layout with 

decorative glasses, bottles, or fountains, hosted by 

bartenders who served fancy drinks to customers. 

Anyone who owned a liquor house operated without 

a license – to sell or to serve.  Many, if not all of the 
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liquor houses, were shabby, without waiters, 

waitresses, food, peanuts, or pretzels available.  

Dollar shots were served outside on the porch unless 

the weather was too hot or cold.  In the winter, it was 

always extremely hot inside from the heat generated 

by a small gas heater.  

I loved being with my father, but there was 

nothing exciting about sitting outside in the truck, 

waiting until he’d drank until he got drunk. Every 

now and then, he’d let me join him on the porch, so I 

could listen to the blues while I watched them shoot 

craps, play cards, and eventually, gambling away the 

last of their dollars.  

Shortly after the Fourth of July, some of the 

kids who lived at one of the liquor houses and I were 

struck with the notion to stuff firecrackers up the 

rear ends of chickens that roamed the area in front of 

the little shack. Despite the fact that this had to be 

painful for the chickens, seeing them jump several 

feet off the ground when the firecracker exploded 

was funny to us. Fortunately, none of the chickens 

died and if they did, they were probably cooked for 

dinner. 

I had a bad habit of dragging things home like 

stray bike parts, scraps of metal, and bricks and 

plywood from construction sites. After I had 

collected all that I needed, I created little projects that 

would keep me busy for hours. Once, I built a tiny, 

run down shanty shack in the middle of the woods 

behind our house. Proud of my creation, I thought it 
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would be a good idea to pretend I was lost in a cave 

hidden deep within the forest where no one could 

find me. The only problem I had was that I didn’t 

have a lantern or a light to use during my imaginary 

escapade. So, I ripped a sturdy branch from a nearby 

pine tree, wrapped an old dry bicycle inner tube 

around it, and lit it with some matches I got from 

Daddy’s car. Without thinking, I held the torch over 

my shoulder and began making my way through the 

woods.  

Suddenly, the smell of smoke drifted past my 

nose. I glanced back, and to my surprise, a trail of 

short flames had created a smoldering path through 

the piles of pine straw that covered the ground I 

crossed. The burning bicycle inner tube (rubber) 

must have been dropping as I walked along. For a 

moment, I stood frozen, my heart pounding rapidly 

as I watched the small flames grow into a tiny fire, 

on its way to growing larger. In sheer panic, I ran as 

fast as I could toward the house, praying through 

rapid breaths that my brothers could help me put out 

the fire.  

By the time we had returned, the fire had taken 

on a life of its own. Without available water supply, 

the only thing we could do to was to rid the 

surrounding area of the pine straw that was feeding 

it. My brother, Red, knew to clear out the 

surrounding pine straw feeding the fire is beyond 

me to this day. By the grace of God, we were able to 
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prevent the entire subdivision from going up in 

flames.  Again, that angel was with us. 

At first, loyalty kept my brothers from telling 

my mother about my “accident” (maybe it was my 

incident). Each of us knew the repercussions if Mama 

found out about this fire. We thought no one knew 

that I was the one responsible for almost burning 

down the whole subdivision. I thought no one had 

seen the flames and was sure that no one would be 

able to identify me as the culprit, even if they had 

seen the fire. I assumed that I had again escaped 

detection. My intuition seemed even more valid 

since no one came knocking on our door after we 

returned home. 

I was wrong. As soon as Mama got home, there 

was a knock on the front door. We seldom had 

visitors, so there was only one reason someone was 

at the door and that was to tell on me. I pleaded to 

God to allow me to be wrong – just that once. 

Unfortunately, my prayers went unanswered, as a 

nosey neighbor – a lady who barely even spoke to 

any of us if ever we saw her – had come to inform 

my mother of the incident that occurred while she 

was away at work.  

Instinctively, my brothers were quick to point 

the finger in my direction when my mother came 

storming into our room with the news, heatedly 

inquiring who was responsible. My brothers tried to 

help me until it came down to taking that beating, I 

finally owned up to what I had done. As soon as the 
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words left my mouth, I wished I hadn’t admitted to 

anything. Mama gave me the worst beating of my 

life. She snatched one of Daddy’s belts off the rack, 

grabbed me by one arm and held me in mid air, 

fuming in the heat of anger. Striking me, not only 

with the belt, but with every syllable that left her 

lips, Mama said, “I done told your ass to stop playing 

with them matches over and over again.”  It seemed like 

she whipped me for fifteen minutes straight without 

bothering to take a breath. I dared not run from her; 

it would have only made the beating worse.  

Once the tears began to fall, the thought of 

asking me if I was okay or offering the “It hurts me 

just as much as it hurts you” speech, failed to cross her 

mind. Instead, she threatened me with an “I’m going 

to come back there and teach you another lesson if you 

don’t hush up and stop all that crying!” 

Aside from my daily habit of smoking the 

cigarette butts out of Daddy’s ashtray, playing with 

matches or lighters was another one of my favorite 

pastimes. I was extremely fascinated with setting 

things on fire. Other than boredom, I have no idea 

what excited me about setting things on fire. Maybe, 

it was watching something smolder as a result of 

heat that really appealed to me.  

As the boring summer vacation wore on, I felt 

the need to fool around with the cigarette lighter in 

my father’s Cadillac. The only thing I could come up 

with was burning holes in the carpet of Daddy’s car.  

I simply couldn’t stop after one burn hole. That 
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wouldn’t have been so bad and could have possibly 

been overlooked as an accident. Yet, I went on to 

create a circular pattern of burns about an inch apart. 

Not only was this a mistake because I had destroyed 

my father’s car, which was in mint condition, but, of 

the two Cadillacs owned by him, he cherished this 

one the most. The 1968, light green, two door vehicle 

came complete with a set of white wall tires with 

pinstripes down the side. He loved to work on cars 

in the yard under the shade of the trees. As usual, 

anytime I could get under the car with him, I was 

right there.   

Daddy never concerned himself with 

purchasing brand new vehicles, electing to buy two 

of the same older model cars in order to have one 

handy for parts.  

When I burned the little round circles in the 

carpet, Daddy whipped me for two whole days, 

clearly outdoing the one Mama had given me several 

months before when I almost burned down the 

subdivision. He beat me so badly that my mother 

had to beg him to stop. I remember her saying, “Will 

Lee, now, that’s enough!” Even my sister jumped in 

and tried to keep him from hurting me any more 

than he already had done. Each time he saw the burn 

patterns in his car, I could see him trying to restrain 

himself from beating me again. For the life of me, I 

could not understand why he was so upset over 

something as insignificant as a few burn places on a 

car carpet.  
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I stayed away from my father for a few days 

after that thrashing. I can’t say that I “feared” my 

father, especially since he seldom raised his voice, 

rarely cursed, and was usually pretty patient. I guess 

the reason I kept doing mischief was that I was 

trying to attract attention, or maybe it was because I 

hoped I wouldn’t get caught and the risks excited 

me. I never really thought of the consequences; I 

simply did whatever intrigued me and dealt with the 

repercussions later.   

 

 

 


