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aya Angelou said, “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but peo-M

ple will never forget how you made them feel.” I never thought in a million years that I would have the courage and strength to write this book. My husband told me that God spoke to him, saying that I needed to write a book about my life and share it with those who will come after me. I was afraid for many years to step outside of my box and tell my story. One reason was that I thought it would be too embarrassing for me to allow the world to see my struggles. I was too afraid to put my dirty laundry on Front Street. I wanted to remain silent and keep all of the ugly things that I went through as a child hidden from the world. But as I started to love myself, I realized that it was okay to talk about my past. As I have gotten older, I have learned to embrace my life and understand that every trial and tribulation was only a test. Now I understand that God allowed me to go through my struggles because he planned that my profession would involve interaction with all types of girls from different walks of life who had gone through and are going through the exact things that I experienced as a young person. I often ask myself if I would be
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the same person I am today had I not taken this amazing journey called life. Would I be the wife and mother I am today? Would I be able to counsel children like I do? Would I be able to tes- tify about God, his grace and mercy shown throughout my life from Bainbridge, Georgia, to Virginia, from poverty to prosper- ity, from hopelessness to realizing that anything and everything is possible? Do I regret my life? No. Do I ask God why my life had to be so hard, so painful, so traumatizing, so impoverished, so confusing, and so hopeless? Yes. But then I thought about Job when he began to question God, and God asked Job, where were you when the world was formed? God knew me before he formed me in my mother’s womb. He knew the plans he had for me. He knew that I would be writing this book just for you. My journey was not for me, but for you, that I might know your life, your pain, your hard times, your confusion, and your feelings of being misunderstood. The days you feel like an emotional wreck are not in vain—they are not wasted days. When my father’s sperm and my mother’s egg connected to create Dorsey Laquan Jones, and even before the conception took place, God knew that my mother was not able to provide for me.
God knew the plans He had for me. He knew that I had to
go through every single adversity so that I could stand before mil- lions and tell my story and so that I could give a little girl, a little boy, a woman, and a man hope. I thought that I had a terrible life, but the entire time, God allowed the angels to cry for me be- cause he knew that I was too frail to cry for myself. I understand

11 


now why I had to go through all of the tough and hard times. It was so I could carry out my purpose. Everyone has purpose, and you must not leave this world without fulfilling your assign- ment. I thank God every day for every trial that I encountered so that I can make a difference in someone’s life. I am stronger and wiser than I have ever been, and I owe it all to God for order- ing my steps and allowing me to use my life as an instrument to encourage hope in the hopeless and to show love to anyone who feels abandoned. Your better days are coming just like mine came. Keep pressing toward the mark of the high calling in Christ Jesus.
God loves you. How awesome is that! I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know better I do better.

Dorsey L. Jones
Commentary & Devotional Co-Authored by Dr. Alice Brown Rodriguez, Esq.



PREFACE 
In The Beginning





t is January 28, 2012, and Carlos and I are headed back from a secluded spot we visited for a little rest and relax- ation. The air is cold, so I turn on the switch of the heated seat of the BMW 745 Li. I close my eyes and snuggle in my warm throw as I begin to reminisce about my humble beginning and reflect on the successes I am experiencing now. A lot of people would never believe exactly how I beat the odds, and now that I look back overI

my life, it is amazing to me how it all came to be.



CHAPTER 1
My Mama

“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” Jeremiah 29:11


y mother is Pearlie Mae Smith. Prior to marrying my fa- ther, Henry Isaac Jones, she had given birth to two boysM

at a very young age. The children would be adopted by a family in Florida. The marriage between my mother and father took place in Miami, Florida. My mother is about 5 feet 7 inches tall, with a brown-skinned complexion and thick hair. My father died when I was two years old. I do not remember him, but I did see a picture of him once. He was about 5 feet 8 inches tall, brown-skinned like my mother, and from what I was told by family members, he loved me. I was his heart; just the sound of that makes me feel extremely happy. My father married my mother and left to go fight in the war in 1969. Before he left for the war, he took my mother to his family and told them that she was expecting a baby and he needed them to take care of her and the unborn child until he returned from the military. I was born Thanksgiving Day, November 26, 1970.


When we were young, no more than four or five years old, Mama would often leave me, along with my three younger sib- lings, alone in the home with no food. On one occasion, I can remember being so hungry I tried to cook our pet goldfish on the stove. I actually took our goldfish from the fish tank, went to the small white stove, and placed the fish in a black skillet. I remem- ber that I did not have any cooking oil. I just laid the fish inside the skillet. I can remember the fish jumping around in the skillet until he lost consciousness and died. My mama’s whereabouts at the time were unknown. My younger siblings were in another part of the house hungry as well. I just wanted something to eat, and I knew, at that young and tender age, of the concept of cook- ing—that it cures hunger.
My father’s brother Bradley, whom we affectionately called Uncle Booker, was aware that Mama left us alone, so he came to check in on us from time to time. He came through the front door of our apartment in Grandy Park Housing Project to check on us while our pet goldfish lay dying in the skillet. He took the skillet from me and took us to my grandma’s house (my father’s house) where he knew we would be cared for.
My grandmother’s name was Annie Elizabeth Knight Jones. I remember my granny being a full-figured, light-brown woman who often wore a wig. She had the sweetest smile, which let me know that I was loved, and I know she loved all of her children and grandchildren as well. I like to think that I was her favorite. I might be exaggerating, but the reason I thought I was her favor- ite was because she always did special things for me, like making
16 
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sure I had nice clothes and a place to stay when my mother felt the need to leave us alone (as she often did). My mother would later give the clothes away, and then I would be left with nothing. My granny had a way of making me feel special. She would often sit at the foot of her bed, humped over with snuff in her mouth, legs spread apart, me in between and hugging and kissing on me and the rest of her grandchildren. My granny’s house was a three bedroom house with a living room, kitchen, and a dining room with a furnace in the floor. My granny’s bedroom was in the front of the house adjacent to the living room. Her bathroom was con- sidered a Jack and Jill. The bedroom in the back of the house was a huge room that was comprised of three beds. My aunt Paula and uncle Eugene had the bed to the far right of the bedroom. Ethan and Joshua had the bed in the middle of the bedroom against the wall. Micah and Amber had the bed on the far left. On the days that my siblings and I stayed, all the girls slept together and the boys slept together. The walls in the bedroom were made of a very distinct type of wood that resembled cedar. I can’t remember ever being hungry or sad at my granny’s house. I have several memo- ries about the furnace. For instance, I can recall standing on top of it to keep warm in the winter after my sister would wet the bed. The house was yellow with white shutters, and it had a storage house in the back of the yard. I had two younger aunts who lived with my granny. They were only eight and nine years older than I was, and now that I think about it, they were not as close with me as they were with my cousins.


I was told that my mama did a lot of hurtful things to my father’s family. For instance, I was told that she stole my granny’s wedding ring, and that she took my aunt’s typewriter that she received as a gift from my grandparents. I guess after having a stranger come in your home and take your property that would cause a person to have resentment toward the person committing the act, and anything associated with the person. I have to remem- ber they were kids themselves and hated the idea that I was taking up their space and that my mother was causing so much havoc by always leaving her children unattended for weeks and months at a time. My aunt Tammy was a medium-built girl that had pretty cocoa skin. She did not care for my mother much. I also have an aunt named Julia. She was light-skinned and beautiful. Julia was the baby of the family and was really still a child herself. Every time my mother would leave us on the porch at their house, Julia would have us stay there until a grown-up arrived so we could come inside. I loved them and their house because that was the place where I felt love was built; it is a part of my history. I cannot forget about Aunt Paula. She was supportive in my life even as a little girl. I was told that she often came by the house to check to make sure we were not home alone and that we had something to eat. My aunt Paula would always include us in everything that she did for her children, and if she bought for her three children, she bought for my mama’s extra children that she had from another man. She was very close to my father, so she made sure that my brother and I were taken care of because of the love she and my father had for each other. My aunt Paula had a bright smile that


would light up a room, and her favorite phrase was “Baby Girl.” Even to this day, she refers to me and other family members as Baby Girl. My family was my rock, and even though I did not understand all that what was happening in my life, I knew with certainty that every time my mother left to “go to the store,” she would be gone for weeks at a time, and my father’s family always rescued us and brought us to their home.
My father died in July 1972; he drowned while crabbing with friends in Virginia. Three days later, my mother gave birth to my brother, and he was named after my father. The following year she gave birth to my sister Rosalyn. Rosalyn had thick curly hair as a baby. My mother did not stop there; the following year, she gave birth to my brother, Jackson Jr., and he was dark-skinned with curly hair. He was often mistaken as a girl because of his hair’s tex- ture. Even though my mother had children after my father passed, this did not stop my grandmother and relatives; they continued to love the other children and remained as active in their lives as they did in mine. At this time, my mother decided to pack up and relocate to Georgia.
Before arriving in Georgia, my mother visited a sister who lived in Miami, Florida, who had assisted her and my father with finding a preacher to marry them. We arrived in Florida by Grey- hound bus, but we smelled so bad that her son Richard did not want to give us a ride to their home in his car. My aunt insisted that he take us to their home because that was her sister and her nieces and nephews, and he needed to take care of us until she returned to the city. The following day, Richard called his mother


and told her that she needed to hurry home because we did not have proper clothes to play outside. My aunt returned home and took Mama to the consignment store and purchased clothes and shoes.
It was fun living in Florida. Aunt Millie, my mother’s old- er sister, worked for Amtrak, so she was away most of the time. Her house reminded me of my granny’s; it had three bedrooms, a bathroom, kitchen, and living room. The house was very clean. I cannot recall where my sisters and brothers slept, or even my mama for that matter, but I slept with my aunt in her bed. The bed was very high, with three mattresses stacked on top of each other. We lived there for about three months. My aunt had a Japa- nese plum tree on the side of the house that was loaded with ripe plums, and I would climb the tree, sit on a sturdy branch, and eat as many plums as my little stomach could hold. I would go and play outside with my siblings and my older cousin, Jason. He was funny and always included us in his games with his friends in the neighborhood. My aunt made sure we had plenty to eat, and we always took a cold bath before going to bed because of the Florida heat.
Things were going well. My aunt felt sorry for my mother because she came to her home with four children and was only getting a check for $129 which she gave to my aunt. Aunt Millie knew that my mother was depressed because she was not making enough money to take care of her children. During our stay in Miami, my mama reunited with a male companion whom she dated as a young girl. His name was Jessie James. One night, my


aunt awoke to find that my mama had packed her things and left. Not only did she pack her belongings, but she had removed the chair covers from the sofa and love seat, and stuffed them with all of our belongings in addition to other items she stole from my aunt. However, my aunt knew where to find her sister. Now, my mama claimed that she was at Jessie’s home in order to wash our clothes, and that she would be home later, but my aunt waited for hours, and there was no sign of our return. When Aunt Millie returned to Jessie’s house to learn our whereabouts, she discovered that we had moved to Georgia. According to Jessie, my mama’s reason for leaving was because her sister, my aunt Millie, was tak- ing all of her money. Jessie also told Aunt Millie that Mama was getting three checks for much more than the $129 a month, and he knew this for a fact because he would drive her to the corner store to cash them. Although Aunt Millie was in disbelief, she lat- er found the check envelopes under the mattress. My aunt Millie never recovered any of the items that were stolen from her home, and to this day, she wishes that my mama had left me in her care because she truly loved me, and I was always her favorite niece. I would not see my aunt again until I was older, when she and her younger sisters would visit Georgia once a year. She constantly reminds me of how special I am to her and how proud she is of the woman that I have become.
We rode the Greyhound bus to Bainbridge, Georgia. It was
the worst place I had ever been in my life. I was getting home- sick all over again. I missed my family in Virginia, especially my granny. I often thought about a promise that I made to her to


never steal anything that did not belong to me. I always held that conversation in my heart. I preferred to be home in Virginia alone and without food than to be in Bainbridge in an apartment with my mama’s mother, Grandmother Florine Smith, and my mama’s sister, Mattie Smith. Mattie had three children and all of them stayed in a two-bedroom apartment, in addition to the four of us. My mama did not stay with us.
Instead, Mama stayed with a man whom she had a crush on as a young girl, and she spent all of her time with him. From the moment Mama left us with her mother and sister, things went crazy. I believe my grandmother Florine wanted to be nice, but she didn’t know how. She was a skinny, dark-skinned woman with thick, coarse hair, and she would bite her bottom lip all the time when she was mad. She rarely smiled. My siblings and I had to lie on the hard concrete floor of the apartment. The floor was covered with a thin layer of stained carpet. A lady would come and visit every other day by the name of Marsha Carlton. I found out later that she married my grandmother Florine’s brother, Jas- per. When Aunt Marsha would come to visit I would always try to sneak a message to her, pleading with my mama to come and rescue us, but she never came. I would even ask Aunt Marsha if I could spend time with her just so I could be free from the mad- ness in my grandma’s house.

CHAPTER 2
Where Is Love?













y siblings and I were allowed to play barefoot outside, mainly because we didn’t have shoes. I wrote in the dirt:M

“God, please let my mama come and get us.” Grandma Florine would beat the heck out of us for everything under the sun, and Mattie was no better. Mattie would beat me with whatever she could get her hands on—shoes, books, hangers—it really didn’t matter. And she would curse me so badly! I would rather go to sleep than to see her face because I knew that another whipping was going to come before the day was over. Mattie beat me for not eating the cornbread that she prepared for dinner. It was thick, extra dry, and had no taste at all. I would hide my food in between the couch cushions and flush it down the toilet later. I was accustomed to the way my granny’s food tasted. My granny was an excellent cook, and she always baked for her children and grandchildren. Mattie was a big, light-skinned woman that wore



red kinky wigs. She, like Grandma Florine, rarely smiled. She re- minded me of a monster. And she did not discriminate—she beat her children, too.
I guess God heard my prayers because Mama finally came to rescue us. She pulled up with her new man, Hanes Bell, in an old, raggedy pickup truck—painted five different colors. I was so ex- cited that Mama was taking us with her, but that was not the plan. All my siblings left that day except for me, and I didn’t understand why I had to stay behind and be beaten every day. I was so mad that I cried for days on the inside, because if Grandma Florine and Mattie knew I was crying, I was going to get the crap beaten out of me with the strap from the hot water bag. But there came a time that I could not hold my tears in any longer. I cried because I missed my mama, and when Aunt Mattie found out I was crying she made me lay across the bed and she beat me so badly that I was scared to move. I sat on the floor with my legs folded Indian- style until I was given permission to move.
The scars Grandma Florine and Aunt Mattie left in my mind have stayed with me throughout my life. I was never beaten to that degree my entire time in Virginia. The only time I felt safe was when they had to do laundry. They didn’t have a washing machine, so they would place the dirty clothes in sheets, tie them in a knot, and push them in a shopping cart about three blocks to the laundromat near the mall. It was nice when Aunt Mattie and Grandma Florine went to wash clothes because they were so mean I was literally afraid of them—especially Mattie. We would have a good time laughing while they were away because we were never
24 
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allowed to laugh or show excitement. I enjoyed every minute they were away. If I knew my way, I would have run away the first chance I had. I did not attend school, and I cannot tell you why I was not enrolled, but I knew my cousins went to school because their mama worked in the cafeteria and would bring food home for us to have for the week. I did not have friends at my Grandma Florine’s house.
I believe Grandma Florine was just as afraid of Mattie as I was, especially when Mattie would curse and raise her voice to get her point across. I was called Bs and MFs enough times to last my entire lifetime. I never could understand why Aunt Mattie used so many harsh words to describe me. My granny in Virginia always told me she loved me and kissed me on my face. One time Aunt Mattie got so angry at my brother Ivan for not picking something up off the floor that she pulled a gun out on him and said that she would blow his you-know-what brains out. I never heard anyone curse like that before. She was out of control! I could never under- stand how a mother could leave her children with strangers and allow them to be abused on a daily basis.
About three weeks after my siblings left Grandma Florine’s apartment, good news came my way. Mr. Hanes realized that my mama was getting a social security check from my father serving in the military, and he decided to bring me with them as well. I was so excited to be leaving. I rode on the back of the truck to my new house.
Once we left her house we never had a desire to visit them. It was not until I was a teenager and my mama moved into the same


housing projects as theirs that I would see them in passing. My grandma Florine was sweeping the porch one day and I stopped to say hello. Aunt Mattie came to the door to tell me that I was going to have a house full of children. Later, it was her daughter who got pregnant first and didn’t graduate from high school. Even though Grandma Florine was a very mean woman, she was nice when she wasn’t around Aunt Mattie. Grandma Florine never gave us Christmas gifts, but I bought her a pair of porcelain cats. She kept them for many years and would often remind me that she still had them. I went to visit her a few times when I was older, and she had actually calmed down since she had gotten older. I cannot remember one good thing about my grandma Florine’s house in Georgia, and though I had endured so many traumas there, my heart would never allow me to be mean or disrespect- ful to her. I did not love them the way a child should love her grandma and aunt. I always loved my granny in Virginia. I never stopped thinking about my family there. I missed them so much, and I knew they loved me.
When Hanes came to retrieve me from Grandma Florine’s
apartment, eight months had passed since I’d seen my mother. I didn’t realize how close my mama had been living to me—Hanes’ house was a fifteen minute drive from Grandma Florine’s. Mr. Hanes was about 6 feet tall, brown-skinned, and he had a dimple. He told us right off the bat to call him “Daddy.” I knew he was not my daddy! But I longed for a father for so many years that the idea sounded nice. Daddy was a jack of all trades. He drove lumber trucks through the week and gambled on the weekends.


He also had about ten hunting dogs and a bull dog that he would fight with other dogs on Friday nights. Things were good with Daddy because he knew that there was a lot of money coming in at the first of the month from the Social Security Administration. He made sure that we had decent clothes, shoes, and plenty to eat. We knew when it was time to get new shoes because he would measure our feet with a ruler the day before and surprise us with the shoes the following night. He spent a lot of time with us, but he was very strict. He was quick to beat the boys, and the girls would get our share of butt whippings as well.
Daddy stayed in the streets on the weekend. But he returned home on Sunday nights. Mama had a friend named Molly Jack- son who would provide her with all of the information about Daddy. One night, I remember Molly drove her Cutlass to the house to inform Mama that Daddy was seeing another woman by the name of Sarah Moss. Mama got so upset that she left us in the house and went across town with Molly to catch Daddy in the act. When they returned they had a big fight. Mama made us lay on the floor because they were shooting at each other. I didn’t know that my mama knew anything about guns. When I was about seven years old, they decided to make peace, and things went back to normal. We could never tell how long the peace would last. Daddy was a womanizer, and they always fought about his infidel- ity. The second fight between my mother and Daddy was much worse than the first because she discovered that Daddy was giv- ing Sarah Moss the money from the social security checks. That’s when she decided that we had to leave his house.


Mama found a trailer park on the other side of town. I was so sick of moving. This time, we moved into a rundown trailer that was old and dirty. We didn’t have furniture. The trailer came with a bed, but we didn’t have any linen to place on it. All of us had to pile up on the bed together. I would curl up between the back of Mama’s legs and sleep. Things had gotten worse, and I felt sad. We didn’t have hot water to take baths. Although we’d left his home, Daddy would come every once in a while around the first of the month (close to check time) and bring Vienna sausages, bread, sandwich meat, and juice. We didn’t have a way to cook the food because we didn’t have electricity.
It was even common for us to go to bed hungry for days at a time—sometimes it felt like months. My mother would promise that someone was on the way with food, but no one came to save us. Late one night, my neighbors were having a cookout. Early the next morning, I snuck out of the trailer. I could still feel the dew under my feet, and as the sun rose, I crept to the grill and raised the lid. There was a very small piece of chicken skin still stuck on the rack. I pulled the skin off and placed it in my mouth. I can still taste the juice from the chicken. It was only a small piece, but I held on to it for a couple of minutes in my mouth because I wanted to enjoy the flavor for as long as I could.
Because we couldn’t afford electricity, we didn’t have a televi- sion. Our neighbor, Mrs. Grace, would allow us to sit on her front doorstep and watch television through her storm door. It wasn’t the best way to watch TV, but when you don’t have your own, you take what you can get. Patsy Coleman lived across the trailer park


from us, and she had two teenage girls who were at least ten years older than me. When it stormed, Mama would have to go and sit with them until their mother returned home from work. My mama would leave her four children in a storm to meet the needs of a stranger. There was one time that she allowed us to come in- side Mrs. Coleman’s house, but we had to sit in the hallway of the trailer with our legs folded and our hands in our lap. This position reminded me of Aunt Mattie, so I would just lie on the floor on my stomach. In our home, we did not have any type of support.
I never invited the kids from the neighborhood to come and play at my house. I did not want to live in those nasty conditions. There was always someone in the community that would allow me to spend a night or two at their home. Jasmine and Jennie Hadley were twin sisters that lived in the trailer park, and I would find myself frequently playing with them. They lived with rela- tives because their mom had passed away. Just as we were settling in to life at the trailer park, Mama enrolled me in Johnson El- ementary because it was the school for the district. I was there for only a month before she decided to return back to Hanes’ house. She believed in taking care of her man.
She didn’t own a car, but she bought Hanes a 1976 Cadillac, fully loaded. The car, among other things, became a source of conflict between Mama and Daddy. Shortly after we returned, they had a fight in the kitchen because he had parked the new car behind his other girlfriend’s house, and Mama walked over there and drove the car back to the house. When Daddy returned home he was choking her and holding her head over the kitchen


sink with a butcher knife. When he raised the knife in the air, Rosalyn, my younger sister, took a rolling toy and hit him in the back. It stopped him from cutting the heck out of Mama. I was crying, and my brothers were running and hiding in the bed- room. I hid behind the door of the bedroom because I was so afraid that Mama was going to die. I had never experienced her fighting a man. They always seemed to make up and be happy for a few months, and then another fight would take place. He never apologized for the fight, but the next day he drove me to school in the pulp wood truck.
I didn’t like school because the white kids would often tease me because of my secondhand clothes. I would walk on the days that Daddy could not take me. I had to pay for my lunch, and every day when I walked to school, Tina Bryant, an older kid that was about 5 feet 8 inches tall, would wait for me at the end of the hill and demand my lunch money. I was so afraid that I gave it to her every single day, and in the afternoon, I would run all the way home so that she would not pick on me. The children would often make fun of my clothes, and it contributed to my low self- esteem. I hated when they made fun of me. My mama did not send me or my younger brother Ivan to school clean, and it was not hard to see that we were different. The kids wore Member’s Only jackets, Nikes, and Izods. We wore whatever we could, and the sad thing about it all is that we had good money to support us for many years.


School was a battle every day. It was the statewide compe- tency test, and I must have gotten retained or a had late birthday that caused my brother and me to be in the same class taking the test. I loved my little brother, and I knew he was struggling on the test, so I provided him with the answers. Because I was a child I had not mastered the craft of being sneaky, Mrs. Thomas caught me giving Ivan the answers and she spanked me real good. I knew that my brother had issues with learning, and I was so used to tak- ing care of him that my sisterly instincts kicked in.
I never knew why we were never clean and well-managed, especially because Ivan and I were the only two attending school. I was placed in a school play, but I didn’t have the clothes that were needed for the skit. My teachers along with Mrs. Nelson, the music teacher, got together to assist me with the proper at- tire. You would think that things would have improved by the time I turned 10, but things were the same. I missed the first day of school because Mama did not purchase school clothes for me. If it had not been for the love of Mrs. Roberta Miles, a neigh- bor that lived in Daddy’s neighborhood, I wouldn’t have gotten any school clothes. Mrs. Roberta was an elderly lady who cleaned the home of Mrs. Isaac, and she would get the clothes that Mrs. Isaac’s granddaughter no longer wanted. Mrs. Roberta called me to the fence and gave me a stack of clothes. It contained a faded pair of Levi’s that had just a little wear in the knee. I wore those jeans every day. I also received a polo shirt that had red, green, and turquoise stripes. Mrs. Roberta would also bring leftover desserts from the bakery and give them to me and my younger siblings.


Just when I thought things were good in the house, Daddy and Mama had another episode. Daddy took the checks and gam- bled the money and lost everything. This fight was worse than the others because Daddy put us out of his house. We walked the dark highway all night long until the sun rose the following morning. Everything we owned was in garbage bags, and we had to carry the bags with us until she finally left the bags on Daddy’s porch and we just walked the journey. I never understood why we kept walking up and down the highway in front of his home the entire night. I guess she thought he would feel sorry for us and allow us to come inside—well that was a negative. He would only let us in the house at the crack of dawn. I wanted to sleep in the bed and be warm instead of being wet with the morning dew. Hanes did more for us than my mama, but my clothes were beginning to remind me of how my mama kept me in Virginia.
It seemed like every time Daddy and Mama got into a fight, we had to move somewhere. We had to go and stay with Mrs. Lois Linzy. Mrs. Linzy had a two bedroom house that had an outhouse. Her house was crowded with her family, which con- sisted of about six people, but we managed to make it work for the time being. While staying at Mrs. Linzy’s house, Daddy sent word that he wanted me to come to his house, and as a kid I knew that I needed to be respectful; but if I had known what was about to happen I would have been disobedient. He said that my mama blamed me for them not being together, and I was trying to explain that I had nothing to do with any of it but he would not listen. He took a fan belt from the storage shed and beat me.


I had on shorts so my legs were exposed to the belt; it hurt so badly that I peed on myself. I walked back to the house. The bruises were so intense that they bled. Mama did not try to help me at all. The bruises eventually healed, but I would remember the beating forever. Mama continued to live in and out of Hanes’ home; the cycle never ended. I think she liked being used and taken advantage of because she allowed herself to be kicked over and over again.
Mrs. Roberta allowed my mama to rent her mother’s house because she heard how Hanes had put us out of his home, and we were living with Mrs. Lois Linzy in an over-crowded house. Mrs. Roberta’s mother’s house was very nice and clean. It had three bedrooms and was fully furnished. We stayed there for quite some time. One winter we had to use the furniture, mostly the end ta- bles, for fire wood. When we were hungry, we would steal leftover desserts from Mrs. Roberta’s back porch. Sometimes, the donuts and pies would have mold on them, and I would just eat around it. Those were the things that I should have never had to do, but I was raising myself and making sure my siblings had something in their stomachs. I had to wash my clothes in a foot tub with my hands and hang them out in front of the heater in the living room so that they would be dry the following day. Sometimes, I would not squeeze all of the water out, and they would still be wet the next morning. I would take the broken iron with the cord cut off and heat it on the burner on the stove. I did the best I could as a child.
My fourth grade year was very special. Mrs. Sharon Clay was
my Language Arts teacher at West Bainbridge Elementary School,


and she was also working on her Masters degree. Mrs. Clay had to select a student from her school to do an experiment on. The project was about underprivileged children in low-income areas. Mrs. Clay said that she chose me because I was a great candidate for the project. I was so excited that Mama agreed to let me work with Mrs. Clay. She taught me how to write letters. A lot of days after school, I would go home with her, and she would bring me home later that night. Spending time with her allowed me to feel what love was. It had been so long since someone spent quality time with me and just loved me for who I was. We spent a lot of time together, and I rarely wanted to return home. From that moment, we became inseparable, and a tight bond was formed.
I was so excited about the Language Arts assignment that I could hardly wait to write the letter. We had to decide who we wanted to write to and I chose my family. Even though time had passed, I still remembered the address of my granny’s house: 972 South Quail Street, but I could not remember the zip code. Mrs. Clay helped me locate the zip code and she paid for my postage. When I received a letter from my family, it had two pictures of my cousins enclosed. I was so happy that day because I had found them. I never wrote another letter after that, but I cherished the envelope for a very long time. It was my peace, and it gave me com- fort. I missed my family—especially my aunties—because things began to happen to my body, and I did not know what to do.
One day after school I experienced something weird happen- ing to my body. I went to the restroom and I saw something that I had never seen before or even discussed with my mama. I ran


all the way home and told Mama what was happening between my legs and she never explained to me that I was growing up. I did not know what to do because my mama never told me about periods or the birds and the bees. I had to use socks in my panties to keep from having an accident on myself. Sometimes I would even have to use extra tissue. We never talked about girl things with Mama, and she never brought up the conversation. I can- not remember Mama ever buying the things we needed once a month. I learned from the streets, and I mastered the game to the point that I could take care of myself and rarely had any incidents. By the time I made it to the fifth grade, my shoes were so raggedy that I had to put a safety pin in the back of a pair of bal- lerina shoes to keep them on my feet. It was so hard to walk that I would drag my foot to keep the pin from popping. My teacher, Mrs. Crowe, tried to assist me with fixing my shoes. During that time, my little sister Rosalyn was probably in second grade, and my mama would order Rosalyn’s clothes every month from Sears and Roebuck. Rosalyn’s father was back in Virginia, and he was not sending any type of assistance to support his children. My mama would use the money that I was receiving from my father to make sure Rosalyn had the best of everything, even though I had nothing. I would later be allowed to wear the clothes, but of course they were too small. I particularly remember a pair of overall shorts in every color with a striped shirt that matched all the shorts. I guess what angered me the most was that this money was from my dead father, and I was not being taking care of. It
still burns my soul as I write about my upbringing.


Mama was always willing to meet the needs of a stranger be- fore taking care of her children. A person could give her a sad story and ask for $200, and if she did not have the money, she would give them a time to come back to her house. When they returned she would have borrowed the money from someone else with a promise to pay them back when her check came on the first. Or, she would promise to do something and lie the entire time instead of just admitting that she couldn’t help. I was im- mune to her lies because I knew in my heart she would never do anything for me. I can only remember about four times in my entire life that she took me shopping for clothes.
I always wondered why my siblings did not love me the way I loved them. While they slept and played I was in the community making things happen for the house. I was making sure they had food and clothes, and all I got in return was them looking down on me. I can recall my mother making a statement that if she slept in the mud, her kids would sleep in the mud, with the exception of me. As a child, that bothered me for many years, and it was not until I grew older that I realized she was right. I would not have slept in the mud because I knew there was a sofa or a bed—some- thing better than the mud. I often asked myself, when my mother looked in my eyes, did she see herself? It pained me deeply that she hated me. I couldn’t understand how she could love all of her children and treat me, the oldest, like trash in an alley.
Once, my mother was really sick with the Hong Kong Flu. I began to cry because I thought she was going to die. I stayed by her bedside and made sure she was taken care of. I even went to


Dixie Dandy corner store to steal a couple cans of vegetable soup to make sure she had food to eat. I guess that was a daughter’s love for her mother, but I was never given the opportunity to experi- ence a mother’s love to her daughter.
When I was in the sixth grade, we spent Christmas Eve at Hanes’ house. He tricked my mama for the social security checks. She seemed so stupid when it came to a man and her money. Hanes was gambling all day, and we had no Christmas tree or gifts. You couldn’t tell that it was the Christmas season from where we were sitting. At one point, there was a knock at the door. Hanes had sent one of his runners to the house to get some cash because he was losing at the card table. Mama didn’t know where the money was hidden, so the man told her it was hidden behind the space heater in his bedroom with a rubber band around it. Mama gave the man the amount that Hanes requested, and he left. She said if she had known the money was behind the heater, she would have gone shopping herself. Well, Christmas morning we did not have a single toy—not even a bag of fruit. We stayed in the house all day looking out the window. I was the oldest so I knew that it was wrong, but the other children did not seem to understand. My mama told us that she had purchased go carts and they would be delivered later that day. The go carts never arrived.
When I was ten, I knew of two sisters, Melissa and Sophia,
who had loving parents with good jobs, who made sure they had nice clothes. One day that summer, after I had learned their laun- dry days, I waited until sundown and stole a pair of Jordache jeans. I decided to wear the jeans the following day, and their


neighbor Dennis knew that I could not afford those types of clothes—he was accustomed to seeing me in hand-me-downs Monday through Friday. I finally had some clean jeans that I did not have to wash by hand every night because I only had three pairs to my name. It would not take long for the news to get back to Melissa and Sophia that I had Jordache jeans. Dennis’ older sister was friends with the sisters, and sure enough they knocked on the door, asked to speak with my mama, and explained the situation. My mama said that she would ask me about the jeans and come to their house later. I was sweating and scared because I knew I had done a horrible thing, and I did not want to go to the Juvenile Detention Center, so I hid the jeans in the attic and lied about taking them. That lie has stuck with me for life.

CHAPTER 3
How Did I Get Here?













t was my eleventh birthday, and we were still living in Mrs. Roberta’s mama’s house across the street from Mr. Clyde Walsh. That was the very first time I experienced a man’s touch for money. Just the thought of what I would do brings chills toI

my body. This is a chapter of my life that still haunts me.

THE OLD FOOLS
When I turned 12 years old, I knew that my body was chang- ing; my breasts were forming, and I began to see changes in other areas of my body. I guess the men in the neighborhood saw the changes too. Getting older was a milestone that I believed saved me and my younger siblings. Mr. Walsh was about 40 years old, about 5 feet 6 inches, dark-skinned, and he wore a small afro. He was an alcoholic. I didn’t like having him touch me, but if it would allow my brothers and sisters to eat, then I would just do



whatever I had to do to make sure they were taken care of, because my mama was not thinking about us at all. He would touch me in places that made me uncomfortable, and I knew it was wrong because it felt nasty. However, money was being brought into the house—money desperately needed for food.
Mr. Walsh must have told his family about me, because his brother and father would later fondle and have sex with me also. It amazes me to think that even as a kid I knew when to go to his house and how to be discreet. He lived in a room adjacent to his father’s house, and I would walk in the woods and jump over a small stream to get to his room. He would touch me for about 20 minutes, I would get paid, and I would leave until the next Friday. I still needed clothes and things for myself, but I always made sure we had food first. I guess as I got older, I realized that more money could be made, and it would be less stressful in the house for my siblings if we had food. There were men in the community who would take care of me so I could take care of my siblings.
I made money as it was needed. I was not out every day, but I knew when it was time to hit the streets and who to go to. I also knew what old man had his eyes on the younger girls because I had my eyes on him. I came close to death a couple of times, but I always found a way out of the fire. On one occasion, this particu- lar man had been watching me for a while, so I decided to allow him to make his move. Once I got in the car with him, and he and I had finished having sex, he gave me $60. But I had already stolen an extra $650 from his wallet. It was wrong, but he was even more at fault for sleeping with a child. I knew he was upset
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because he came looking for me. I hid for a couple of weeks, and I realized that he could not report it as a crime because he was the adult in the situation. I never had any more dealings with him.
There was a time that I needed some cash and my brother and I helped an old white man on the newspaper route. I could tell he liked young black girls, so I tricked him into thinking I was interested in him. Once we completed the job, I hugged him re- ally tight, and while we had our arms around each other I emptied his wallet and placed it back in his pocket. The wallet contained about $900. I was very crafty, and I could steal a wallet quicker than you could bat your eye. I taught myself. I truly believe that through every bad situation I put myself in, my father and my granny were watching over me and kept me safe. I believe in an- gels because I could have lost my life so many times.
The bills were paid, food was on the table, but my mother had two more kids since we left Virginia—making a total of six children. That was more of a burden to me than it was to her, because it meant more work for me. I was missing my family in Virginia all over again, and it was hard to be a child taking on adult responsibility. I often wondered what they looked like, and if they thought about me as often as I thought about them. Why wasn’t anyone looking for me? I thought for a long time that they did not care about us because no one ever came. Too many things were happening in my life that would not allow me to be a child. I was stripped of my childhood, and to this day I feel like I missed all of the important and fun things that come with be- ing a kid—falling off a bicycle, making cookies, having birthday


parties. I never had a birthday party after I left Virginia, or cake and ice cream for that matter. Can you imagine having a mother who never acknowledged your birthday?
I do not know why Mama allowed people to take advantage of her and leave her with nothing. We needed food for the house. I needed some quick cash, and Mr. Walsh was not giving me money anymore. I knew I could make money across town. Quick cash was addictive. This is how I became known on the streets. I had learned a few tricks. The nature of the game was increasing my prospects, and the moving gave me more time to seek other men. By my fourteenth birthday I had a list of men that I dealt with on a consistent basis. Billy was a man that I would have sex with for money and food. He was 5 feet 8 inches, with skin the color of cocoa, and skinny; he would canvas the neighborhood until he spotted me. I would walk to a secluded alley or a side street and then get in his car. I laid flat on the seat until we got to the destination and I then would take my clothes off from the waist down, and let him insert his private parts inside my body. This one was different in my mind because he was gentle and was not trying to hurt me. Maybe it was because he had a daughter my age and he knew we played together sometimes. Of course, I don’t know what was in his mind at the time, but today I realize that Billy’s behavior was not gentle; it was simply child exploita- tion—with a child who was his daughter’s friend. I made $80 that night with Billy. Isn’t it amazing at how the mind can remember
$80 worth of pain over 20 years later!?


Mr. Harris was married, so it was a little more complicated. I knew that his business was adjacent to his home. He sold ap- pliances. I met him one day when I was walking, and he pulled over to give me a ride. That very first day, he touched me on my chest and asked if I would ride with him. I agreed and laid my head down in the truck so that I would not be seen. His nickname was Buddy. He stood 5 feet 10 inches, brown-skinned, about 160 pounds. He was well-dressed and wore a mini afro. He took me down a country road, and we had sex in the truck. It lasted about 15 minutes. I can remember the time because I just wanted it to be over as quickly as possible. I felt bad, and even after taking a bath to get his scent off of me, I could still smell him.
I made sure I had protection at all times, and if I did not have the condoms, I made sure they purchased them from the store. In spite of being careful, I did end up with a sexually transmitted disease later. Isn’t it interesting that man has devised a way to pro- tect the flesh from sexual disease, but he has not devised a way to protect and heal the heart from sexual perversion? I have learned that only God can give the heart protection, and he has healed and is healing me so that I can share my painful past to protect young girls from a fatal future!
Mr. Harris became a regular. I had gotten at least three men on my list that would benefit me, and I could make money with- out being on the corner. I found them, or they came looking for me. I guess the men talked because the business was increasing, and I was up to about 10 men that I could proposition, and I knew that the money would be available. It was easy to do the


older men because they did not have to stay inside of me for a long time and the tips were better. I remember one guy name Henry Toomer. Henry was light-skinned with grey, curly hair. He begged me to ride with him, but when we were alone he could not make himself get stiff. He kept apologizing, and he must have felt bad because that was the easiest $50 I ever made! I believe he was embarrassed because he always looked ashamed—even to this day, he knows that I remember that about his manhood.
Mr. Fredric was an elderly man. I did not have to work hard at all with him because he had to be around 60 years old. I just went inside his shotgun house and let him touch and feel. When he gave me the $30, I scoped out where he got the money from, and I came back later that night and took his whole check from under the mattress in a brown paper bag. It was an easy job because the front door was unlocked. Mr. Fredric came looking for me, but he could not prove that I took the money. I left and stayed on the other side of town until the heat blew over. I made about $400 that day.
Hanes had a cousin named Otis, who was in his late twenties or early thirties. His house was by Melissa and Sophia’s house, and I would have to walk through his yard to get to theirs. His bedroom was by the kitchen, and he would turn on the light with a shoe string attached to the switch. He would prop me up on the bed, take off my pants, and lubricate me with Vaseline. Once he had finished having sex with me, he would wipe me off and help


me get my pants back on. He never paid me, but I was free to take a popsicle or ice cream sandwich from the deep freeze, and then I would head on to my friends’ house.
Today I realize that those men were a sad commentary on
the community because they were sharing their perversions and sexual exploits of a child as if they were badges of honor. It’s kind of funny, they bragged about using me to each other, but in my mind, it was easy to be with the older men because I would steal all of their money before they even took their clothes off. Their lust and their big egos made them vulnerable to theft and low morals, the old fools!
In hindsight, I thought I was pulling one over on them, be- cause I was converting their money to food and shelter. Now I realize that while those men were sowing seeds of immorality in the community and using me, I was being given a heart to defend, protect, and reach out to young girls and to rescue them when they are desperate. Romans 8:28 is true: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those that love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” My past pain has become fuel for my passion to protect young girls!

MUSTY ME
I gave Mama some of the money. She never asked me any questions. She would just take whatever I gave her. I believe she knew what was going on with me. I was making my regular stroll to town trying to make a little cash because the food was low, and we only had cabbage and chicken left in the refrigerator. This


particular day, my life would change. I met a woman by the name of Carol Burke, but we called her Yolanda. God allowed me to meet her. One day I walked from across the river—the same river where Mama lived when we were dropped off like dogs at her mama’s and sister’s house. It took me about 30 minutes to get to Hutto McIver housing projects. I actually had to walk over Flint River, which was especially frightening to me as a child. I was playing with some of my school friends, and a lady asked me who I was. I told her I was Quan Jones and she complimented the thickness of my hair and my pretty brown eyes. I was not use to getting compliments. I found my way back to the projects the following day after school and waited to see her. I did not know her name at first, but I heard her grandmother calling her from a distance. She was in her late 30s, 5 feet 6 inches tall, dark brown, and medium in build. She had two younger children: Natasha, age 7, and Mia, age 2. When I spotted her, I ran to her, and she asked me why I was in the projects this late in the day. I told her I wanted to come and see her. She asked me if I told my mama that I was going in the projects after school and I told her no. She put me in her van and took me home. During the drive she told me that I was too pretty of a girl not to have good hygiene, that I was musty and needed to make sure I put on deodorant after every wash. Once we got to Mama’s house they realized they knew each other—they were distant cousins. She told Mama that I could come and stay that weekend. When Friday arrived, I could not wait for school to end because I was going to be with Yolanda. I met her at Mrs. Alice Loves’ house—her grandmother—and


she picked me up once she came from work. When I got to her apartment, I was amazed that it was small but very clean. Yolanda showed me around her home and showed me where I would sleep. Later that night, a tall man came in the house and he introduced himself as Michael Burke, Yolanda’s husband. He was a very nice man. Yolanda taught me how to be clean, how to take care of my body, and how to wash properly. I never got those instructions at home, and it was much needed information because I was doing a lot of things wrong. When Sunday came and it was time for me to go home, I became sad and I began to cry, so Yolanda talked it over with Michael and they decided that I could live with them if Mama said yes. Yolanda and I arrived at Mama’s house and they talked. Mama gave me permission to live with Yolanda, and she never asked for their address, nor did she ask if she needed medical records or any personal documents. However, I do recall Mama telling Yolanda that on the third of every month she would sign my social security check over to her. The money never came, but I was still able to live with Yolanda.

STREET SAVVY & BUT DUMB
I never had anyone to ask me if I was sexually active, so when Yolanda asked, I lied and said, “No, ma’am,” knowing I’d had sex more times than I could count. Yolanda took me to the health department so that I could be put on birth control pills, and the truth was revealed. I had my first venereal disease at age 14—gon- orrhea. I knew that I was experiencing some pain and burning when I urinated, but I didn’t know that those symptoms had


bigger implications about my health. I considered myself street savvy, but that day I realized how dumb I really was about my body. I had to take between 8 and 12 penicillin pills, and I felt better instantly, but that did not stop me. I continued to make my living, and I never caught any other disease after that. I made sure that condoms were available. I was scolded for lying, and after that, I knew that I did not have to lie to her. We could talk about things that concerned me. I never told her about the prostitution, but I figured she had an idea, although she never asked and I never mentioned it.
Looking back 20 years later, I realized how dumb I really was about the dangers of unprotected sex. I was trying to survive, but I had no understanding of how valuable my body was or how to protect my “treasure box.” Today, if I could tell young girls anything, it would be that their bodies are like rare jewels, like diamonds, covered and protected deeply within the earth. That is how a young woman’s body should be seen by her and others. Her body is a treasure that should be covered and protected until she is ready to marry.

THE GOOD LIFE
Things were good. Yolanda worked for the Woodall’s making rugs, and she would often take me to work so I could make me a little spending money. I guess, now that I think about it, that was my first real job. Yolanda took good care of me even though she was not getting any help from my mama. We would go to Mama’s house to get money, but she would hide and tell my brothers and


sisters to say she was not there, or she would say that she did not cash the check and to come back later. It became too much of a bother, so Yolanda just stopped asking and provided for me her- self. She took me shopping. I had nice clothes and shoes, and I would go to the beautician once a week because Yolanda’s cousin owned the shop.

THE WALLS CAME TUMBLING DOWN
Yolanda and Michael had an argument that ended up being physical, and Yolanda decided to move to Orlando, Florida. That was heartbreaking for me. My world was crushed and I wanted to kill myself. It seemed like every time I found a little happiness, the walls would come tumbling down. I became so depressed that I cried every day. It had gotten to the point where I would at- tend her church on Sunday and Wednesday just so I could have comfort. I put myself back on the street because I no longer had love or support since Yolanda moved away. I missed my family in Virginia all over again. Again, I was robbed of my childhood.
Depression for a child is a horrible thing. It is especially hard for a girl alone when love and security are snatched away over and over again. Attending church helped me because I believed that if I did what the pastor said, I would be blessed. Faith can be a key element even for a girl alone on the streets. Yolanda came back for three months, and I felt as if my prayers had been answered. But she and Michael were not able to reconcile, and Yolanda moved back to Orlando. Again, my heart ached.


CROOKS IN CAHOOTS
Hanes and Mama were no longer neighbors, but they were fussing just as much as they did when they were living together. Hanes wanted control of the money because he felt Mama was not taking care of us as she should be. Mama decided to move to the housing projects on Sim Street, and it wasn’t too bad. It was a four-bedroom apartment, with a living room, a kitchen, and pantry storage. The apartment was infested with roaches, and it was disgusting to come inside the kitchen and turn the lights on. You could see hundreds of roaches scattering all over the place. I
knew there was spray that would kill the roaches, so I went across the street to East Side Grocery store and stole two roach bombs. Even though the roaches eventually died, I still did not want to be in the house with my mama. I did not feel like she loved me as much as she loved the other children. I could tell that she catered to my sister Rosalyn in a more loving way. She made sure Rosalyn had nice clothes, and she provided her with the little things that are important to children like hugs and kisses, or just hearing the words “I love you.”
To this day, I think Rosalyn and my mama are so much alike. I have learned to accept that my mother’s love for Rosalyn was different than her love for me. Neither of them really ever ap- preciated all of my child-like efforts to show my love for them. When I hitchhiked to Virginia, I remembered that Rosalyn’s fa- ther, Jackson, was a longshoreman. I had sense enough to look in


the phone book and find longshoremen, and I called and called until someone finally knew who Rosalyn’s father was. Rosalyn has only seen her father twice, and she is 38 years old. I am the one who told him where to find Rosalyn and Jackson Jr., my brother. To this day Rosalyn never thanked me for finding her father and telling him where they were.
Jackson gave me a crisp $100 dollar bill when I found him. I told him he owed me so much more, because my check had been taking care of Rosalyn and Jackson Jr. for years. He did not respond, he just seemed shocked that a kid would make such a strong comment about money.

FROM PILLOW TO POST
I was staying all over the place. I stayed with Tamara Johnson a few nights out of the week. Tamara Johnson was a girl that I be- friended in seventh grade. Her parents would allow me to spend a few nights with them. They had plenty of love in their home. I always looked at other people’s parents and compared them to mine. The comparisons were never equal. Tamara was a straight-A honor student and she would insist that I complete my home- work and take my education seriously. Education was the least of my worries. I needed a home and stability. I was feeling bad and looking pitiful in my dress and my disposition. I knew that her family members were nice people, but I wouldn’t stay longer than a few nights for fear of overstaying my welcome.
I would go and stay a few weeks with Deja Williams, another friend of mine. Even though Mrs. Hattie Sue was an alcoholic,


she still cared for her children when she was sober. Most of the time she did not know I was there. If she did, she would curse me out really bad and tell me to go home. I never paid her any attention and would stay a few more nights. Her home was not the best, but it was so much better than mine, and they believed in cooking three square meals a day. Even though Mrs. Hattie Sue would curse me, I knew if she was sober I could be extra nice to her, and she would give in and let me sleep in the back room with the rest of her children.

MR. OFFICER & A HOAGIE
When I was about 17, I did not have lunch money so I de- cided to go to Winn Dixie Grocery Store located on Shotwell. I knew that I did not have any money, and that I had no business putting my hands on anything without being able to purchase it. I walked to the produce section and removed a stem of purple grapes. I walked throughout the store eating the grapes. It was around 7:45 A.M., and there was hardly anyone one in the store during that time. I went to the deli section and concealed a foot long sub sandwich from the case and in my book bag. I proceeded to walk pass the cashier when a tall white man that stood about 5 feet 11 inches grabbed my arm and took me to the back of the store. I tried to explain my situation, but he was not listening to anything I had to say. The police were notified. I was read my rights, handcuffed, and placed in the patrol car. I could not think of anyone to call. I knew that I could not call Mrs. Steele, my high school counselor, because this would send her to the roof. So


I called Debbie (also known as DeDe), who had known me as a child and had taken me in. She made me sit in the cell the entire day before she paid my fine of $280. The cell was filthy the com- mode was rusty, and unfit for an animal to use. I made a vow that if I got out of this I would never go back to jail.
It’s a crying shame when no adult takes the time to see the pain of a child who’s hungry, desperate, and scared. Compas- sion should cloak every law enforcement person or individual in places of authority when it comes to dealing with children. I stole because I was hungry. It tears my heart to pieces to hear law enforcement officials call young girls whores without really understanding their stories. Out of desperation, our kids are do- ing things that adults do not take the time to try and understand or correct in love. Children need love, time, and attention. They do not care how much you know until they know how much you care! If someone had just asked me if I was hungry, I would never have stolen that hoagie. We can see television ads and ministries asking for money to feed hungry children overseas, but there are hungry children in our communities. They are not only starving for food, but also for love and attention.
As an adult in law enforcement, my mess has become my message. My testimony as a child has helped me to aide other children in passing life’s difficult test. My victimization is now my victory because I have seen both sides of the struggle, and I understand why so many children feel desperate and why they do desperate things.


MRS. ELIZA LET ME EAT ‘TIL I WAS FULL
I stayed with DeDe for a few months until I could come up with a long-term plan for my life. It was pretty cool staying with her. She had a two year old little girl named Te’Ana. The only thing about living with DeDe is that I had to go to the country in the afternoon and stay with her mother, Mrs. Eliza Flanders, until she picked me up around midnight or later. Mrs. Eliza was a no-nonsense lady. She taught me how to slaughter a pig, ring a chicken’s neck, clean it, and cook it. Oh, I should mention—she would beat your butt if you were sassy at the mouth. I only got one good whipping from her, and after that one I didn’t need any more. I learned my lesson. I loved Mrs. Eliza. When I was younger and Hanes would put us out of the house, and we walked down the long dirt road, she would try to assist my mother with food or a place to rest. She also had a plum orchard in her yard, and she would allow us to eat until we were full.
Isn’t it amazing that I was being taught life’s lessons from a woman who would later be a backyard hero in my life? She was teaching me how to respect authority by whipping my butt. She was teaching me how to overcome fear by showing me how to ring a chicken’s neck and slaughter a pig. More importantly, she was teaching me how to be a loving mother to my own children, even when my own mother did not know how to love me.

SHE’S GETTING A CHECK FOR YOU, BUT WE LOVE YOU
Mama knew I was staying all over the county. She didn’t seem to care, and I didn’t want to return to her house, either. I knew


that I couldn’t continue to just stay with people and not contrib- ute to their home, so I would just hop around and eventually go home for a few days or so. I really did not want to be there but I did not have any other place to call home. People in Bain- bridge talked, and it was known that Mama was getting a check for me, so most of the people felt that if I stayed in their home, my money should be coming along with me. My mama would volunteer to people I was staying with that she was going to bring them a check for helping to take care of me, but she never did. Finally, the people who were caring for me would give up on get- ting anything from my mama, and I am thankful that they loved me—just because they loved me.
Why did people love me when I had nothing to give to them? I think it was because they felt sorry for me. They knew my situ- ation and what I was born into. They felt compelled to help me because it was a small community and everyone who knew me knew that I was a child who was striving and trying to have better in spite of my home situation. People could see the social ills in my life, and at that time, they did not turn their backs on a small child in need.
Do we see the social ills plaguing our children today? Have we gotten too prosperous or too busy to help destitute, desperate, and exploited children? I shudder to think of where I would be, had it not been for some of the people in that small community reaching out to help me. If nothing else comes out of this book, my prayer is that people will look to the pain of children and


be willing to pause and help children in desperate and difficult situations.

BLOOD SHOULD BE THICKER THAN WATER
Mama’s heart reached out to Renee and Jeanette Willis. She allowed them to move into the housing project with us because they didn’t have a place to stay at the time. I guess what disturbed me more than anything was that she took in two grown women, and provided them with their own bedroom and I had to share a bedroom with my brothers. Mama always found time for other people, but could never take time with me. I hated that she was not disciplined enough to take care of me. Can you imagine eight people living in a four-bedroom apartment, and having to share a bedroom with my brothers? In my mind, blood should be thicker than water, but she took people under her care who would not pour out water for her if she had to use a chamber pot, and she treated her children like trash—especially me.

NO BED OR ROOM OF MY OWN
Mama opened an account with Babcock, a furniture store, and she was able to furnish the apartment. She would not allow us to sit on her living room furniture; it was still covered in plastic. Mama had a room, but she rarely slept there, so it was an extra hangout room for Rosalyn and her friends. Rosalyn had her own bedroom with a queen-sized wooden bed with an oval mirror in the head- board. The boys stayed in the bedroom with two sets of bunk beds, and she gave the visiting cousins the room across from Rosalyn.


The one thing I have determined to ensure for my own chil- dren is that they have something they can call their own. They each have their own room, and they each have a nice bed. I have come to understand that we carry wounds from our past, even when we seek healing and have been blessed. We all hold on to something from our past in spite of the pain. I hold onto my pallet on the floor, because that pallet was often my refuge in the midst of great pain. Many nights, I find myself sleeping on the floor. While that floor was a place of great pain for me when I had no bed, today the floor is a reminder of how far God has brought me, and it reminds me that God is with me now, just as he was with me as a little girl.

A PORCH APART FROM THE OTHER WOMAN
Mama’s apartment was B-3, a couple doors down from a woman named Marjorie Miller. Marjorie Miller was not just any woman. When we stayed across town in Mrs. Roberta’s ma- ma’s house, Mama was sleeping with Marjorie’s husband, David Miller, and a baby boy was conceived from the affair—my little brother Jason Javon Jones (also known as Skeeter). Mrs. Marjorie knew about the baby, but she never mistreated us as children. Her husband owned a funeral home and he never admitted to sleep- ing with my mama. Mr. Miller was a brown-skinned man in his late 40s. Mr. Miller was a nice dresser, and he presented himself as elite. Mrs. Marjorie was a full-figured woman who was light- skinned with a beautiful face. She had shoulder-length hair, and she took care of her six children. Only the last two girls belonged


to Mr. Miller. Mr. Miller’s genes where very strong because my baby brother looked just like him and his other children. Mrs. Miller always did what she could to help us while we were neigh- bors. My mama would stay out of her sight, but it was difficult because they were living a porch apart from one another.

A SHE-BEAR WITH A RUSTY BUTCHER KNIFE
Well, by this time, my mama was not sleeping with Hanes or Mr. Miller; she had found herself another man. I never knew his birth name, only his nickname: Mr. Dillard. I asked Mr. Dillard to buy me a pair of shorts and a shirt so that I could attend the shindig that Friday. It was the annual talent show. He took me to the mall and purchased the outfit for me. The following Saturday was a normal day. I played with the kids in the housing projects. I stayed mostly across the sidewalk with my neighbor Marble Wil- liams, because her siblings were about my age, and they were at her house for the weekend. Around midnight, I decided to go home. It was only a two-second walk between the apartments. The front door was unlocked, and I went upstairs to my brother’s room. I was so exhausted from playing all day that I did not take a bath or change my clothes. I lifted the window up so I could feel the cool breeze. I like being cold even in the winter. I slept with the window cracked.
I climbed on the top bunk and laid on my stomach. I felt this body climb on top of me. He put his hand over my mouth and straddled his legs across my body. I was about120 pounds, but Mr. Dillard was 5 feet 11 inches and 220 pounds. He whispered


who he was in my ear and told me to shut up. He told me that since he bought me an outfit I had to do something for him. I screamed so loud that he punched me in my face causing me to bleed from my mouth and nose. Marble, who was still awake due to her sinuses, heard the screaming, and she knocked on the front door. My mama then ran to the bedroom door, but she could not get in because Mr. Dillard locked the door. I could hear Mama trying to get the door opened, and finally with some help from Marble the door was forced open. Mama had a butcher knife in her hand while she and Mr. Dillard exchanged words. The neighbors came over and notified the police. I was allowed to stay with our neighbor Mrs. Gamble until the following morning before going to the police department. The ambulance was called because of the wound to my face. That morning Hanes came to the house to drive us to the police department and he told Mama that if she wanted to move back in with him she could. Mama declined the offer. We arrived to the police department, and the judge instructed Mr. Dillard that he was to stay 500 feet away from us. I never saw him again, and that is the only time I ever remember Mama defending me.
When a parent comes to a child’s rescue, it is as if heaven has
paused to send an army to destroy hell’s hounds. I remember my mama screaming my name and throwing her body against the door to get to me. It’s amazing that I never felt loved as a child, but in that one moment, I felt as if my mama would have died for me. All of these years later, I hold on to that memory in my efforts to make sense of my hard, brutal life as a child. Why did


my mother charge into the room with a butcher knife prepared to kill the man who had been her lover to protect me? Why did she take me to press charges against him? The next day I felt afraid and I felt shame because the neighbors knew what had happened. At the same time, I felt as if my mother loved me…finally! I was a mixture of emotions—bitter and sweet, pleasurable yet painful.

MAMA AND HER LI’L BOY
I never understood how Mama could replace a man so quick- ly. After Mr. Dillard left she had a younger man named Kenneth Small. He was young enough to be her son, and she referred to him as such. Kenneth Small was around every day and sometimes you would hear my mama trying to hook Kenneth up with younger ladies in the community that she liked, such as Lydia Jackson or Renee Willis. She even told me that he would make me a nice husband. That was all the more reason I never thought she was sleeping with him...until she became pregnant. When I arrived to the house after the baby was born, I didn’t knock, and to my surprise Kenneth, Mama, and the newborn baby were in the bed together. I knew then that he was the father. I didn’t make a fuss at all. I looked at the child—he was a dark chocolate boy with thick curly hair. Mama jumped up and started scrounging around as if she was looking for something she lost. I never brought up what I saw and she never mentioned it either. Mama didn’t stop there, she had another baby a few years later—a little girl named Ken- nedy Micah Jones. One thing about my mama, she could drop a baby like it was nothing. I believe that is what made me stop after


I had my fourth child. I knew that I had to be reasonable for my children, and not just lie down and have baby after baby. I was present in the delivery room when Mama gave birth to my little sister Kennedy. After her birth, Molly Jackson had convinced Mama to allow one of her friends to have the baby. It was said that Mama had a baby by a white man and gave the baby away. I did not want that to happen, so I begged Mama to keep the child. I do not know what made her decide to keep my sister, but she did. When Kennedy arrived home, I helped with the baby a great deal. There were times that Mama would leave the baby with me for a long period of time, and I did what I had always done in the past—babysit and be the best big sister I knew how to be. Even though Kenneth knew Kennedy was his daughter, it was almost like he was ashamed of her, or maybe he was ashamed that he slept with my mama. For a very long time, Mama wouldn’t verbally admit that he was the father. She would al- ways say that the kid’s father name was Stephan and he lived in Damascus, Georgia. This went on for many years until they became older and realized that Kenneth Small was their biologi- cal father. I felt like Mama was the same woman she was many years ago—having babies from different men and lying about the babies’ fathers. I wanted to be so far away from Bainbridge, Georgia. I needed to know if my father was really my father, or could she have been so cruel as to lie about my father too? The most difficult and painful adversity that I had to encounter growing up did not have anything to do with poverty, hopeless- ness, abuse, or abandonment—it was growing up without my


hero, my father. The things I went through during my childhood were extremely traumatizing, but not having my dad was the ab- solute worst trial of them all. God equipped me to jump every hurdle and beat many odds; but it seemed as if I could not cross the finish line that would allow me to hold the medal that reads “you overcame the loss of your dad.” I lost that battle. I was told numerous times through my childhood how much my father cher- ished me. I am talking about a man that loved me from the first moment he laid eyes on me. My father would walk in the snow, sleet, and even through hell for me. My father was not a selfish man. He was loving and kind. My mother did not know how to love me, and it was painful just to know that I once had a dad who enjoyed taking care of me—that is, of course, until he was taken away from me. Even to this day, 39 years later, I often find myself weeping for a man that I cannot remember. I can only hold on to the memories of him through family members. I always felt close to my father’s family. They were all I have to remind me of him. I knew as a little girl that my father’s family loved me. I held on to that little piece of security my entire life, and I used that to endure every unfortunate situation that I encountered as a young girl. My family is and forever will be my safe haven. I stay connected with my family so that I can keep the burning desire inside of me and never allow myself to quit before I get to the finish line and claim my victory. My family has been supportive of me since I was able to reconnect with them at a very young age. When I spend time with my family, I feel close to my dad, and for the most part, I hold every one of his sisters and brothers extremely close to my


heart. I may never understand why my father had to go, but the one thing I realize is that he was, and forever will be, my hero.

RESCUED BY AN ANGEL
I had been thinking of my family a lot. I could not get them out of my head. My life was so screwed up. I just felt like I needed to find the people that loved me. I always felt like something was missing, and I knew in my heart they loved me and I needed them. I can remember being 13 years old and longing for my father’s family in Norfolk, Virginia. I decided I was going to find my family, so I left the house one morning like I was going to school and began my journey. I was determined to find the one thing that I loved so much, and that was my father’s family.
I decided that I would hitchhike to Virginia. The truck driver seemed to be a friendly man, but after driving for so many hours with me in his truck, he started to view me as little lady as op- posed to a little girl. He rubbed my legs. I told him that I needed to use the bathroom, and when we stopped at the rest stop I got out of the truck to go to the restroom. Out of nowhere, a lady ap- peared and asked me where I was headed. I told her I was going to Virginia. She said she was headed to Virginia as well and offered me a ride. I got in the car and she drove me to Virginia. It was so refreshing to be in a car where I felt safe. It was cold. I was wearing busted penny loafers, and my toes were numb and hurting from the ice on the ground. But now, when I look back on that night, I know in my heart that I had been rescued by an angel. I do not know who that lady was or where she is today. I believe with my


whole heart that she was an angel sent to that rest stop for me that night. Who knows, I may have been killed that night and left in a ditch. I am so thankful that even when I did not know it, God had angels protecting me.
I never forgot my grandmother’s address: 972 South Quail Street. I rang the door bell and a lady came to the door and asked if she knew me. I informed her that I was looking for my aunt Paula Holloman. The lady was an older lady, but she was pretty, and she told me that my family lost the house and moved to Lay- ette. I didn’t have any money, but my mama had often mentioned her friends Don and Carrie Williams. I knew how to use the tele- phone directory, and to my surprise, Mrs. Williams answered the phone. I told her who I was and she immediately picked me up. When she arrived she hugged me and took me to her house. She also called Mrs. Junie Mae who was a friend of my mama’s. They all talked about old times and how I had grown and all of that boring stuff. I just wanted to find my aunts and cousins. Once the family reunion was over, Mrs. Junie Mae took me back to her house, showed me where I would sleep, and she told me that I could stay with her. I was excited and anxious because I had a mission to find my family. I began to ask her questions about my aunt Paula, and she told me that my aunt attended a church called New Hope International. Mrs. Junie Mae drove me there, but it was not open at the time so we went back to her house. At the end of the day, I laid in bed thinking about how I would find my family. She left for work and told me she would help me once she came home. I couldn’t wait, and I left immediately after she did.


CHICKEN POT PIE AND GUILT
I took the bus to Layette, and I noticed some school age chil- dren waiting at the bus stop. I asked a teenage girl if she knew Joshua Holloman. She said yes and she pointed in the direction I should follow. I began to run as fast as my frozen feet would carry me. I found the house and knocked on the door. I could hear my aunt asking who was knocking on the door, and I was so excited to tell her it was me. When I said my name, she ran down the stairs and called my name. She looked out the door to see if someone else was coming behind me, and I explained that I hitch- hiked from Georgia. Aunt Paula’s mouth dropped, and she called my uncle Eugene, who was downstairs. I began to cry and hug my aunt because so many years had passed. Aunt Paula and I went to my aunt Hazel’s house, and she cried and embraced me with hugs and kisses, and told me how much they loved and missed me. I was immediately provided for and given a better life than the one I left behind in Bainbridge.
I was excited that I found my family, and the feeling was mu- tual. I was happy to have three meals a day and snacks. My family provided me with a full supply of clothes, since the only clothes I had were the ones on my back. My aunt Tammy was overseas, and she sent a box of clothing to the States, and Aunt Hazel made sure I received them. Aunt Julia worked for Montgomery Ward, and she purchased me a nice blue paisley coat for the winter. My life was terrific, and I could not complain at all. I ate Aunt Hazel’s chicken pot pie, and a sense of guilt came down on me like a ton of bricks.


I was eating three square meals a day, wearing clean clothes, and sleeping on clean sheets while my brothers and sisters were living like animals. I felt so sad. I wanted to be with my family, but I knew that if I did not help provide for my siblings they would go hungry. I don’t know why I never told my family what was happening back in Georgia. I was afraid to tell them that I was selling my body for money.

THE SAMARITAN MAN
I didn’t tell anyone that I was leaving Virginia. I basically left the same way that I came, but this time I didn’t come by truck. I walked along the expressway, and a black male in his early 40s picked me up, and asked where I was headed. I supplied him with the information, and he notified my mama. We did not have a telephone, so he called the neighbor’s phone and asked if someone could contact my mama. He was very caring, and we talked along the way about it how dangerous it was to get in cars with strangers and come across two states with no supervision. He even stopped and bought me food. I slept the majority of the way. It was dark when we arrived, and my mama allowed him to sleep on the couch to rest his eyes before having to drive back to Virginia. Mama didn’t scold me for leaving, nor was I placed on punishment.
So many men had used me and taken advantage of my vul- nerability and innocence as a child. For the first time, I met a man who was decent and kind. He treated me like I was a little girl, not a woman or thing to be used and tossed aside. I am sorry to


say that to this day, I do not even remember his name, just as I do not remember the name of the lady who was God’s angel and came to my rescue when the trucker I hitchhiked with was going to exploit me sexually.
My prayer is that God has blessed them over the years for their kindness to me. Perhaps the man, as the lady, was another angel the Lord sent to protect me as I traveled down the dan- gerous highway…a fatherless child, abandoned by her mother, without a true place to call home.

SICK AND TIRED OF THE BULLCRAP
After I got back, there was a big event happening in Bain- bridge. All my friends would be at this party at the skating rink. Mama told me that I could not go to the skating rink that Sat- urday night because I didn’t clean the house. We had six grown people living in the house, and all the cleaning fell on me. I was sick and tired of that bullcrap. I was upset because Rosalyn and the rest of the children never had to do anything. Rosalyn took about four baths every day. This particular morning I figured that if I stayed away from the house I would have a better chance at attending the party. This night was going to be exciting because the surrounding counties would be present. It was jumping, and John DJ Wayne gave me free access inside. After about two hours someone found me and told me that Mama was inside the skat- ing rink with five switches plaited together. She was looking and lurking in every corner until she spotted me. She beat me out- side in front of so many people and in front of my friends. I was


embarrassed and mad as heck that she would come and show out like she had lost her mind. When I got inside the house, I put on an extra layer of clothes and hid in the closet. It didn’t work. I had to take off my clothes and receive corporal punishment for what she called being disrespectful. Rosalyn was at the skating rink too, but she didn’t get a beating.

ON THE ROAD AGAIN
I made up in my mind that night that I was going to sell my body to make enough cash to go back to Virginia. I did just that. I knew just where to go. When I saw Mr. Freeman standing on the porch looking like an old frail dog in heat, I felt that it was my time to lure him in. I waited until he showed me that he was interested, I began to walk along the dirt road between his house and the Elementary School. He proceeded to follow me in his green Nova. When he reached the street, I jumped in the car and laid on the floor so that no one would see me. Mr. Freeman drove about two blocks over and parked in a secluded area. I figured this would be the perfect time to get whatever cash he had in his pocket. We exited the car and Mr. Freeman began to caress by body. When he unbuckled his pants, I reached for the wallet, emptied it, and placed it back in his back pocket. I then began to make excuses that I had to be home before dark, and he eventually decided that he needed to let me go. I took off running. I didn’t know how much money I had, but when I made it home I knew that I had to get on a bus and get the heck out of town. I had


taken about $2500. I left some of the money for my siblings, and I went to Tallahassee, Florida, to purchase a Greyhound ticket to Norfolk, Virginia.
I begged Kenneth to drive me to the Greyhound station and not to tell anyone where I was going. He agreed, but it really didn’t matter because Mama was not going to come and look for me. Kenneth waited until I boarded the bus, and he waved good- bye. I was on the road again, but this time I had some money in my pocket. The trip was long and boring, but when I arrived in Atlanta, I had an hour layover. I went to the Macy’s across the street from the bus terminal and purchased a few nice things for my trip since I came without anything. I bought a pair of navy blue Keds and a few pair of Jams shorts.
This time when I arrived in Virginia, I had my aunt Hazel’s information. My aunt Joy was visiting from New York, so she picked me up and brought me home. This was the longest I stayed in Virginia without running away. It was almost time for school. It was my ninth grade year, and it was really cool because my aunt Hazel just left probate court in Norfolk, and she officially became my legal guardian. I felt good after leaving court that day, and we got into my aunt’s Cutlass. Aunt Hazel assured me that Mama was not going to show up and she was right. Aunt Hazel never received any money from Mama to assist with my needs, and to tell the truth, Aunt Hazel never called her a single time to make demands about money. Whatever I had, my aunts pulled together to provide for me.


NEW KID ON THE BLOCK & A BROKEN ARM
The first Day of Booker T. Washington High School had ar- rived, and it was cool even though I was the new kid and had no friends. I was fussing with a student at the school when he pushed me down the stairs and I broke my arm.
Like most new kids on the block, I was trying to act hard, trying to find my place and gain new friends. I just wanted to be accepted and to belong somewhere and to have friends. So, since I did not really know how to make friends with kids, I was being messy and he pushed me down the stairs!
My aunt Hazel had to take me to the emergency room. When I returned home and my cousin Valeria found out that I was fighting with another student she immediately put me on punish- ment. Valeria’s punishment seemed like a life sentence. I begged her to give me another chance, and her response was always, “No, go back in to the room.” The only time I was allowed to come out of the bedroom was to eat and take a bath. I slept in my aunt Hazel’s bedroom. There was a nice oversized couch next to the window were I would spend most of my time because I stayed in trouble. I lived with my little cousin Andrew. He was my lifesaver when I could get him to follow my lead. Andrew was only two, so I would pretend that he wanted juice or something from down- stairs in the kitchen. For the most part, Valeria was not buying it, because she would always have Andrew with her and knew he didn’t need anything.


THE STRAY THAT BROKE THE CAMEL’S BACK!
The house was always full of strays because my aunt took care of anyone who needed a place to live. Aunt Hazel’s son Lester had a girlfriend named Carmen, and she was staying with us at the time. I was family, so I was not considered a stray—only the non-relative household members were—especially Carmen’s sister Charmine. I did not like her at all, and we always butted heads. I guess this was the last day for the foolishness because I remem- ber her bothering me that morning, nagging me about what I couldn’t have in the kitchen. An argument began and we kept going back and forth with each other. Valeria was upstairs in her bedroom with Andrew, and Aunt Hazel was in her bedroom with Nathan, her male friend. She had a chicken boiling on the stove. I peeked to see how much longer the chicken pot pie would take. As I was going toward Charmine, we exchanged more words, and this time I balled my fist up and punched her in the chest with all my strength. I had taken crap from a lot of people, and in my mind, I was thinking, “How dare you talk crazy to me when you don’t know me?” She fell to the ground, and she began to cry and hyperventilate. Everyone came from all directions of the house because Carmen was screaming as loud as her big mouth would allow, saying that Charmine suffered with asthma. Valeria imme- diately grabbed a brown paper bag from the kitchen and placed it on her mouth, and eventually she was able to relax and tell my family that it was my fault. Carmen said that I was a bully, and that I was picking on her sister. That wasn’t the case. I never knew


how to be a bully! I was afraid to fight, especially coming from the south.
Now that I look back on it, I see the underlying resentment that had come out against Charmine that morning. I came from a deprived home, I had been hungry too often, I had slept with men to get money for food, and this STRAY had the nerve to tell me what I could and could not eat! This was my family. That morning, she was the stray that broke the camel’s back. With all of the pent up pain I had gone through, I got mad and took it out on Charmine.

I AIN’T NO LIAR!
Aunt Hazel was upset with me. Therefore, my aunt Paula was notified and her entire family came to my aunt Hazel’s house to see what happened. My aunt Julia was upset as well, and she was taking my side until I lied about throwing the first punch.
I cannot remember Aunt Julia’s and my conversation to the house; however, I do recall her telling me later that week that she did not like liars and if I told her it was snowing outside she would have to go and check for herself. That statement stayed in my mind for a very long time, and I made up in my mind from that moment that I did not want to be anything like my mama. I believed that telling the truth was important, and people will deal with the truth as opposed to a lie. Despite the fact that no one was guiding me on a daily basis, or really teaching me values, I knew in my heart that to lie was like slipping further and further into


a dark hole. I was desperate to keep some kind of dignity even though I was young.
Aunt Paula took me to her house and that is where I stayed because I felt everyone was blaming me. A lot of the times, I got in trouble just for attention. Since I did not know what healthy love and attention looked like, I felt if they fussed at me or punished me, it meant they loved me.
Aunt Paula and Uncle Eugene would later drive me back to Mama’s house in Georgia. Once we crossed the Georgia line, Auntie Paula saw that we still had 467 miles to drive. She com- mented about me hitchhiking and how dangerous it was. I guess in my mind I never looked at hitchhiking as dangerous. I wanted my family, and that was the only thing on my mind. We finally ar- rived at the apartment. It has been several months since Mama last saw me, and it had been over a decade since she last saw my auntie and uncle. My mama never embraced me, but I was accustomed to her behavior. Aunt Paula talked about old times, and I showed my cousin Joshua the upstairs of the apartment. They were not able to stay for a long period of time because Uncle Eugene had to work. My auntie was not able to see Mikie, my brother, because he had moved across town with Hanes. Aunt Paula kissed me good-bye and hugged me extremely tight. I could feel the breath from her nostrils on my face as she exited the apartment.
My father’s family taught me that “we are our brother’s keep- er.” They could have ignored me and claimed that I was not their problem. After all, I had run away from my mama, and I had run away from them. They could have seen me as a problem child,


who was just rebellious and wanted my own way. Instead, they lived by the principles of God and family. They taught me about a thought process that demonstrated true love by their actions.
We truly need to go back to basics and have compassion for one another. There is no more vulnerable creature than a child who has no mother. If the whole world decided to truly parent their children, wars would end, violence would cease, and love would conquer. Instead, we have a generation of people and a nation of heartless souls who turn their backs on children, while promoting the Humane Society for pets. What about helpless, immature little girls?
Statistics show that it is middle-aged white men who mostly engage in sexual exploitation of little girls. While that was not my experience, as I was mostly exploited by black men in my com- munity, the fact is that if someone would come to the rescue of these little girls and boys, as my father’s family and a few good neighbors did for me, there is still the possibility of a great future. Ninety percent (90%) of runaways become part of Atlanta’s sex trade industry. Most fail to graduate from high school. Most of these runaways do not have any job skills. Many develop clini- cal depression. They also often suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, drug dependency, dental problems, eating disorders, malnutrition, and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/ AIDS. Many of these children are under the age of 12.
I know it is only by the grace of God that I am a college grad- uate and a Law Enforcement Official today. I could have been a statistic myself, and that is why I am so passionate about telling my story. Perhaps, by exposing my own wounds, I can save one child.


BACK TO THE HELL HOLE
Well, it was business as usual. I stayed with Mama for a few days because she was getting ready to move into a house on the opposite end of the housing project. I thought maybe this would be a better place for us since Renee and Jeanette had relocated in the housing project with us. Renee and Jeanette were sisters who my mother allowed to live with us after they had no place to live. Mama never told us why she decided to move. The new ad- dress was 424 Sims Street. It was a shotgun house; when you entered the front door, you were in the living room with a bed- room adjacent to it. In the middle of the house was a dining area that was next to the second bedroom. The kitchen was small and raggedy—it was painted a depressing yellow. The bathroom was in the very back of the house, and it was very tiny. In the summer it was hot and in the winter it was ice cold. It consisted of a small sink and a bathtub. The floors had vinyl covering throughout the house except for the living room. The back porch was small and did not have much life to it. Mama would wash the clothes on the back porch in a washtub and hang the clothes on the fence in the back of the house. When we first moved in the house, we had lights, but a short time later, they were disconnected and we did
not have power for a long time—at least five months.
The Wades, our neighbors, would allow Mama to use an or- ange power cord to run the electricity from their house to ours, but only during the night. We did have furniture, though it was not the best. However, we made do with what we had. The wa- ter was turned off, but I don’t remember for how long. We had


to relieve ourselves in a bucket and then empty it outside in the woods behind the house. I felt like I was living in a hell hole.

THE ANGELS WERE CRYING
We still did not have a lot of food in the house, and Mama was buying food day to day. Mr. Jones was an older white man that sold fresh fruits and vegetables. He stood about 6 feet 3 inch- es tall and weighed around 220 pounds. He drove a white beat up truck that carried every type of fresh fruit and vegetable you could imagine. He allowed my mama to have an account with him and get the items she needed. He would collect the tab later in the month. One day, I was sitting in the living room, and I could hear the truck a mile away because it was an older Ford. Mama jumped up when the car pulled in front of the house and she hid behind the door. She told my little brother, who was eight at the time, to tell Mr. Jones she was not home. My brother waited until Mr. Jones knocked on the door and he said “My mama told me to tell you she was not home, but she is hiding behind the door.” I remember her coming from behind the door, and she explained that my little brother got his words mixed up. She was busted, again. She always could lie and keep a straight face.
Staying in that house was taking a toll on me, and I was get-
ting depressed because I did not want to live in those deplorable conditions. The best thing about this house was that it was across the street from Mrs. Steele, the high school counselor who would later save my life. I started to stay out late, and when I would return home, my mama would fuss and try to tell me what I was


and was not going to do in her house. I was still working the streets, and I was able to get the lights turned on, but it was not enough. The house had a very foul odor, and it was coming from the bathroom—which was small and had very little ventilation. I decided that I was going to stay outside in the park, and I did for about three days.
I would wait until it was dark and the park was clear of peo- ple having social gatherings or other activities. I would always sit under the bright lights because I was scared to be in the dark. I would sit on the merry-go-round and turn and turn. It was during the summer months, and the worst part was when the dew fell in the morning. I used to say that the angels where crying because I just could not cry anymore.
I would go to Renee Willis’ house to take a shower and get dressed for school. She had moved in with my mama previously, so she knew my hardship because she had lived in it herself. Re- nee would also allow me to eat when I was hungry. I spent several nights in her home when I did not have any other place to go. I could not stay with her permanently because her house was full with her own family members.
I learned recently that Renee called the Division of Family and Child Services on my mother. She tells me today how proud she is of me, and it blesses me to know even today that someone cared enough to try to help me. Just one heart intervening could save a child’s life.
On the third day of school, I was called to the guidance office because Mrs. Steele wanted to know what was going on with me.


I told her that nothing was going on and that I was happy. She then told me that a student reported that I was sleeping in the park. I told her that was not the truth, and she later found out that I lied. She started to look for resources and a suitable place for me to live. She found a nice home and the owner was very willing to take me in even though she had previously taken in an older boy. Mrs. Steele did not stop there. She continued to keep me close to her, and I would stop by her home and get food when I was in need.
I felt I needed professional help, and I wanted to talk with someone about my problems so I walked downtown to the Men- tal Health Clinic and approached the middle-aged white lady at the desk. She had me sit down in the waiting area and complete a packet. A few minutes later, a young white male called my name and I proceeded to the back. He began to ask me why was I seek- ing help, and I explained that I missed my father and I felt alone. We talked for over an hour about counseling sessions and he pro- vided me with a hotline number for support. I never told him that I had just digested around 12 Bayer aspirins prior to coming into the office. I could feel the effect once I started my journey. I had no place to go. I was just walking. It was a pretty day, and it was before noon. I remember falling to the ground because a lady named Pilar Anderson stopped me and asked me if I was I alright. She took me to her apartment. She was a middle-aged woman that lived by the football stadium. I told her that I was not feel- ing well and that I needed something to drink. She provided me with a glass of juice, and then she asked me a thousand questions.


When I told her who my mama was she jumped out her seat and stated that my mama lived with them when they were young girls. I did not want to tell her anything negative because I did not know what she would do with the information.
Pilar was married to Christian Anderson, a DJ on the radio at night, and she had two small children: Jennifer, who was eight, and Christian, who was two. I began to feel better, and I walked home. I would find myself visiting her quite often. She was such a good mother to her children, and it was such a wonderful feeling to have someone to love me as a mother. She would include me in her family events, and I was part of her family. I eventually moved into their condo, and everything was going well. I had spent six months in their home, and Pilar could tell that I had low self-es- teem. I never told her how I was sleeping around. It was not until a few weeks later that I realized we had something in common—I had stolen her sister’s father-in-law’s wallet. I recognized him dur- ing a family dinner. I was a little scared sitting at the table, but I knew that if he said anything he would be in just as much trouble as I was. That $550 went to a desperate cause.
I had chipped my front tooth when I was younger, and my mother never took me to the dentist to have the tooth fixed. Pilar knew that my chipped tooth was a big reason behind my low self- esteem. I was so embarrassed of it that I lost my smile for years, and it caused me to have permanent frown on my face. I would get the question all the time: “Why do you look so mean?” It wasn’t that I wanted to look mean, I just didn’t know how to look happy. It was like I forgot how to laugh or even smile. Even though I was


a class clown, it was not the same smile. Pilar scheduled my first dentist appointment with Dr. Blasingame on Shotwell Street so that I could smile again. Pilar even invited me to their family re- union in Griffin, Georgia. Her family was so loving and everyone treated me like I was a part of their family.
Unfortunately, Pilar’s neighbor’s condo caught fire causing Pi- lar and her family to relocate. The money was not there, but the love was. She had to move in with her mother and it would cause a financial burden to take me with them, so I went back home to Mama. I stayed in touch with Pilar, especially since she was hired as the principal’s secretary at the high school. She continued to be active in my life and treated me like her child.

FINALLY, BOYFRIENDS MY AGE
My sister, Rosalyn had plenty of friends, and she always had cute boyfriends. I was not that popular. My first date was with Aaron Robinson. I was visiting with Pilar and Christian Anderson at the time I was in the ninth grade, and Aaron was a key player on the high school football team. We were not a couple at all, but since Pilar was the secretary for the high school, I told her that he liked me, knowing the whole time it was a lie. Aaron got hurt during a football game and had to have surgery, which kept him out of school for a moment. So I called him to check on him, and since we did attend elementary school together for a very short time when we lived in the trailer park where I had eaten the chicken off the neighbors grill, it was not unusual for a classmate to check on a classmate. I planned the whole event out. I knew his


parents went to church, so I told Pilar that I was going to sit with him while his parents were in church, and she agreed to drop me off to his house. I arrived and stayed about two hours, and it was nothing more than just two people talking and having fun.
I felt somewhat better because I realized from Aaron Robin- son that I was not ugly at all, I just needed someone to show me how to feel good about myself. Pilar was doing that by investing time in me. I just did not understand her method, because my whole life I was raising myself.
I would later date Zack Hill. Zack is in jail now for selling drugs. He has about 29 years to serve. It’s amazing how life turns out. When I met Zack, he was around sixteen, and at the time, I thought this was really love. He was short, around 5 feet 6 inches, had brown skin, and he dressed well. He was a Hill and his family had a side hustle, so they had a way of always having the best of everything. He would walk to my house to see me. That is why I thought this was the one because he would walk to see me or we would meet at the football game and a group of us would be mak- ing out behind the parked cars in the back of the stadium. It was mainly kissing and touching. I had mastered that at a young age, so that was nothing for me. I can remember having sex with Zack in an abandoned house next to his house on Water Street. He had the key and we entered through the back door.
This would be the first boy my age that I had sex with. It hap- pened about three times after that, but he never told anyone that I was his girl, so I moved on. Why would I stay with him, when he would not acknowledge me as his girlfriend? I left him, because


I was not going to have sex with him and be disowned too. I had learned to make money with my body, and even if I had placed the wrong kind of value on me, I still knew my body had value. He was not going to get it for free and dis me, too! It may sound bad, but at that time, if he had paid me, I would have stayed. I still needed to eat and survive, as life with Mama had not gotten any better. Zack continued to try and meet with me in different locations, but I never fell for any of his lines. I learned a lot on the street when it came to boys and their get it and go system.
Justin Bacon was a better catch because he was older and he was in college at Fort Valley State College. He had a navy blue Cutlass. He was more mature and would pick me up. It was cool. I was ending my ninth grade year, and I could appreciate him more. He was about 6 feet 4 inches, with pretty cocoa skin, full lips, and curly hair. He had given me his letter jacket, and I was very excited to be in the ninth grade wearing a letter jacket of a former basketball player. We had a good time. It lasted about nine months, and then we just called it quits. When we called it quits, I made it seem like the long-distance relationship was the main problem. The truth was, I had learned who Justin’s half-brother was, and I had slept with him also. After all of the sexual viola- tions and exploitations I had gone through, there was still a sense of core values in me that would not let me sleep with two broth- ers. I did not want to hurt Justin, and I knew the moment his brother saw me, and Justin introduced me as his girlfriend, it was


going to be over. Justin was very quiet, and it was hard to figure him out, but we remained friends.

HE TRIED TO RUN A TRAIN ON ME
Then I met Jack Swift. He was very popular and a star stu- dent. Jack was top of his class and a football player. I knew that he was not truly interested in me, but it gave me a rush to be seeing him. He was a senior and I was in the eleventh grade. He had a main girl and I knew that, but it didn’t bother me at all. I had such poor self-esteem that just to have him take notice of me gave me a high.
When Jack asked me to ride to Tallahassee, Florida, with him, I didn’t ask questions, I went. It was not until we arrived at the frat house that things went wrong. We had just finished having sex, and Jack left the room. The room was dark and I was going to the shower, when a figure came in the room and put his hand on my shoulder. I knew that it was not Jack because I could smell the alcohol on his breath. I told him I did not know him and was not going to have sex with him. He left the room, and Jack entered within a few minutes. I demanded that he take me back to Bainbridge, and I told him that I did not appreciate what just happened! Jack was trying to explain that he did not know what was happening, but I was too street savvy to fall for that lie. I was ready to get back across the Georgia line because I knew if they pushed it, they were stronger than me and might try to run a


train on me. Besides, I knew that Jack and I were not going to last either, because I had already been paid for sex by Jack’s brother.

SO TIRED OF RUNNING
It would be many years before I would see Jack Swift again. I was 17 years old and weary! I was so tired of running. I knew that there was good in me, and I knew that I had a purpose. I wanted to be more than what my mama said I was: “the little whore.” I cannot remember the number of times my mama called me a whore. Each time, it cut like a knife. Especially when I was whoring to put food on her table, turn on her lights, and feed her unplanned crumb snatchers!
I did not want people to remember me as the little whore or Pearlie’s girl. I knew that I was destined for greatness because of who I belonged to and who I was a part of. My father’s bloodline was rich, and I knew it. At the time, I felt that because of my earthly father’s love, I should have better. I had lived with my father’s people, and I knew that there was a better life for me than the life I was living. Even though my father died when I was two years old, the love that my father’s family showed me was so deeply rooted in my spirit that I felt as if my earthly father would make a better life for me if he were alive.
Today, I understand that an earthly father’s legacy, even after he dies, can still rescue a child. I look back now, and even though nobody ever took me to church, nobody ever talked to me about Jesus, or even how to pray, God had his hands on me, and the father’s power was active in my life. There were times when, in the


midst of all of my confusion, I would still ask Jesus to help me! Today, I know my Heavenly Father was helping me all the time.
To this day, I still dream about the love of my earthly father. I dream that I am going to see him in heaven one day. I intend to thank him for loving me, even from eternity. His love kept me believing that I deserved a better life!

A CLEAN PLACE TO STAY
Even though I wasn’t popular in school, life was beginning to look better for me. I was living with the Lotts, and had been a little over five months into my sophomore year of high school when Jackie put me out of her house for wearing her shirt with- out permission. I was still between her home and her mama’s, Mrs. Helen Lott’s, house. It felt good having a nice and clean place to stay. I slept in the back bedroom with Tynese. I would make a pallet on the floor, and we always had a lot of fun. Even though I was not blood, they never made me feel less than any- one else in the house. I always had access to everything they had to share. Five months would eventually turn into the remainder of my high school years. I celebrated every holiday and birthday with the Lotts, and it finally felt like I had a family. Did I still miss my family in Virginia? Of course I did! I would visit them in the summer, and I did not have to run away like I did in the past. I was older and more responsible for my actions.
Mama knew where I was living, though she never came to vis- it me or sent money to assist with my living situation. It was the same old, same old. The money never came, and the Lotts never


told me I had to leave. I loved Mrs. Lott, who I often referred to as my mama, because she was kind to me in every way and made me feel special. She taught me how to cook, and she hugged me often. Sometimes I would get yelled at for not doing what I was told, but it was just things teenagers get in trouble for. Christmas and Thanksgiving were big around the Lotts’ house, and I always took part in the preparing the house for the holiday. Mama Helen made sure I attended school every day—it was mandatory to go to school and get an education. I still did not have the school concept together, but I did attend school more living in the Lotts house than I did while living on the streets. For the fourth of July, Nathan, Mrs. Lott’s oldest son, made homemade ice cream under the carport outside. Those memories stay embedded in my heart. These events would continue to take place during my entire stay with the Lotts. My first vacation was with Jackie and her two chil- dren, Tyson and Natalie. We took a weekend trip to a water park in Dothan, Alabama. I had a blast—an experience I never shared with my mama.
During my years in high school, I was living my life to the fullest, and things were going well for me in the Lotts’ home, including the improvement in my grades, although I was still working on making them better. Mama and I still had not vis- ited each other. Her sister, Mattie, lived across the street from the Lotts, but I never went to visit her. I remembered how she beat me as a child. Geraldine, Mrs. Lott’s granddaughter, was the old- est female in the home and made sure we completed our chores.


Sunday was the day for rest; it was so good to be able to rest because the weekdays were so busy. I learned how to clean cor- rectly. I learned how to mop and how to clean the bathroom so well that you literally could eat off of the floor. I would get upset because we cleaned every single day and if we did not do it cor- rectly, we would have to repeat the job until it was done right. We mastered that skill of being neat. If we did not fold the clothes and place them in the drawer neatly Geraldine would throw ev- erything on the floor and we would have to fold them again. It was easier to do things right the first time.

MY SISTER MUST LOVE ME, SHE STOLE MY PROM DRESS
Shannon was my boyfriend my senior year, and he and I went to my prom together. I was so thankful that it was nothing like my junior prom. If it had not been for my sister, Rosalyn, my prom would have been a disaster. My mama promised me that she would buy my prom dress, but, of course, that did not happen. The day before the prom, Shannon had been fitted for his tuxedo, but I still did not have my dress. I was hysterical because, again, my mama lied to me. This lie was particularly painful since it was my senior prom. I could not ask the Lotts to buy my dress, espe- cially since they were not getting any type of resources to cover me living in their home. I was down to less than 24 hours before prom night, and I still had nothing. Rosalyn saw my distress and had a male friend to drive us to Tallahassee, Florida, to Governor Square Mall.


Not many special things happened to me during my adoles- cent and youth. That is why even the smallest acts of kindness still bring tears to my eyes today. I will always love my sister Rosalyn even though we do not have the best communication today, and I believe she truly loved me as a big sister when we were younger, even though she did not understand all that was going on with me at the time. Rosalyn came through for me when my mama lied again and crushed my heart after getting my hopes up for a memorable prom.
Once we arrived in the mall, my sister entered a boutique shop filled with beautiful evening dresses. The saleswoman approached us and asked if we needed some assistance. Rosalyn handled the entire conversation explaining that we were just looking. Rosalyn found a dress and had the saleswoman unlock the dressing room. Once she was inside the dressing room I threw the dress that was the correct size over the opening. My sister walked out of the stall, gave the saleswoman the dress, and thanked her for her help. The woman was working in the store alone and had no clue that my sister walked out of the store with the dress tucked under her clothing. When we got into the car, Rosalyn pulled the dress out and gave it to me. I thanked her for the $400 Jessica McClintock prom dress. I was so grateful that she helped me during this very special time. That night I was stunning, and it was because my little sister made it happen for me.
Even though I know it was wrong for Rosalyn to steal and for me to take stolen goods, my sister stealing the dress touched my heart. Knowing that she cared enough about me to take the risk


of going to jail for me meant so much and often left me wondering where the closeness in our relationship went. I would do whatever it took to make sure my siblings had food, and it felt good knowing that my sister was unwaveringly supportive in making sure every- thing was perfect for my senior prom. That night was amazing.

A NEW LIFE A BROKEN HEART
June had come, and so it was time to prepare for my high school graduation. I owed the Lotts and Mrs. Steele a lot for my new life. I knew that I would not have come so far as earning my high school diploma if they had not believed in me. My mother attended the ceremony but she disappeared soon after. I did not get a chance to say anything to my mama because she had disap- peared like a ghost, and I did not look for her because all I wanted to do was party and be with Shannon.
However, even that would not happen because my classmate shared with me that during graduation, Shannon was a few hous- es down from her house at another girl’s house. I was furious. I went home and got Jackie’s car. I knew that she would allow me to borrow the car, because she taught me how to drive her car about nine months prior to that night. I knocked on the door at the girl’s house and Shannon came outside. I was so upset and hurt because I had bought Shannon a nice pair of Ulysses shoes. I yelled at him and told him, “I was always told that if you buy a man a pair of shoes, he will use those same shoes to walk out of your life!” I asked Shannon to get in the car and go to my house. He did! We had a big fight outside and Jackie came outside, after


hearing the cursing and crying and she brought me in the house. I was so angry! I made Shannon strip out of everything he had on, because everything he was wearing were gifts that I had purchased for his birthday. He gave me the clothes and he was stripped down to his underwear! I made him wait outside until his mama came and got him from my house. She was very upset for my making him take the clothes off, but I was angry as heck! He played me! With all of my street savvy, he played me!!! I had sold my body so often to take care of my siblings, and I had scraped up money to be good to Shannon. I felt more used than I ever had before. After we broke up, I was really depressed, and all I could think about was Shannon. I seemed to have a new life, but now for the first time, I had a broken heart.

ADVICE FROM A GOOD MAMA
One day, Mrs. Lott called me into the living room saying she wanted to discuss my future. She told me that I needed to leave and get away from Bainbridge so I would not end up having a house full of babies like my mama. I thought about her advice and decided that I would attend Atlanta Job Corps, and I completed the paperwork to enter the fall program.
I had not made contact with my family in Virginia. The school year had ended, and I asked my aunt Paula if I could come and visit for the summer. She accepted my request, and so I was on my way to Norfolk. Everyone was very helpful in the arrange- ments for my summer stay. I informed Mrs. Lott of my plans, and


she did not have a problem with it. Denise gave me a ride to the bus station.
Once I arrived in Virginia, my aunt Paula picked me up from the bus station and took me to her house. She had moved to a nice neighborhood, and the house was beautiful. My cousins and I were happy to see each other. I did not have to ask for anything. I was always welcomed to whatever was in the house, within rea- son. Needless to say, I was enjoying my time there. My cousin Micah had an adorable baby girl named Chloe.
I did not mention my plans for Job Corps. I guess Micah had talked so much about attending Norfolk State that my plans seemed small compared to what she would be doing. It was a little embarrassing to hide my plans, but it didn’t ruin my time there. It was fun being around the family, and I did not want to leave them, but the time had passed, and I had to return to Georgia. I did not save a lot of my money like I should have, but I was able to enjoy being a young person, and it felt good making money the honest way. Before leaving to go home, I thought I would contact my sister’s father who worked as a longshoreman in Norfolk. I got the telephone book and I was able to locate him within 45 min- utes. I didn’t reach him immediately when I called, but I provided the person on the other line his name he returned my call in about two hours. I allowed him to speak with my uncle Eugene so that he could provide him with an address to come by the house to see me, which he did after he finished work that day. The first thing he did was hug me, then he asked questions about his children


and how Mama was doing. I told him that everyone was doing well however Ivan was in jail for drugs. I provided him with the number of a neighbor that could have Mama come to the phone. Jackson gave me a $100 bill. I did not ask for the money, but I guess he felt bad knowing my father’s benefits had supported my siblings and me for our entire lives.
I was down to my final hours and had to head back to Geor- gia. I told everyone good-bye and went to see my aunt before heading to the bus station.

A NEW JOURNEY
Shortly after returning to Georgia, the big day had arrived and the Lotts had me packed and ready to go on my new journey. I did not say good-bye to my mama or my siblings. I went to tell Mrs. Steele good-bye, and after leaving her home I boarded the Greyhound bus headed to Atlanta. When I got on the bus, I was happy to know that I was going to a new place to start a new life. During the five-hour bus ride, I was excited and eager to get to my destination. When I arrived at the Greyhound station a Job Corps representative was present to greet me and take me to my new address.
It was nothing what I had expected. I was assigned to a dorm room which I would share with another young lady who had been there for quite some time. I introduced myself and I was given a tour of the facility. It was alright at first, but since I was a new


addition, I had to gain the other students’ trust. It was a little hard at first, but slowly, things began to change.
During the week, we had classes from the morning until in the afternoon and then if we earned points; we were allowed to have weekend passes to stay off campus. I knew that Mrs. Steele’s daughter lived in Riverdale so I did whatever it took to follow the rules so that I could earn free passes on the weekend.
After two weeks of following the rules I was able to leave the campus. I called Nicole and she came to pick me up and take me to her house. It was huge; I had only seen houses that enormous on television. Nicole had five roommates and everyone intro- duced themselves to me. Nicole told everyone that I was her little sister, and that made me feel special.
I enjoyed visiting them, but the house rules were complicat-
ed. The entire house attended a church called the Heaven Church of Christ, and you could not stay in the house unless you were a member of the church or studying to be a disciple. I was so much younger than everyone in the house so they looked at me as being a kid. I had a lot of adjusting to do because I could not use pro- fanity or have a boyfriend. I could only have guy friends over that attended the church as well. This went on for several weekends. I would return to the campus late on Sunday nights.

STAYING AWAY FROM SCAMS
One time when I returned, all the females had been invited to the second floor of the campus. You could only go to the second


floor if you were invited because the older females hosted the par- ties, and were going through the exit program as well as attending Atlanta Metro College, a community college in the city.
I had a girlfriend named Keisha on the second floor. She was cool, and she always had a scam going on with guys in the city. I didn’t participate in that part of our friendship, though. I had left that life in South Georgia and I did not want any part of it again. I had been free of that life for over six years, and I did not want to go back by any means.
I heard them talking about the Atlanta University Center, which consisted of four historically black colleges and universi- ties. I really did not know a lot about college since my mama was not educated, and no one from her side of the family had been either. The only things I knew were from listening to Na- than talk about playing football for Morris Brown in the 70s. The only other person I knew of who attended college was Mrs. Lott’s granddaughter Delia who was enrolled in Albany State University.

HE LAUGHED IN MY FACE
One Sunday after visiting Nicole, I had an opportunity to visit downtown Atlanta for a few hours with some of the girls from the center. I chose to make a detour and walk the eight blocks from the center to the AUC. The first school I approached was Morris Brown College. I was not familiar where the campus, but I walked directly to the location from Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive.


I entered the admissions office and a man named Donnie Hollis was sitting at the desk. He greeted me with a warm smile and asked me how he could help. I explained that I wanted to at- tend the school. Mr. Hollis asked me a series of questions: where was I from followed by what school I graduated from and my GPA. I told Mr. Hollis that I was from Bainbridge, Georgia, I graduated from Bainbridge High School, and my GPA was a low D average. He looked at me like he wanted to laugh in my face. I will never forget his look as long as I live. Mr. Hollis told me that he was not able to assist me.
I left the office discouraged. He did not know my life, where I came from, or what I had endured. I was hurt, but that did not stop me from coming a second time to be denied, and a third, fourth, fifth, and sixth time to be denied by Mr. Hollis. On the seventh time, Mr. Hollis was out for lunch, and a man by the name of Andy Todd greeted me and asked me the same questions that Mr. Hollis asked the first day. I provided Mr. Todd with the exact answers, but something different happened—he picked up the phone and called my high school.
I truly believe that God had his hands on this because Mrs. Mary Steele answered the phone. The conversation lasted for nearly 35 minutes, and when Mr. Anthony hung up he told me, “Dorsey, you will be given the opportunity to attend Morris Brown College.” I ran around the office, and I fell to my knees thanking God for a chance to show the world that I was smart. I took the placement test the following morning and passed every- thing except the math portion. I called the Lotts and told Mama


Helen my good news. She notified Job Corps and gained permis- sion for me to leave the center.
When I got back to Job Corps I told everyone my good news, packed my bags, left the center, and never looked back. I needed a place to stay. I knew that I could not stay with Nicole and her roommates because I was not a member of their church. I called Madear Roberts, whose daughter was friends with Nicole, and told her my situation. She did not hesitate to help, even though I was a stranger, and I moved in the same day. I was only there three weeks because classes started in the fall.
During that time I found a job near her home at the Police Benevolent Association selling decals over the phone, which was basically a telemarketing job. I do not know how, but I reached my quota every single night. I guess this was when my gift for gab was most valuable. I did not go back to the Lotts home during this period. Madear was very kind to me. It was so funny that strangers could love me and trust me in their home, but my mama did not care about me at all.

CHAPTER 4
Why Did I Have to Struggle?










t was a little under a week until school started. Madear had helped me find a place to stay close to the college. She cried when it was time to say good-bye; she said that she felt bad having to leave me in such a rough area. I explained to her that I would be alright. I had weathered things much worse than this, and I had always beaten the odds. We hugged and said our good-byes. However, Madear was right; I would not make it in this house. It was filled with males and they had no respect for me as a young lady. They smoked marijuana every day, played loud music all night long, had their friends coming and going all hours of the night. The worst thing about all of the madness was my bedroom was adjacent to the living room. I could not take another night. It seemed like every time things were getting a little better, more struggle would come. I kept wondering in my heart why I had toI

struggle so much.



The following morning I packed my suitcase and took the city train one stop, then proceeded to walk toward Morris Brown College.

LIVING ON A BALCONY WITH DRUG USERS
On my way to Morris Brown College, I saw a man. He was a very quiet gentleman with salt and pepper hair and a goatee. I politely stated my name and he invited me into his house. I told him that I was going to be attending Morris Brown College in a few days, but I did not have a place to stay. The gentlemen did not ask a lot of questions, he told me that the house was designed for recovering drug users but he would make an exception for me. I told him that I was very appreciative of him for allowing me to stay at the residence. I was told that the bedrooms were full, but I could occupy the balcony. I accepted the offer because I knew that I was not going to find anything without having to pay rent. I was given a tour of the house. It consisted of a living room, kitchen, and sitting area. All of the bedrooms were upstairs. The house had two bathrooms, one bathroom was on the first floor and the second bathroom was located on the second floor. I placed my suitcase on the balcony and slept in a folding chair with my feet propped on the ledge. I was okay because the house was located on Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive, and the street was very busy even in the late night hours. The next morning I retrieved a wash cloth and towel from my suitcase. Madear made sure I had four
sets of towels and toiletries.
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However, the bathroom was disgusting and once the roaches began to crawl around the faucet I knew that I could not stay there. I was happy that he had allowed me to have a place to stay, but it reminded me of a place that I was trying to get out of my head. I did not have any place to go but I knew that I could call Mrs. Steele, and she would make a way for me, or die trying. I told her that I was sleeping on the balcony of a two story house next door to the college that was to assist recovering addicts. She told me that she would call housing at the college and to call her in an hour. I could not wait to hear from her.





CHAPTER 5
Someone, Somewhere, Always Guiding and Protecting Me













n the meantime, I decided to walk up to the college and see what college life was all about. I overheard some students discussing their tuition and off-campus housing. I do not know what made me walk to the housing office, but I did, and when I got there the director introduced herself as Martha Brown. Mrs. Brown stood at least 6 feet tall and she had a very nice figure. She was brown-skinned with a beautiful short haircut, a long neck, and was an excellent dresser. She insisted that I have a seat. I in- troduced myself and explained my situation. She closed the door and explained to me that she was going to provide me with a key, and I was not to disclose that information to anyone. I agreedI




and thanked her. I could only silently pray and thank God. The Lord had sent yet another angel to my rescue! I was housed on the seventh floor in a corner room. I was not used to having my own room, and definitely not used to having two of everything. I promised that I would not mention the favor to anyone, but I had to call Mrs. Steele and tell her the good news. She was very happy to hear that I had a dorm, and told me that I needed to make sure I kept my mouth closed. It would not be learned for many years that Mrs. Steele sent money to the college for me to have extra money toward my housing.

HUNGRY AGAIN
Soon or later, I had to eat. I was not on the meal plan be- cause I did not have two pennies to rub together. The cafeteria was downstairs in the lobby area, near the exit. So I acquired a routine. I walked toward the exit door, looked out as if I was waiting for a ride then walked toward the door and peeked inside the cafeteria. This would take place several times a day for at least a month.
One particular day, I saw an African-American, dark-skinned woman in her early 50s, with high cheek bones and her hair pulled back into a neat bun. She was standing at the door at the cash register and asked if she could help me. I politely said, “No ma’am.” She pulled me aside and told me that she had been no- ticing me for a few weeks. I explained my situation and she told me that she would allow me to have access to the cafeteria twice a day. I knew that breakfast and dinner were important, so I was so grateful to have a way to eat while I lived on campus. Because
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of Mrs. Barbara, I did not have to eat my friends’ leftovers and ramen noodles at lunch time. I was so thankful not to have to go hungry again. God was providing for me so that I did not have to turn to the dangerous streets of Atlanta to survive as I had in Bain- bridge. I will always be grateful for those who feed people, and I will always endeavor to feed people who tell me they are hungry. I know the pain of not having enough food to eat.

I NOMINATE ME!
A few weeks passed and I grew to really love school and ev- erything that came with it. I was making good grades, making a few friends, and I was happy to be in the in crowd. I had just received news from my financial aid counselor, Hope Smith, that I met the requirements to participate in a program for low-in- come students called Student Support Services. I did not know much about the program, but it seemed to be a good resource for getting assistance with homework and other activities on the cam- pus. Once I located the Student Support Services office, I learned that elections were going to take place in a day or two. I went to the orientation, and all of the information was provided during the meeting. A lot of the students had made friends with one another during freshman orientation, but since I was not present for the new student orientation, I did not have that advantage. Students were nominating people that they had met during fresh- man week’s orientation. Finally, I got the strength to stand up and nominate myself for Vice President.



Mr. Charlie Barnes, who was a counselor with Student Sup- port Services, asked me, “Who is Dorsey Jones?”
I told him, “That would be me.” He laughed and said he never knew anyone who would put themselves on a ballot. I could not believe I did it either because I was never involved in any type of programs in high school, yet I was running for an office. In spite of my unconventional nomination, I was given a shot.
Deep down inside I felt good to have the courage to nominate myself. I had a few days to come up with a slogan, and I felt like I was in serious trouble. I could not think of anything until one day, as I was sitting in the lobby of the dorm, the news came on reciting Channel 5’s slogan: “Dedicated, Determined, Depend- able.” I jumped up because at that moment, I knew how I was going to deliver my speech:
“Greetings, my name is Dorsey Jones from Bainbridge, Geor- gia. I am running for Vice President of Student Support Services for dedication. Get with this for dependability. Get with this for determination. Get with this. You can get with this, or you can get with that. But I am telling you that this is where it’s at!”
The crowd went wild. The tally results would not be revealed until the next day, but I felt good because I had started something on my own and was applauded by hundreds of people.
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I Win













he next day, the votes had been calculated, and anticipa- tion was running high. When the time came to call the winner for Vice President, my opponent and I stood side by side. The air was thick, and the suspense was strong. After some mo- ments a voice spoke on the sound system: “The winner is Dorsey Jones!” I went wild; I could not believe I had made such an impactT

on a crowd of people.
Mr. Charlie Barnes pulled me to the side and said, “You sold yourself short because you had more votes than the President.”
I was silent and then said, “No way.”
From that moment Mr. Barnes and Mrs. Thompson kept me very close to them to ensure that I stayed on task with my college assignments. My load consisted of 12 hours that semester because I did not want to ruin this opportunity by being placed on aca- demic probation. I studied in the Student Support Services lab



four times a week and received assistance for math. Mrs. Celestine Thompson was an excellent instructor. I then took a class led by Mr. Morter, who was more than willing to assist me. Mr. Morter was an older, brown-skinned man with gray hair. He would meet with me before class or I could sit in on the next session if I l need additional help—sometimes I did both.
I had just learned that Richard McGriff was doing his dual degree at Georgia Tech and Morehouse College. Richard was also from Bainbridge, Georgia, and lived on the opposite side of the street from the Lotts. We also attended the same church, where he was the director of the chorus that I participated in. He went home every weekend, so I eventually took him up on his offer to ride to Bainbridge along with him. We left every Friday at noon and returned late Sunday night; this went on for years.
To coincide with my routine traveling plans, I selected my classes accordingly. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays I had classes from 8 to 11 A.M. and classes 2 hours and 45 minutes long on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Before my first trip home, I received my school refund check in the amount of $3,500. I had not seen that many dead presidents since I’d left the streets.
My financial aid counselor was Hope Smith, a native of Mi- ami, Florida, and a former student of Morris Brown College. She was in her late 20s, 5 feet 6 inches tall, had thick, long hair, and was known as the best dressed person on the entire campus. She made sure I had everything I needed as far as financial aid and always made herself available to me.
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A VISIT HOME
I was headed to Bainbridge at noon for my first visit in at least 11 months. I did not tell anyone—it was a surprise for the Lotts. Richard had a car full of students from Bainbridge who attended schools in different parts of Atlanta. We all were familiar with each other since our home town was so small. I made it home safely, and the house went wild. Mrs. Lott was watching TV in her bedroom and all of the young people were getting ready for the football game. I went to the back of the bedroom to sit with Mama Helen and tell her all of the wonderful things that hap- pened for me since leaving the Job Corps. She was happy for me and gave me the biggest kiss and hug.
I knew that my school refund had to last me until the next semester, so I had to budget my money and be very responsible. I knew that I had to take care of Mama Helen even if I did not give anyone else any money. I gave her a few hundred dollars since we had always had a loving relationship.
Everyone was talking about this hole in the wall spot called “The Spike.” It was a nice little spot, and since we did not have anything like it for entertainment within 25 miles, it served its purpose. Sunday came so quickly that after eating dinner, doing my laundry, and packing, I only had time to see Mrs. Steele. She was a true blessing for me, so I always found time to stop by and say hello and I love you.
Mama would be sitting across the street, so to be respectful I would go by to say hello and let her see that I was doing well. She would say hello and that I looked good. All of the children



would be out and occupied with their own individual activities, so I was not able to see anyone. Rosalyn had just had a baby and had her own apartment in the housing project around the corner from Mama.
I was finally loaded up and ready to return back to school. We always provided Richard with gas money since he drove. It took three and a half hours, but we made it back safely. I felt blessed and highly favored, especially looking back on what I had left behind. Seeing my mama and my sister was pain- ful—just knowing that the love was not there—but I was so blessed to be given an opportunity to have a better life.
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arly in August of 1992, as I walked across the campus of Morris Brown, I observed a tall, dark, smooth, black maleE

stroll across the yard with the utmost confidence. I was so in- trigued by his tie, colorfully adorned with pool balls, that I had to stop him and ask him how he coordinated the tie with his shirt. I only said, “Hello, I love your tie.” I had no idea that we would become a couple. Carlos introduced himself and asked me for my name. Then we went our separate ways.
A few days passed, and I saw Carlos again. This time he asked for my number, but I just laughed it off and replied to Carlos that he was not ready for my number. I then went on to let him know that I had a mission to complete college, and that he could be a distraction to keep me from achieving my goal. Several days



would go by, and each time Carlos spotted me in a crowd of many he would ask for my number. However, I stuck with my same response, and rejected his advances. This escapade went on for an entire year.
One day one of my classes got cancelled and my instructor happened to be Carlos’ advisor. Carlos was scheduled to meet with her, and we happened to bump into each other once again, but this time something magical happened that would change our lives forever. Carlos said hello, but this time he didn’t ask me for my number. He started to walk away when I said, “Aren’t you going to ask for my phone number?” He grinned so big that you would have thought he won the lottery. We decided to go on a date, and we talked on the phone the entire night until the sun rose the following morning. Carlos told me that he and his grand- mother, Mrs. Callie Mae Dow, were inseparable. He called his grandmother to tell her that he found a girl that he was interested in, but he had to be sure she was the one. Carlos’ grandmother gave him specific instructions to follow, declaring that God would have his answer. Her plan was that Carlos would ask me out on a shopping spree, cancel the date, and then see how I would react. Carlos did just as his grandmother suggested. I did the unthink- able: I had just received my student refund check, so I took the bus to Perimeter Mall and bought ten new outfits—not for myself, but for Carlos. I surprised Carlos with his gifts. His grandmother said that I had passed the test and that I was Carlos’ soul mate. From then on, Carlos and I were inseparable.
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I was moved to compassion in my late night phone calls with Carlos. I had found out that Carlos had been in love with a girl before me who had used him horribly. This girl lived in Buckhead, an exclusive area in Atlanta, and she had Carlos paying her rent in ritzy Buckhead, while Carlos was living in the ghetto. Carlos had fully furnished that girl’s apartment, and one day he went to visit her and she had another guy there. Carlos was heartbroken, and they broke up.
I bought Carlos those ten outfits because I knew what it felt like to be used and to be discarded like old clothes. I also wanted Carlos to know that he could be loved without any strings at- tached. I had longed to be loved unconditionally my whole life, and Carlos was my chance to demonstrate unconditional love to a man with a big heart, who did not want to just use me for sex. In essence, I had been on a mission to get an education and thought I had no time for love...and that is when love found me!
In September of 1994, Carlos and I were having dinner at Busy Bee’s Restaurant when he asked if he could take me home the following week to meet my family. I said yes. We only had a few days before the trip so I called Mama Helen to get permission for Carlos to come. Mama Helen was looking forward to seeing the man with the big heart and willingly provided her blessing for our plans.
Once we arrived, Carlos and I went inside and I handled busi- ness as usual. Mama was sitting in her favorite recliner watching TV where she greeted me with a kiss and a hug. Carlos introduced himself to Mama Helen and Geraldine. Mama Helen and Carlos


seemed to be hitting it off well, which was confirmed about two hours into the visit. Carlos leaned over to ask Mama Helen if she could give him a glass of water. Mama Helen told Carlos no, that he was at home, so he needed to get up and fix his own water. I knew then that he was accepted as a part of the family.
We had a blast the two days we were there. Carlos was given the pull-out sofa in the living room, and I slept in the back of the house. The entire family was able to meet Carlos on Saturday, and everyone loved him. Carlos has a very kind spirit and it can be detected within moments of meeting him.
I knew that I had to take him to see Mrs. Steele since they had only spoken once on the phone. I waited until we had finished dinner with the Lotts to introduce Carlos to Mrs. Steele. Mrs. Steele was warm and welcoming when meeting Carlos. She was very grateful that he was a man who loved me and was happy to hear all of the wonderful things I shared in reference to Carlos. We said our good-byes to Mrs. Steele and were on our way home.
I did not go visit Mama, but I did stop by the housing project to see Rosalyn and her baby Derek. Derek was such a handsome little boy. Rosalyn was eight months pregnant with a baby girl.
We had not shared with Carlos’ mama that I was spending more time in the apartments with Carlos than at the dorm. I didn’t feel that it was her business. Everybody was grown and doing their own thing in the apartment, and we were walking on eggshells to keep the information from his parents. Carlos’ brother was one of his roommates and did not have a problem with me living there.


I was not involved in a lot of school activities; I was focused on my studying and eventually decided to take on more class hours since the details of my life were operating so seamlessly. I had a wonderful man to call my friend and lover, so I was alright for the moment.
It was October 31, 1994, and Rosalyn just had her baby girl. We arrived at the hospital to see the baby, who Rosalyn named Destiny. Carlos and I did not stay long because visiting hours were almost over when we arrived. Before leaving and returning to Atlanta I purchased a sectional sofa for Rosalyn’s living room. I still loved her and I could not fathom knowing she had two small children and no furniture. I purchased it from a rent-to-own fur- niture store. I also purchased several cans of Woolite foam to clean the sofa.
I did not go looking for Mama while I was visiting this time and thought maybe I would see her during the next visit when we’d return for my old high school’s football game.
This year started coming to an end—it was already early No- vember. I had not been to Bainbridge since Carlos and I visited the last weekend of September. My birthday was approaching, and I really did not want to do anything but spend it with Carlos. I knew he was going home to see his family and I went to visit my daddy’s family in Norcross. I called the Lotts and told them that I would not be coming home for Thanksgiving. I wanted to spend the holidays with my father’s sisters who’d moved to At- lanta. Mama Helen was okay with me spending Thanksgiving elsewhere. She’d been sick and was still on the dialysis machine,


but her spirits were high, and she would still knock the crap out of us if we did something wrong.

DADDY’S FAMILY, A NEW CAR, CHRISTMAS, CLASSES, AND A BABY
I made it to my aunt’s house and had it was a wonderful din- ner with my family. My aunts Julia and Tammy gave me a hound’s tooth suit for my birthday. I talked with Carlos who was at his grandma’s house having dinner. We’d made plans for me to see him the following night at the boarding house. I loved the idea of having a family in Atlanta. It was not family I’d adopted, it was my blood family—something I’d wanted for many years. I’m so grateful that God gave them back to me.
My aunts noticed the changes I’d made within myself and were proud that I was headed in the right direction in life. My aunts told me that they supported me and that I could call them if I needed them for anything. Before I left I was able to see my other family members like my cousin Mathew, who had gotten bigger since Micah’s wedding sometime back. He was so cute.
Christmas was approaching, and I got my present one week early. Carlos bought me a 1992 Plymouth Laser. I could not be- lieve I had gotten my first car; I was so excited. I’d never had a man love me and treasure me as Carlos did. It was so exciting I could not keep it to myself. I called Denise, Geraldine, Rosalyn— everybody I could think of—to tell them about my new car.
We practically had the apartment to ourselves since Matt moved out and Curtis was staying with his girlfriend. I did not


have to return to school until after the New Year. Soon, I called home and found out that I did not make the Dean’s List because of a C average in Psychology. I’d worked hard, and Mama Helen did not appear to be upset. I was so happy about the car that nothing could take me out my element.
Soon the New Year came and went, and classes resumed. The courses for my major field of study were no joke. I was constantly in study groups because Dr. Thomas, the chair of the department, took a no-nonsense approach to instruction. She really wanted her students to be equipped when they reached the working world. I heard this guy was a senior and slated to graduate in May when he cheated on one of her exams, and he never received his degree. I was not playing around with her class; I would stay up all night to understand her material.
I was not sleeping so much and my energy was low. I was in the bathroom getting ready to take my shower when I opened a bar of soap and became so nauseated that I vomited all over the floor. Even after that, I was not able to keep anything in my stom- ach. Carlos purchased a new shower curtain and the smell from the plastic wrap made me sick as well. I could not get myself up to go to class for several days. I had to get to the doctor because this had gone on for so long.
It was official. The nurse at Grady Hospital confirmed that I would be having a baby on October 7, 1995. I was a little scared about being pregnant and also having to tell Mama Helen. Mrs. Steele was set in tradition, so I was curious to see how revealing the news would go. I was not depressed about being pregnant


because I knew that Carlos was going to be very supportive. He’d been taking care of me since day one. However, I did not want his mother to know right away. I decided not to tell anyone for the moment. My next doctor’s appointment wouldn’t be for another month, and I was receiving Medicaid assistance because Carlos was unable to put me on his insurance plan.
Three weeks passed, and Carlos said he was going to call his mom. I begged him not to, but he said that we were grown and that she had nothing to do with our life together as a couple. I was sitting across from Carlos on the sofa when he called his mother from his cell phone and told her the news. The conversation lasted only a few minutes. Once he’d hung the phone up I asked him about her response, and she said that she’d known that it was go- ing to happen. We did not elaborate about his mother’s response any more after she’d made that comment.
The morning sickness was still taking over, but my doctor said after the first trimester I should be feeling better. April had come and I knew that I needed to make a trip home since Mama Helen was not feeling her best with the dialysis. I arrived home on a Friday night, and the house was noisy with Tyson, Natalie, Jackie, Byron, Denise, and Geraldine all present. The greeting was warm and loving, as always.
I knew that my stomach was showing since I was in my sec- ond trimester. This would be the first time the family would see me in my condition. Mama Helen was in the back sitting in her chair and having a dialysis treatment when I popped in and gave her a warm hug and a kiss. She touched my stomach and never


made a negative comment about me having a baby. What she said will stay in my mind for life. She said that she wanted me to finish college and make something good out of myself. I knew that she was always concerned about me and had a genuine love for me.
I told the family that I would be home the following week, but I was not able to make the visit home because exams were getting so close. I had to make sure I was completing my work, es- pecially since the summer vacation was less than two weeks away. Fortunately, I completed all of my finals, and I could relax.
Now that exams were concluded, I had to make up my mind about if I was going to stay in Atlanta for the summer or go home. Carlos and I discussed it, and we agreed that being around my family would be best since he was working and I would not have someone readily available to me in the event of an emergency.
The first stop when we arrived in Bainbridge was to see Mrs. Steele. I knew that I could not continue to hide from her for- ever, so Carlos agreed to go see her with me. The visit was a little strange. At first she wanted to know our plans for the future— whether we’d planned to get married and my plans concerning finishing my education. I knew the answers she’d appreciate, so I told her yes to both of them. I did not provide her with a date for the wedding, but noted that I’d need to finish college first because she and I worked so hard to get me in. The stay was not as long as normal, but when we left Mrs. Steele appeared to be satisfied with the answers that were provided so we hugged and said our good-byes.


Once we made it to Mama Helen’s house, the family and I greeted each other warmly. They were happy to see us, but Car- los wasn’t able to stay since he had to work the next day. Carlos wanted to leave the car with me and he would take the bus back to Atlanta, but I did not want to be selfish so I told him to take the car back. I really did not want him to be on a bus for an extra five hours when he could be home by nine that night. I knew that we had at least three cars I could choose from so that settled the issue. He kissed me good-bye and headed back to Atlanta.

CHAPTER 8
Getting The Job Done With A Baby On My Hip













had to go to Atlanta once a month to see the doctor. We always made the appointment on a Wednesday so that II

had time to come into town and head back home if I wanted. Af- ter some time, I was exhausted from shuffling back and forth, and I just wanted to stay in Atlanta since Carlos said that we would be moving into our own apartment the following week. He found a nice and spacious apartment off Camp Creek Parkway called Kingsgate’s. The apartment consisted of three bedrooms, a huge living room, dining room, kitchen, and two bathrooms. We’d got- ten settled in, and the apartment felt good, especially since it was just the two of us. That did not last two weeks. Carlos received a



call from Carlton, his oldest brother, asking if he could stay with us for a while. I did not mind at all since Carlton once allowed me to move into their apartment.
I had money left from my last school refund check, so Carlos and I decided to start looking at baby furniture and decide on a theme for the nursery. I could not decide what theme to use since there were so many to choose from. We both decided to use Dis- ney since we did not know the sex of the baby, and Disney was neutral. I allowed Carlos to choose the furniture so that he could feel a part of preparing for the baby to come. His selection was beautiful. He picked a cherry wood crib, night stand, dresser, and changing table. I loved it. I could not wait to get to the apartment so that we could assemble the bed.

JESUS CALLED MAMA HOME, AND THE LAUGHTER DIED
In June of 1995, I received bad news. Mama Helen was admitted to the hospital in Thomasville, Georgia. Jackie and I planned to go to the hospital the next day. However, the next day I could not find her. The weather was dark and cloudy—there was a storm coming, but I decided to drive from Atlanta anyway. Luckily, it wasn’t a bad experience, and the hospital was only 22 miles from the Lotts house. Before I left the house I called Mama Helen to let her know I was on my way.
Once I drove into the town of Thomasville, I had to ask for directions to the hospital. When I found it and arrived at the front desk, I called to tell Mama that I’d made it and was on my way up to her room. She asked me to bring her a Snickers bar.
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Once I finally arrived to her room and opened the door, I discov- ered that she had fallen backwards and died. I screamed for help and the nurses came to assist me, but it was too late.
The nurses tried to ask me questions, but I was not able to answer anything. I had lost my Mama Helen. I climbed in the bed with her and stayed until her children and family members arrived. Mama Helen was wearing her pink silk PJs when she passed. All I could think about was the love that she showed me while I lived in her home. No one had ever loved me and treated me as if I belonged to them, and treated me as if we had the same blood like Mama Helen had. Mama did not see blood, she saw the heart.
Her children had to release her body to the funeral home so everyone headed back to the house. Once we arrived home, peo- ple from all over town had received the word that Mama Helen had passed. People were all over the yard and alongside the house waiting to show their love and support. I remember hugging De- nise and Tyson. I remember being sad, but trying to act happy. It hurt so bad to lose someone I loved so dearly.
I loved Mama, and I knew how she felt about me. That is what I would hold on to. I can still remember going into her closet and asking her if I could wear her knit burgundy vest which she allowed me to have. To this day I treasure that vest.
After Mama Helen passed, I was still welcomed into the home, but the house was never the same. It was like the laughter died. I was in the house, but I no longer felt like a part of the fam- ily. My spiritual connection to the family had been Mama Helen,


and when she died, I felt motherless all over again. My whole life I seemed to be searching for a mother’s love and just when I thought I had found it, it was taken away from me too soon.
I called Carlos so that he could come and be a part of this family that embraced him and accepted him without reservation. Carlos’ family drove from Columbus to pay their respects to my family. I was very appreciative of the support from them.
It was time to say our good-byes to Mama Helen. This was very hard for everyone, especially her children and her grand- children who had the opportunity to be blessed by her for many years. We wore white, and I remember sitting next to Denise. She whispered in my ear and told me her mama loved me and then began to cry. I stayed a few more days at the house before heading back to Atlanta. Once we made it home, I felt as if a huge piece of my heart was missing, and I knew that I’d never find the same love I’d found in Mama Helen.
I made contact with my aunts Julia and Tammy to see if they would be busy the following weekend. I had not seen my fam- ily since I told them I was expecting a baby. My aunts were very conservative people, and it was obvious that they loved quality things. They lived in an upscale apartment in Norcross, Georgia, furnished with expensive furniture.
I could tell that they wanted me to finish school and make something good out of my life. My aunt Julia had a no-nonsense personality. My aunt Tammy was opposite in her mild-mannered nature. I enjoyed being around them and was loving every min- ute. Just the idea that I had a family in the same city made me feel


absolutely wonderful. I stayed the entire weekend. That would be my last visit at that particular apartment; they bought a home a little further from that location.
Carlos and I made it back to the south side of town. I had a doctor’s appointment on Wednesday and I was looking forward to the visit because we would find out the sex of our baby. The nursery looked absolutely beautiful. We had Disney characters on the wall along with the matching comforter—all we needed was the baby.
I went to my doctor’s appointment to find out the sex of the baby. The visit was longer because everyone was scheduled for an ultrasound. Finally, it was my turn to get undressed and lay on the table. The gel was warm and I could feel the baby moving—it took no time for the doctor to tell us the sex. It was official; we were having a baby girl. She was growing on schedule and every- thing looked great. I was so excited that I called Carlos as soon as I left the doctor’s office. I was under the impression that he was wishing for a boy and didn’t know how he’d react to the news of our baby girl. True to his amazing character, he was so excited to hear the news—he just wanted a healthy baby.
Once I left the doctor’s office I went to purchase a few items for the baby. I spent way more than I’d expected. I believe it was because I knew it was a girl and went crazy. When Carlos arrived home and saw all of the clothes, he looked everything over and appeared to be just as happy as I was. I also showed him the ul- trasound pictures. It had sunk in that he was going to be a father.


Later in my pregnancy, I started getting fevers and shakes and a huge knot on the side of by breast growing larger by the day. I couldn’t move and was confined to the sofa. I didn’t know what was happening to my body. Carlos went next door to get the neighbor, Mrs. Cindy. She told Carlos that she would watch out for me while he worked 3 to 11 P.M. at the United States Postal Service. When she got there and saw the growth, she actu- ally knew what it was. I had a boil that was infected. Mrs. Cindy was a country woman so she knew old remedies. She first bought a piece of fatback meat and placed it on top of the boil to bring it to the surface. After about five hours she placed the lining from an egg shell on the boil. It finally burst, and it was something seri- ous. Carlos tried to squeeze the infection out, but he was not able to get to the core so I was rushed to the emergency room due to the shakes and the fever. It was a blessing that they brought me to hospital because the boil was nearing an infection and had to be lanced and packed. The relief came when the scalpel was placed on my skin and I could feel the hot poison run out of my body. I felt better right away, and after a few hours, I was able to move around more, and the fever was decreasing.
Since Mama Helen died I had been going to Columbus on
the weekends and staying with Betsy Dow, Carlos’ aunt who mar- ried into the family. Mrs. Betsy was a very kind and sweet lady who could cook as well as the people on a TV show. Her house was warm and the love was genuine. She had two daughters, Tay- lor and Jaz. They invited me over one weekend, and soon I found myself going every other weekend.

CHAPTER 9
Back Up 500 Feet Before She Marks My Baby













guess Mrs. Linda, Carlos’ mother, did not like the idea that I was coming to Columbus and staying at her brother’sI

house as opposed to hers. I really did not care. I knew how she felt about me from day one, and I was not going to associate myself with fake people. I guess she got word that I was in town because the doorbell rang, and sure enough, it was Mrs. Linda stopping by. She had not seen me during my pregnancy except for when she came to the memorial service for Mama Helen, and the few times when she would come to Atlanta unannounced.
When she entered the house I was lying across the guest bed. She wanted to know how I was feeling. At that moment I really



wanted to read her from A to Z. I wanted to tear her head off and release all the aggression I’d held in. But I had to relax and take a few deep breaths. Mrs. Callie Mae Dow had warned me about getting upset with Carlos’ mama. She told me to squeeze my fin- gers if I got upset because I could mark the baby, and then my baby would look like Carlos’ mama. I loved my husband, but in my mind his mama needed to back up 500 feet, so that the stress of being around her didn’t cause me to mark my baby after her. I would break my hands off before I would allow my baby to look anything like her!
Mrs. Linda was very mean to me. I felt as if she did not want Carlos to have me as his girlfriend. I could not understand how Mrs. Linda could have so much animosity toward me without getting to know me. Carlos told me that his father left his mama, and she had to raise him and his two siblings alone, besides the help she received from his grandmother, Mrs. Dow. I tried to pro- cess her thought pattern, but I could not think of any reason that a mother would not want her son to be happy with a woman who loved him. The word that described her was controlling. Her visit did not last long because my conversation was very limited.
Sunday arrived so I headed back to Atlanta. We had a few weeks before the baby arrived. Carlos was working the 3 to 11
P.M. shift, and I was bored. I befriended my neighbor, Mrs. Cin- dy, and her two teenage children, Kashia and Bradford. Cindy constantly cooked delicious meals, and I would be her guinea pig. One time Mrs. Cindy came over with a plate of cabbage, fried pork chops, and corn muffins—it smelled so good. She told me
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that cousin Pearl, who she introduced me to a few days before, sent me a plate. I ate until I was stuffed. I took a nap and when I awakened, Mrs. Cindy asked if I wanted to ride with her over to Pearl’s house. I said yes since that would give me the opportu- nity to thank her personally for the delicious plate of food. When we got there, I could not believe what I had walked into. I had not seen anything like this since I left Bainbridge. Dirty clothes greeted me at the back door and trailed the entire way to the kitchen. The kitchen was nasty, and roaches were crawling all over everything. It was a mess and reminded me of a hoarder’s home. I immediately became sick.
I asked Cindy why she allowed me to eat the food if she knew that the house was nasty. I learned a valuable lesson: be careful who you eat from. I cannot tell you if it was the cabbage and pork chops or just my nerves. My lower back was hurting, and I had to lie down for a few minutes, and then walk a few minutes; I was miserable. It was midnight, and Carlos had just arrived home from work. I told him about my condition, and he ran to get Mrs. Cindy. She asked about my symptoms, and told me that I was having contractions. However, I needed to wait until my water broke or until I saw a bloody show. I witnessed something that I would never forget; the baby’s arm came from one side of my stomach, and stretched itself until I could see and feel the impressions of her fist. It was 4:00 A.M., and I was still pacing the floor until Mrs. Cindy brought me to her apartment to keep a close eye on me. The mucus plug unhinged, so Mrs. Cindy woke Carlos and told him I was en route to Grady Hospital. I guess


my hormones were all over the place, and I did not want to see Carlos. I was being real mean to Carlos all day. I was treating him nasty because my hormones were out of control. I did not want Carlos to touch me, and I did not want him to go to the hospital with me.
Mrs. Cindy helped me fill out the paperwork, and I was on my way to labor and delivery. I regretted that I told Carlos not to come, so I asked Mrs. Cindy to call him and tell him to hurry to the hospital. I could not take the pain. I never experienced any- thing so bad, but to know that I was going to have a blessing made it worth it. I pushed and yelled and blew until I was exhausted. The baby’s head was visible. I heard Cindy saying she could see all of the hair. I pushed, and then I heard a sound that I will always remember: a faint cry. The nurse took the baby quickly and began to work on her. I panicked and began to cry, asking what was hap- pening, pleading with them to tell me if she was okay. Mrs. Cindy was trying to calm me down, and finally the nurse explained that the baby had digested some of the stool. They were working to assist the baby. All kinds of thoughts came in my head. I was able to hold her about an hour later. She was so cute with a head full of thick hair.
Once I had gotten to the hospital, I realized that I needed Carlos there to be a part of the baby’s birth with me. I didn’t need Mrs. Cindy—I needed my baby’s daddy! But by the time Carlos got there, Malia had been born.
When Carlos arrived he had two dozen roses, one dozen for me and one dozen for his princess. He kissed my forehead and


said thank you. He was so happy, and I could see the excitement on his face when he held her for the first time. The baby was born at 4:26 P.M. She weighed 6 pounds, 16 oz, and she was 21 inches long. Carlos stayed overnight with me and the baby. At midnight, I got a visitor. I thought “Who would be coming this time of the night?” It was Mrs. Linda. Carlos called his mama early that day to tell her that the baby had arrived. She came in the room along with his sister Christy; she asked how was I doing, and I respond- ed as best I knew how after birthing a baby. What set me off was the way she came over to the crib, pulled the blanket back, did her investigation, and left to return to Columbus. I was so upset after she left, and Carlos advised me to calm down and relax. I asked for something to help me sleep.
We had to come up with a name since I was going home the next day. We decided on Malia Monae Yazmine Cook. It was time to take our bundle of joy home.




CHAPTER 10 
Favor, Favor, Favor













was learning the ins and outs of motherhood, but I was determined to graduate from college. Malia was born on October 2, and I returned to class the last week of October 1995. Carlos took two weeks off with me and Malia because he switched from carrying mail to working in the plant. I was so bored in the house that I called Hope (my friend and financial aid counselor) to see if she would pick us up and take us to her house. Hope ar- rived, and I paged Carlos to tell him where to find us. When we got to the apartment, Hope’s aunt Darlene took the baby from me and that was it—we were honorary members of the SmithI

household.
Carlos was the only one bringing income into the house since I was a full-time student. Malia went to class with me from the time she was three weeks old until she was about six months old. I would place her in the baby carrier, sit in the back, and pray that



she did not disturb the class. My classmates fell in love with Malia and offered to help by holding her or watching her in the Student Support Services lab. I would only allow people that I felt com- fortable with to watch my child, and I never left her with students my age. When it was time for me to take an exam, I would take Malia to Hope’s office. Hope’s boss was Mr. Willie Hudson, and he was not a very friendly man. He would not have been happy to know that Hope would hide Malia under her desk while I was in class. We worked this scheme for a while. If Hope wasn’t able to watch Malia, she was passed around to different counselors that worked with Hope. I did not have any other options; my aunts lived too far away, and they worked nine to five jobs. I would wait for Hope to get off work, and Malia and I would wait at her apart- ment until Carlos came home from work. This was the routine for many years.

MAMA’S THRIFT STORE MENTALITY
I finally applied for assistance with Malia when she turned six months, and we were approved for child care and food stamps. I had not visited my family in a while, so we decided to take a trip to Bainbridge. Geraldine greeted us at the door, and her first response was how Malia resembled a cute little baby doll. Geral- dine nicknamed Malia “Gap Baby.” We stayed around the house for several hours, and waited on the family to arrive before going to visit Mrs. Steele. Yolanda was over at the Lotts’ visiting while she was in town, and it was good to see all the people that loved me and assisted me along the way. Carlos and I headed to Mrs.
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Steele’s so that she could see Malia. She greeted Carlos and me with a hug, congratulated us on the baby, and asked how school was coming. She told me to make sure I got my education, and I promised her I would. Mrs. Steele told me that Mama was work- ing at Hubert Thomas’ house, right next door to Mrs. Steele’s house, taking care of his elderly mother. She called the house and I spoke with Mama and told her I had a little girl. I met Mama at the fence. She did not ask to hold Malia, but she looked at her and told me that she was pretty and that I kept her very clean. I did not know what to say after that statement. The conversation was short.
I visited the housing projects to see Rosalyn and her children. She appeared to be happy to see me, and we greeted each other with a hug. Everything was the same in Bainbridge. It was good to see everyone, but I was ready to get back home. Before getting on the road, I wanted to tell Mama good-bye, but I had forgot- ten some of my things at Geraldine’s house. I told Carlos that it would only take about twenty minutes to get my things and then we could leave. He agreed to talk with Mama until Malia and I returned. When Carlos got into the car, I noticed that he was dif- ferent. As we drove out of the city limits, I asked him what was wrong. He looked at me and said, “Your mama told me not to spend my money on you, and to take you to the thrift store.” He replied that was not the way he was raised. I could not wait to get home to call her.
She did not answer the first two times I tried to reach her, but she picked up on the third attempt. I confronted her, and of


course she did what she does best...lie! Anybody that knows Car- los knows that he would not lie to or hurt me. I had nothing to say to Mama after that.
My mother planted a seed in my mind when I was a little girl. She said if she were to lie in the mud, all of her children would lay in the mud with her, but she said I thought I was too good to lie in the mud. She was right! I may have been poor, but I did not have “Thrift Store Mentality” like my mama did! I knew that I could al- ways find a bed or a chair so that I did not have to lie in the mud. My mother was correct I was not going to lie in the mud, be- cause I knew there was something better than the mud. When my mother first met my husband she gave him some instructions. She told Carlos not to spend his money on me or buy me nice things. I am glad that my husband was thinking with his heart and not listening to someone else’s suggestions. I was the child that gave her the most respect, and in return she gave me the least. I never used profanity toward my mother. For many years I held on to a lot of past hurts and disappointments that were inflicted upon me by my mother. I could blame her for every failure and disappoint- ment that I encountered, but my heart will not allow me to blame her for any negative experience that I suffered. I went through more things than the average woman could bear. I endured many rough times, but God allowed me to have victorious times as well. Since I have gotten older I look at my life as a testimony. I heard a frail lady in the grocery store say that in every testimony there is a test; in every tear there is a smile; in every victim there is victory. I have learned to trust in God and love my mother and


siblings even when they do not show love to me. I learned to forgive my mother because God is the only one that can judge and hold us accountable for our wrongdoing. I cannot remember my mother saying that she loved me or that she was proud of me. However, I would like her to know that I love her, and I am proud to be her daughter and allow my life’s story to reach the lives of many people. I understand that I had to go through my trials and tribulations so that my testimony could be victorious and so I could keep this smile on my face. I love you, Mama.

GOD HAD HIS HANDS ON ME
I enrolled Malia into the Phyllis Wheatley YMCA, across the street from Morris Brown University, and it worked out perfectly. I didn’t have to worry about getting caught with her in the finan- cial aid office or disturbing my classes. It was April of 1996, and I was sitting in the Student Support Service lab reading The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein to Malia, when Mrs. Celestine Thompson, the math tutor, approached me and said that she was worried about me after I had the baby, but once she saw me read to Malia she knew we would be fine. I am glad that people saw the good in me and how I took care of my child. I wanted to ensure that I was the best parent I knew how to be. I wanted my child to feel the love, see the love, and know that it was my duty to protect her and provide for her.
Well, it was time to tell our neighbor Mrs. Cindy good-bye, and we moved into a nice two bedroom apartment. Carlos signed the lease for six months because we wanted to eventually buy a


home. We would often visit Hope and her family. Once, after tak- ing a long school trip to Savannah, Georgia, and back with Malia, I crashed on her sofa and fell asleep. I was so happy that Hope’s aunt Careatha was watching Malia for me. I loved Hope and her family; they jumped in and became very active in my life and helped me with my baby as if we were relatives. I was blessed to have a support system. There were times when I had to study for exams and prepare for finals. When Hope couldn’t watch Malia, my aunts Julia and Tammy would take care of her while I studied in their upstairs bedroom. I knew I had to stay focused.
It was difficult sometimes to let other people care for my child; I was even hesitant to let Carlos look after Malia. Monday was Carlos’ day off and he decided to drive to Columbus to visit his mom. This would be the first visit my baby made without me out of town, and I was worried and scared. I knew that Carlos would not allow anything to happen to our baby, and I trusted God to allow my family to return home safely. Even though I was nervous about their trip without me, I had to stay focused and give my at- tention to my exam. After the test was over, I paced the driveway outside of our apartment, anxiously awaiting their return. Soon enough, I saw the beams for Carlos’ headlights around the corner. I peeked at Malia; she was smiling with a cookie in her hand. She had behaved excellently on the trip, and Carlos even said that his mother had enjoyed seeing her granddaughter. Maybe she really was changing.
The summer arrived and I was approved for a work study job. I would be working across the street from the YMCA and Malia’s


daycare center. I made enough money to buy a few things for Malia and myself, and I was just grateful to have a job answer- ing phones. We had been living in the apartment for five months when someone robbed us of about $80 in silver that Carlos was saving for Malia. Of course, Carlos was ready to move after that. Malia and I spent most of our time at Hope’s, so we felt safe. One day Careatha took a shortcut home and came across a neighbor- hood that consisted of duplexes. I gave the number to the leasing office to Carlos later that night, and it didn’t take long for us to find a new apartment.
October rolled around, and it was time to plan Malia’s first birthday party. Carlos and I decided that a clown theme would be perfect for the party. We bought a cute clown costume for Ma- lia, and matching table cloth and accessories for decoration. We invited all of her friends to the YMCA to celebrate her first year of life. To commemorate her birthday, Carlos and I gave Malia a gold bracelet with her name on one side and her date of birth on the opposite side. My aunts were not able to attend her birthday, but we drove over to their house after the party and shared left- over birthday cake while they presented Malia’s birthday gifts.

COMPLETING THE CIRCLE
Soon after Malia’s first birthday, Hope approached Carlos and I and said she would like to talk with us about something. Hope was a minister, and she wanted Carlos and I to complete our circle by becoming one, and the only way that could happen was if we


were married. Hope helped to put our relationship in perspective. If we loved each other, why not become husband and wife?
Carlos had asked me to marry him before Hope talked to us, but I had always said no. I believe that I was still associating my- self with my mother. Because I had slept with so many men before I was even 12 years old, I thought I was damaged goods, and I did not believe that anyone could love me enough to marry me. My worldview was that of women just sleeping with men, hav- ing men, and never getting married. I do not look at myself like that today, because I know that I was worthy of love, I was just a lost girl and a hurt woman whose shame would not allow her to receive the double portion of God’s blessing. This Psalm speaks to me because even when I didn’t see myself as worthy and couldn’t see my purpose, God knew my purpose and loved and valued me.

Hear my cry, O God; listen to my prayer.
From the ends of the earth I call to you, I call as my heart grows faint;
lead me to the rock that is higher than I. For you have been my refuge,
a strong tower against the foe.
I long to dwell in your tent forever
and take refuge in the shelter of your wings. For you, God, have heard my vows;
you have given me the heritage of those who fear your name. Increase the days of the king’s life,


his years for many generations.
May he be enthroned in God’s presence forever; appoint your love and faithfulness to protect him.
Then I will ever sing in praise of your name and fulfill my vows day after day. (Psalm 61)

When we got home we talked about marriage, but we were still unsure. Three days passed and we had not discussed the prospect of our marriage any further. I was sitting on the sofa when Carlos came home. We kissed hello. Carlos proceeded to pick Malia up and placed her next to me on the sofa. He kneeled down and asked me to be his wife, and I happily replied yes! I was so happy that I ran around the house as if I had lost my mind! I called Hope and told her that Carlos and I were engaged. I also called the Lotts and Mrs. Steele.
We decided that we were going to have a small wedding on December 14, 1996. Carlos’ mother suggested we move the wed- ding date because she wouldn’t be in town; my response was, “No, ma’am.” Hope agreed to help with the food and the location. Dar- lene and Hope took care of everything, and all Carlos and I had to do was show up. I called Mama and told her the news; she volunteered to purchase my wedding cake. I thought that was a wonderful gesture. We had two months before the big day. I knew that Mama did not have a lot of money, so when I picked a wed- ding cake I was very respectful of her budget. The cake I chose cost about $120, and I would contribute $65. The wedding colors were gold, cream, and peach. Hope had asked her dear friend and


pastor to perform the ceremony. We were down to three weeks, and I still didn’t have a dress. Hope took me to Macy’s to look for a dress. It took several hours and I was getting frustrated until I spotted this beautiful gold dress that I thought was stunning! I tried the dress on, and Hope agreed that it was gorgeous. Hope had excellent taste, so I knew that it was the one.
The wedding plans were coming together, and we planned a trip to Bainbridge to get the remaining balance for the cake. I could not believe Mama was doing something so nice for me on such a special day. I called Mama before leaving for Bainbridge so that she would know our arrival time. Mama told me that she would be at home when we arrived. It took about three and a half hours to get there, and Mama’s house would be the first stop. I knocked on the door, but she did not answer. I called everyone I could think of, and no one knew where she could be. We rode over to Rosalyn’s house she did not know where to find her either. We then drove back to the house and waited in the driveway. Af- ter about 45 minutes of waiting I began to cry. I knew from that moment that I could never depend on my mother. Carlos told me not to cry and that he would pay for the cake. We stopped in Columbus on our way back to Atlanta to see his mother, who seemed to be an annoyed about me not changing our wedding day. I spoke with his grandmother and her response was that it was my big day, and if I did not want to change the date I did not have to. That sealed the deal. I felt better once we made it back to Atlanta and picked Malia up from Hope’s house. Malia’s dress had to be picked up from downtown Atlanta. My best friend from


college, Diane Bell, helped me pick out Carlos’ wedding band. She was a very wonderful friend. I asked her to be my matron of honor because Hope was my maid of honor.
The big day finally arrived. I had to get up early so that I could get to the hair salon. I could not believe that so many people came together to make this event special for the two of us. Even though Carlos’ mother didn’t attend, his aunts Belinda and Sherrie came; I was sure they would make a full report to his mother about the wedding details.
After the wedding, we had a lovely reception in the lower level of the building where Darlene had worked her magic with the decorations and wedding cake. Carlos and I decided not to have a honeymoon since our wedding was so close to the Christmas holidays, and Carlos wanted to be with his family during that time. I didn’t want to go, but I had to be a loving wife and do some of the things that I did not feel comfortable with to support my husband. I found that I enjoyed the visit more than I expected to; I especially enjoyed spending time with his grandmother. We always had a dirty joke or two to share with each other. I wasn’t sure if Mrs. Linda was faking affection, but I was definitely trying on my end.
Eventually the New Year arrived! We made it to see 1997! I felt so blessed to have a wonderful family to call my very own. It was great to be loved and have someone to love you a million times back.




CHAPTER 11 
Joy In the Journey













arlos and I had a lot of things we were working toward to ensure that we had a wonderful life together. For instance, IC

liked living in the duplex, but I was ready to work on having our own home. Our first priority was putting Malia in an excellent school. She was already very bright, and reading sight words at the age of one. Gina Cross worked for the college, and she informed me that her sister owned a private school that would be perfect for Malia. I agreed to discuss it over with Carlos, especially since it was only two miles from the house. When we visited the school, I was immediately sold; it had pleasant odor and the children ap- peared to enjoy the lessons. I knew that this was the place for our baby. Within three months at the school, Malia was doing a re- markable job. She was doing so well in the program that I vowed to allow her to stay in the school until she was promoted.



That following summer we planned a vacation to Disney World. I was just as excited as Malia, and I believe Carlos was also. I had never been on a trip except for that one trip with the Lott’s. When we arrived in Orlando, I was so happy to do something for my baby that I was never able to experience as a child. It felt good, and I loved every moment that I had with Carlos and Malia. On our way back to Georgia, we stopped through Bainbridge to see the Lotts and other people that were a significant part of my life. I felt a sense of peace when I came home to visit because I knew in my heart I was different from the way I left. I knew that I had gained the respect of so many people in the community, and it felt amazing to walk in the grocery store and have someone acknowl- edge you with a hug and wish you the best in your endeavors. I had begun a journey that was different from what people had planned for my life...and now, I had found joy in my journey.
There were some people who wanted to see me fail, and I felt my family was among those people. Yet it energized me to push harder and stretch myself further than I could imagine. My destiny was greater than what I could see. I was destined for great- ness. I had to show Mama that I was making huge steps and I was going to be a success.
It was February of 1998 when I missed my menstrual cycle. I purchased a home pregnancy test, took it, and the results came back positive. I waited for Carlos to come home so that I could tell him in person that I was expecting again. At the time, Malia was two and a half, and I was a senior in college. I heard the door open and Malia greeted Carlos at the door with her arms open so
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that she could be picked up. I waited for Carlos to kiss me as he often did, and I told him the news. He then suggested that I go to the OB/GYN, because he didn’t trust an over the counter test. The doctor could not see me for three days. I had so many things on my plate, and I was trying to figure out how I was going to accomplish it all with two babies.
We finally got a doctor’s appointment, and the news was confirmed. I was to have another baby, due November 18, 1998. We called Carlos’ grandmother and we visited my aunts Julia and Tammy to tell them as well. They were actually supportive and did not show any signs of disappointment. I waited until I went to see Hope that afternoon to tell her I was pregnant; she thought we would have more children and that’s why she wanted us to get married. Telling the Lotts was not hard at all because the one person that I needed to seek approval from had passed. I did not tell Mama or my siblings, but I knew I had to share the news with Mrs. Steele; her only concern was me finishing college, and like always I told her, I had plans to reach my goal.
I had just received news from the registrar’s office that I was scheduled to graduate in May of 1998. I was so excited because May was only a few weeks away, and I would actually have a de- gree from Morris Brown University in Atlanta, Georgia—a B.A. in Criminal Justice. I had to call Mrs. Steele to inform her of the excellent news! She had been active in my college endeavors from day one, and she said she would come to graduation to witness this prestigious occasion. I was so excited to hear the news. I didn’t really know if Mama was going to attend since I only had one


visit from her during my entire six-year stay in Atlanta, but to my surprise, Mama agreed to come. However, in Mama fashion, she changed her mind at the last minute and decided not to attend after all. Mrs. Steele would not tolerate this—she literally forced Mama into the car.
Les Brown spoke at the commencement, and he told the par- ents to stand and give themselves a standing ovation for a job well done raising their children. I looked to see if Mama had stood up because in all fairness, she didn’t contribute one penny toward my college education. Mama did not stand up. I had told myself if she stood up, I was going to slap her back down, because she had not contributed anything to my success. Not even a word of com- fort or an acknowledgement of a job well done! She and I both knew that she did not deserve to stand.
My aunt Beatrice, on my father’s side, sent me care packages at least every six months, and it was always things that you could use: notebook paper, pens, sanitary napkins, soup, toothpaste, noodles, and chocolate. All the things you need to survive while attending college. I really worked hard toward this milestone, and it was a good feeling to have my family to witness my day. I felt blessed especially knowing that my aunts could see the Quan that had transformed into a woman, a mother, and a wife. Aunt Julia held my hand after my graduation. She gave me a big hug and she reminded me of how proud they were of me. I remember looking at the sky smiling, telling God thank you, and telling my father that we did it. Mama did finally say that she was proud of me, and


that meant a lot to me—whether she meant or not. At least she finally acknowledged my hard work.
After my graduation, we all went to Applebee’s for dinner. My family reminded me to stay grounded, rooted, and to be steadfast in everything I did in life. I had four months before the arrival of the new baby, so I spent a lot of my time in the apartment or with Hope. It was a long, hot summer, and I was miserable. Car- los planned a trip to Florida, and I had to pack for this four day vacation. I did not like idea that I would have to endure the heat and the walking, but if it made Malia smile then it was worth it all. We stopped through Bainbridge to see if Rosalyn would allow my niece to go with us, and to my surprise she said yes. Malia and my niece were only a year and a few weeks apart. I enjoyed spending time with my niece, and I knew that the children were not the reason for the dysfunctional dynamics within the family. I was glad that the children were enjoying themselves, and I was enjoying spending a few hours resting in the hotel under the air conditioning. After a few days, we packed up and went back to Atlanta. Rosalyn was happy to see her baby, and I was happy to head back home where I could get some much needed rest.
We were about to leave when I saw my brother Ivan in the
parking lot of the housing projects, and I almost did not know who he was—it had been such a long time. I hugged him and we chatted for a moment. I introduced him to my husband and my daughter Malia. Ivan had been in and out of trouble with the law since he was twelve years old. I remember the first time he encountered the law. He and a childhood friend broke into


the Adult Learning Center and stole cookies and milk. From that moment he was involved in petty theft, and that grew into selling marijuana. He then moved on to selling cocaine. Ivan would later move to Florida where they enacted the three strike law. Ivan’s first and second charges in Florida were drug-related. He is currently serving fifteen years in prison and is not up for parole until 2018. I always felt in my heart that it was not all his fault for the life he lived; there was not a strong male in his life that he could learn from. Yes, he had Hanes, but Hanes was a gambler, hustler, and a philanderer. I had a special love for my brother, and it had a lot to do with us having the same father. I loved him in a very special way. Do not get me wrong—I loved all my brothers, but Ivan was named after our dad and that spoke volumes.
I had not been back to Bainbridge since August, and I wanted to go back one more time before I had the baby. I went to see Ro- salyn. She was living with her boyfriend Keyshawn Coney—her baby’s father. Rosalyn and Keyshawn appeared to be fighting and he had kicked her out of the house. Everything she owned was in trash bags; boy did that bring back memories from when I was a little girl living with Hanes. Rosalyn asked if she could come and live with us in Atlanta. I could not stand to see her being put out on the streets. I asked Carlos and he said she could stay with us for a while. She left her two older children with their fathers and she relocated to Atlanta. Carlos helped Rosalyn find a job, and we took turns caring for the children during her stay. Eventually, Keyshawn talked her into returning to Bainbridge, and she never left Bainbridge again.


On November 15, 1998, at 3:00 A.M., I started to feel pain, and I knew that it was not a normal feeling. I told Carlos some- thing was wrong and he rushed me to the hospital. I was told that I was experiencing pre-labor pains and my blood pressure was high. I was not able to return home due to the high blood pressure and the baby’s heart rate. This went on until 11:30 P.M. It was such a long process, and all I could do was endure the pain and rest. The doctor decided to perform an emergency C-section, and the baby was delivered on November 16, 1998, at 1:00 A.M. It was a little girl, and we named her Ayanna Elizabeth Cook. Ayanna was 6 pounds, 12 ounces, and 22 inches long. She had a round face with a head full of slick black hair. She was such a cute doll-face, and I loved her.

A MALE VERSION OF OUR MAMA
On our next visit to Bainbridge, we discovered that Mama had purchased a new double-wide trailer; it was fully furnished and beautiful. I congratulated her on her new home, and I was truly happy because it was long overdue. I was about to leave when my little brother Jason, also known as Skeeter, looked into my eyes and asked if he could come live with me. I had always promised my baby brother that when I was able to take care of him I would, so I talked it over with Carlos and we agreed right there on the spot. I knew that even though Mama had a nice home, my little brother would still be deprived and not given the same opportunity that she gave her two younger children. I always felt like Mama loved her children based on the love she


had for their father. I really do not think Mama knows how to spread herself around and love everyone equally. Skeeter seemed so happy to leave, and I was so happy to have him with me.
When we made it home, we gave Skeeter the house rules and got him settled. Carlos and I enrolled Skeeter as an eighth-grader at North Clayton Middle School. We made sure he had the best: I took him shopping, and I basically had to buy him a new ward- robe. I wanted him to have everything that he needed as a young man to feel good about himself. Things were going well with him, and he was adjusting to the house rules. He appeared to be happi- er, and his confidence level was increasing. When he came home from school, Carlos made sure he completed his homework, and he always had a haircut on Saturdays.
Since Skeeter was living with us, we had outgrown the duplex it was time to look for something a little more spacious, and I was hoping that we could finally achieve our goal of owning a home. My friend Diana told me about a first-time home buyer program called NACA. When I got home, I provided Carlos with all of the information to see what we needed to do to make this dream home come true. Carlos was a very hard working man. He did not have to take things by force. I did all of the legwork and provided him with the dates and times he needed to be present for his appointments. Carlos made every deadline and provided every document as requested. This process lasted at least six months, and then finally we received news that we could start looking for a home. Looking for a house was worse than completing the pa- perwork. Brad Bryant was the agent assigned to us, and he did an


excellent job with meeting our needs. We looked at more than 22 homes until one day we stumbled across a John Wieland home sitting in an older subdivision. The house was older, but it had everything we needed. It had three bedrooms with two and a half baths, a huge eat-in kitchen, living room, dining room, and family room. The screened back porch and double car garage convinced us that this was our new home. Once we completed the closing process we moved into our new home.
I had just gotten a job working at the KinderCare across the street from the house so it was very convenient to check on Skeeter and the girls at their school. Skeeter was used to coming and go- ing at will and not having someone to tell him what he could and could not do. I could tell that he was trying to adapt to his new lifestyle. I knew that I could not keep him confined to the house, so we allowed him to have fun with kids in the neighborhood as long as he was responsible and made good decisions. Skeeter was doing better in school especially since he was at Lovejoy High School in the ninth grade. We had not received any complaints about his behavior, and he was going into the second semester. Carlos’ mother had just come to visit the new house. We had been in the house at least a year, and everything was going well.
One day I arrived at work and was called in to the supervi- sor’s office at KinderCare daycare center. She explained to me that I was a very kind and loving worker, however she had no choice but to terminate me from the job. I began to cry because I knew that I needed my job to help support my family. She reported that I withheld that I had been arrested for shoplifting when I was


younger. I tried to explain that I was hungry as a child, and I was charged with eating grapes and concealing a sub sandwich in my book bag. She stated that there was nothing she could do because the decision came from the corporate office. I had to go home and tell my husband that I no longer had a job. That was devastating, but I knew it was something I had to do. I could not wait for Car- los to come home; I told him the bad news over the phone, and it was not as terrible as I expected. Carlos told me that it would be alright and he would work an extra job until I found something. I could not stand by and allow him to work an extra job be- cause of a mistake I made as a young adult. I used my time at the library during the day while Skeeter and my children were attend- ing school. It took nearly three weeks before I landed a security job. The company was located in Marietta, Georgia. The hiring process was tedious, but I made sure that I was extremely thor- ough when it came to explaining the arrest. I had to complete a drug screen and a background check. I passed with flying colors, and I could get my assignment for my new job. I was assigned to the Center for Disease Control located on North Druid Hills from 8 A.M. to 5 P.M. I was responsible for securing the build- ing and checking all items that came through the mail. I loved the job. When I told my aunt Julia about my job, I came up with another name instead of security officer. We still laugh about me being a “security specialist.” The money was decent, and I had
time to be home with the children.


We visited Bainbridge so Skeeter could see Mama, and we made our usual rounds to see our loved ones. It was a short visit, and once we arrived home Carlos checked the mail; there was a letter from Lovejoy High School reporting that Skeeter was not passing his classes. I could not take time off from my job since I was a new hire, so my faithful husband went to the school con- ference. Skeeter was falling back into his old ways and this time it involved a girl, Nyya, who he was dating on the side. He was not coming home after school—lying about missing so that he could go the Nyya’s house. Carlos and I became so fed up with his lies and negative behavior that I threatened to send him back home to Mama. I couldn’t reach him, and I could not take it any longer. The tipping point was when Nyya’s stepfather, Mr. Butler, expressed his concerns that we were not allowing Skeeter to be a child. I could not believe he condoned my little fifteen-year-old brother staying overnight in his home with his daughter. I tried to talk with him, but nothing worked.
I arrived home from work one day, and I couldn’t find Skee-
ter. He had decided that he was moving out of our house, and he was going to move in with the Butlers. Carlos immediately notified his uncle who was an attorney, and he told us that we had to take him back to Bainbridge. I had the perfect scheme. I allowed him to go and come as he wished; I then told him that we were going to Disney World and he could come if he wanted to. The trip was going to last five days and four nights. Skeeter didn’t know that I planned to take him back to Mama’s house. He came to our house as I requested, he packed for our expedition, and we


headed south. The ambiance was nice—there was no fussing, just good conversation. I told him how special he was to me and my family, that he needed to finish school, and get his mind right. He listened and showed that he was concerned about the direction his life was taking. Once we arrived in Bainbridge, I allowed him to get his bags out of the truck. I told him that I would be back for him the following day when it was time to head to Florida. I left Mama’s house and never looked back. I left him right there with Mama. I was not going to allow his unruly disposition to rub off on my children. I loved my children, and I knew that I could not save the world.
Once we made it back to Atlanta and Skeeter realized what had happened he was very angry and called me several names, but I knew in my heart that I had done more for him than anyone in the entire universe. It took him about three months, but he made it back to Atlanta and lived with the Butlers until he burned his bridges with them. I would not allow him to come back in my home—it was a done deal. The Butlers finally realized that what I had been saying about Skeeter was true and got rid of him. Skee- ter turned out to be a male version of our mama. To this day I do not know where Skeeter is, and after what I learned about him later, I do not care to know.

CHAPTER 12 
I Can’t Be His Mother and You Can’t Be His Wife













hings returned to normal in our household, but we were having a few problems with our bills—the water bill in particular. The bill was for $500 because there was busted pipe that leaked constantly. We didn’t have the money for the bill or for the necessary repairs. Carlos asked his mother, Mrs. Linda, to loan him the money against my wishes. I just knew it would cause problems. A few days passed and his mother called the house de- manding to speak to Carlos. She proceeded to inform me that the house I was living in did not belong to me, but to her son and that I couldn’t keep a steady job. What she did not know was that Carlos was on the other line listening to the entire conversation.T




When he addressed her she immediately brought up my past ar- rest. Carlos told her he knew all about my life, and it was none of her business. Carlos told his mother that she was not welcome in our home until she learned how to respect me as his wife. She was bitter toward me when she witnessed the love Carlos had for me. I believe it made her sick that he would do anything to make me happy.
Weeks passed and I was in the kitchen one day loading the dishwasher when I heard the garage door open. It was Carlos; he walked up to me and placed his arms around my waist and asked in a very sincere voice if I was feeling alright. He felt that I was holding what his mother said to me in my mind, and I was wor- rying too much. Carlos then told me that I was pregnant and that this time it was a boy. I thought he was crazy because there was no evidence that I was expecting. We laughed and later that night I went back to him and asked why he thought I was pregnant. He said while he was checking the mail, a voice told him that I was pregnant with a baby boy. I couldn’t sleep well that night, so the following morning I made an appointment to see my OB/GYN and Carlos was absolutely correct! I was going to have a baby, and the due date was scheduled for April 2001. I could not believe he was right on the money about my pregnancy.
Everything was going well with Malia and Ayanna. We had just received the test scores back from the state, and Malia scored on a post-high school level. Mrs. Renee Johnson, the director of the school, was so elated that she did not charge us full tuition for Malia.
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I knew it would not be long before the news of my pregnancy spread like wildfire. The phone rang one day, and whose name appeared on the caller ID? None other than Mrs. Linda Cook’s. I ignored the call and let it go to voicemail. I was not going to keep dealing with Carlos’ mother and her ignorance. I had decided to cut her off completely, and that is what I did.
Later, I learned to love my mother-in-law despite how she treated me. I came to understand that she had given birth to my best friend, and God said I had to give her the utmost respect and love her with all my heart. It is challenging to love a person that treats you with little respect, but God showed me how to love her, and to see the happiness on my husband’s face made it worth- while. So I kept being the bigger person. I also came to realize that Mrs. Linda could never be Carlos’ wife, and I could not be Carlos’ mother. She couldn’t take my spot, and I couldn’t take hers! We both love my husband, and we both have a role in his life. I will try not to drive in her lane, and I’ll make sure that I blow the horn when she starts veering off into my lane. That way, my husband has the two women who love him most cheering him on and not making him referee our fights! It took me a while to learn this because of the dysfunction of my own mother, but I have a sweet relief now in understanding that Mrs. Linda has for Carlos what I longed for all the time with my mother. Mrs. Linda has just been showing Carlos a mother’s love!
I have truly learned that you have to allow God to come in
and move the thorns so that you can find peace in the valley. Only God can help us get rid of the childhood trauma and adult pain


that makes us act out of fear, doubt, and anger. In forgiving my own mother, I began to see the love of Mrs. Linda for Carlos in an entirely healthy way.

LEARNING TO LOVE LIKE CHRIST
The girls were really growing up, and I felt so blessed to have them in my life. My prayer to God was to allow me to love my children with all my heart and let them know to put him first over everything. I was determined to be a better parent than my mother. The pregnancy was going smoothly, and just as Carlos predicted, we were having a boy. Christmas passed and Carlos and I celebrated our four years of marriage and seven years total as a couple.
My News Year’s resolution for 2001 was to treat people like Christ would—despite how they treated me. It would be years before I would publicly accept Jesus Christ as my personal Lord and Savior, but I knew that I needed the love of Christ if I was going to raise my children differently than the way I was raised.
The months seemed to be dragging, and I was so anxious to meet my baby boy. On April 20, 2001, Malik Khalil Cook was born. He had huge hands and thick curly black hair. Car- los couldn’t stop smiling. Mrs. Linda came to the hospital and held the baby. Her visit stressed me out, to say the least. I didn’t have any privacy, and Mrs. Linda kept asking the nurses personal questions about me. I never forgot about her conducting a back- ground check on me in the past. So, Mrs. Linda was getting on my nerves when she was probably just trying to be helpful, asking


the nurses what the shot was for that they were giving me and other things. After a woman has just had a baby is not the best time to start asking personal questions. But that was Mrs. Linda. Her timing always seemed to be just a little off.

CLOSER TO MY DREAM—A NEW JOB
Even though I wanted to be a probation officer, the next job I got moved me one step closer to my dream. That year, I would be reassigned to the Fulton County Government Center as a security officer. I came in contact with all types of people from all walks of life. One day after lunch, I stopped and chatted with Roy Wil- liams, a probation officer, and I told him something that we often laugh about today. I told him that I was going to be a probation officer for Fulton County Juvenile Court. I did not realize that I was going to speak it into existence so quickly. Michael Evans worked for the Fulton County Government in the probation di- vision, which I didn’t know at the time, even though I saw him about ten times a day. I had become accustomed to him, and I knew that he was an employee. I approached him one day and asked him if he could help me get a job. I told him that I had received a Bachelor’s in Criminal Justice. He said that the lady we needed to talk with, Suzie Stanton, was on vacation until Mon- day. The following morning Michael approached me and told me that he made contact with Mrs. Stanton, and she would notify me soon. I did not know what she looked like, so I made sure that I was doing a great job at all times just in case we crossed paths. I met her later that day. She was a middle-aged Caucasian woman


with a short haircut tapered around her ears. The interview took place in a very small storage room on the first floor. The whole time I thought to myself, “I can’t believe we’re in a storage room!”
I was trying hard to sell myself to her when she stopped me in my tracks and said “Dorsey, stop with the shenanigans. If Mi- chael Evans says you’re good, then you are good.” I was speechless. I could not believe that I was given an opportunity to work for the government without having to beg and plead. I immediately called Carlos and told him my good news. He was excited for me. I began to thank God for giving me a chance. I knew that my Father had many mansions set aside for me. I wanted Mrs. Linda to see that God favored me.
I provided the security job with a one week notice. I had to go through a new hire training that lasted about four days, and I re- ported to the record room. I was as hired as a document specialist, and I was responsible for receiving files for the court, assisting the public with documentation, and placing the incoming files back on the shelf in numerical order. I met with Michael Evans, and he told me that since I had a degree I would be paid more than what my salary was from the beginning of my hire date. God favored me, and I loved it!
Shortly after getting my new job, we visited Bainbridge again to tell everyone my good news. It was especially nice to see every- one because they had not seen Malik since he was a little baby. We had the option to stay at Mama’s house, but I knew it would be too much, so Carlos and I got a hotel around the corner, and the girls stayed with Geraldine so that they could play with the other


kids. The following day I went to see Mrs. Steele so that she could see the baby. I had to tell her my good news about getting hired with Fulton County Government. Mrs. Steele was so happy for me; I could see how proud she was of me, and I was thanking God the entire time. I dreaded going to see Mama, but I was going to be the better person. When I got to her house, I was in disbelief at what had become of a nice home. I could not believe that the children had destroyed that nice double-wide trailer. The glass was broken from the cabinets, the carpet had burn marks throughout the house, and it had a foul odor that smelled like urine. I could not stay for long, especially since I had a small baby. Mama had not changed—it was always lies and broken promises with her. She was telling my children that she was going to get them gifts.
I could not imagine what my father saw in my mother. In my mind my father was a hero. A smart, courageous, good man, and that seemed to be the exact opposite of my mother. My mother told me once that my father was not attracted to but that she kept at him until she got him. My mother said that my father did not really want to be with her and that he did not like her, but she kept pursuing him. If it’s a lie, she told it to me. Anyway, I am here, so I know she finally caught my father, but it is still a mystery to me as to how a man like him could be attracted to a woman like her.
I was looking at my son, and I remembered telling Carlos that I wished my father was alive to enjoy his grandchildren. It’s times like that when I miss him the most. Sometimes it gets very difficult for me, even though I have a wonderful husband and


beautiful children. I still find myself crying for my dad. My family always talks about how much he loved me, and I get so emotional when I think of him. Some days I would get really sad and long for my father. I couldn’t shake the feeling. I used to ask God why he took my daddy from me. It was an emptiness I had endured for many years. I would normally cry in the shower, or when I was alone so that I would have time to fix my face and hide any evidence of tears. I couldn’t carry the burden of my feelings alone anymore; I was suffering, and I finally explained to my husband the feelings I had for years. Carlos was very understanding and allowed me to use him as my support system. Mama once told me that my dad loved The Chi-Lites, and in order to feel close to my father I would listen to “Have You Seen Her.” For a while, it would fill the void I was experiencing. Sometimes I would cry for such a long time, and Carlos would allow me to lie on him and cry as much as I wanted. The way that he held me in his arms was so loving, and I felt safe. But the emptiness was still there. No matter how many times I cried, nothing could ease the pain. I knew Carlos loved me, but I wanted my dad. Once I got the sadness out of my system, I was able to breathe and start pretend- ing to be happy again. I was good at holding my emotions inside.

CHAPTER 13 
My Husband’s Backbone













e had received some terrible news. Carlos was on a field trip with the girls, and I did not have the heart to tellW

him that his grandmother, whom he loved, was killed in a house fire. It broke my heart that I knew the news of the accident, and I could not share the information. He told me that he felt something was wrong because his eyes had been running all day long, and he could not make sense of it. We drove to Columbus. When we finally arrived and he saw all of the people outside, he knew that someone had died. His mother ran to him and told him the news; he fell to the ground and cried. I embraced him as much as I could, because I knew what she meant to him. We left the following morning. I had never seen my husband cry, and that was the only time I felt powerless to meet his needs. When Carlos’ grandmother died, something seemed to die in him for a while. My husband seemed to lose his strength. Once again I



was confronted with the power of a woman’s love to heal, build, and strengthen, and how the loss of that love could make a strong man weak. My husband loved his grandmother with all of his heart. To this day he has her “old school” wisdom. I see her spiri- tual strength in him. My husband’s grandmother taught him how to listen and how to apply wisdom to what most people cannot figure out. My husband has a strong spiritual discernment, and I know in my heart that the love of his grandmother helped de- velop that strength in him. In time, Carlos regained his strength and found solace in knowing that his grandmother would always be with him.

OLD WOUNDS AND SCABS THAT WON’T HEAL
It was time for our vacation, and it was much needed, espe- cially since Carlos had just buried his beloved grandmother. Malia and Ayanna were excited about going to Florida for our annual Disney trip. This trip meant a lot since my husband had his little prince. The entire ride I felt happy. I had not been this happy in a long time. We stopped in Bainbridge on our way to Florida just in case time did not permit on the way back. I always tried to make peace with Mama and my siblings, but no matter how hard I tried it would always turn out worse than before. It bothered me that the blame was always placed on me. I could never figure out why there was so much bitterness toward me. Rosalyn and I were having a good time together, and then on this particular day we had a silly argument, and she told me that I knew nothing because she knew my past, and it was a big past. I think that was the worst
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thing my sister ever said to me, and it made me feel heartbroken. Every time I seemed to grab hold of happiness and open my heart to my family, old wounds kept being picked at.
I couldn’t tell you if my sisters and I truly loved one another since we were never taught to take care of each other. I cannot explain how they felt about me, but I know that when we were growing up I loved them and could not sit around and allow them to be hungry without finding a way to feed them. We had a blow up as we often did, but this time Rosalyn’s words cut my heart and pierced my soul. My sister’s words were like someone picking at a scab over a wound. As much as I wanted to heal, it seemed that the cuts kept being reopened. I wanted Rosalyn to know that she should never forget my past, because my past is what fed her so many times—my past kept the lights on. I was the reason she was able to wear the best clothes while I was given the hand-me- downs. So in my mind she needed to always remember my past and show me a lot more respect.
I always felt Mama made Rosalyn feel like she was better than me, and I believe Rosalyn began to feel that way as well. This was one of those days when I wanted to get in the car and never return back to Bainbridge. Once we were on the highway headed to Florida, I began to cry asking Carlos, “Why can’t people love me like I loved them?” I remember him telling me, “Sometimes people listen to other people, and they build their relationship with you from what other people think or believe.” I did not want to let my children see me upset, so I gained my composure and tried to enjoy my vacation with the people I love. Once we arrived


in Florida it was beautiful, and I blocked out all of the negative events that took place earlier that day. We stayed at the All-Star Resort, and the kids loved it. I spent most of my time with Malik, since he could not really enjoy any of the activities. It is amaz- ing how time flies by when you are having fun. I was happy that we drove straight through Columbus on the way back. I was so happy to arrive home and relax.

FROM CHILD PROSTITUTE TO PROBATION OFFICER
After I had gone from Security Specialist to Records Room Clerk, I was assigned to an office full of women from all walks of life, and it is funny how they all belong to a clique. We had just gotten word that the Fulton County Juvenile Court would be relocating to a new, million-dollar facility a few blocks down the street. We had a lot of packing to do, and the job was time- consuming. We were given a tour of our new location and it was ten times as bigger than the one we left. A few months into the building and things were transitioning well. I had a friend in the building named Lenall. She was a probation officer. I cannot tell you how Lenall and I met, but I would arrive to work every day an hour early and find myself sitting with her and talking.
A few years passed and a position was posted for Juvenile Pro- bation Officer. This was the job that I claimed when I was first hired by the county. I was selected for the interview; then I was notified that I was selected for the second interview. I could not believe that I made it that far. Lenall was sitting around the table asking me questions about the job, and not once did I ever tell her


that I wanted to be a probation officer during our long conversa- tions. A few weeks later, I received a phone call at my desk from the court administrator, asking if I would accept the position as a probation officer with the court. I fell to the floor and I began to praise God for blessing me again. I accepted the job and started my training two weeks later. I called Carlos and told him the good news he said, “I told you, doll. You are destined for greatness.” I knew God favored me as there were over 200 people who applied for that position and only 10 were hired. Thank you Lord! I got my dream! To this day, I am still amazed at how God allowed me to go from exploitation and child prostitution to probation of- ficer. Yet I believe my journey has not been wasted as I am now in a position to help other hurting young girls and boys!
My job as a probation officer was a smooth transition, and I was able to adjust. I was placed in intake on the 3 to 11 P.M. shift, and I would remain there for quite some time. I was able to provide for my children by cooking dinner before leaving to go to work. The children all attended the same school, and since I had been there since Malia was a baby, they worked with us as much as they could. Everything was happening so fast.
Carlos’ mama was visiting, so he invited her to come to the house. When she finally arrived at our house, she came inside and spoke to me, and I spoke back to her as well. She was talking to Carlos the entire time, and then positioned her body and asked me, “How was the job coming along?” I told her that the job was going great. At this point I told her that I had just been promoted, and she said that was good. I told her that God gave me the job


and no man could take what was destined for my life. I had to say that because I felt that; in my heart I knew she was not excited about my blessing. She was just a mean lady to me. I would often times call my aunt Julia and tell her the problems I was having with her. I did not want to pull Carlos in the middle because I knew that was his mama and he loved her. I just wanted her to respect me as a woman, wife, and mother. I told my family of my promotion, and they were happy. My aunt Julia laughed, because she often thought about me working as the security specialist.
Things were looking good for my family. I called home and spoke with Rosalyn, and even her attitude was different. While we were talking she asked he if we could come get her son Jared, and let him stay with us because he was getting out of hand. He was getting in trouble, not following the rules of the house, and basically doing things that young boys do. I talked it over with Carlos and decided that it would not be in the best interest of our children. The decision made a lot of sense because I had my own children to take care of, and I was not going to allow them to be put into a negative situation, so I told Rosalyn no. I could not believe I said no, because normally I would have given in and said yes he could stay. I guess they were able to reconcile their differ- ences, because the question was never asked again. Mama and I are still not where we should be as mother and daughter. I would like to have more than what she shows me, but I cannot do it all by myself. I extend myself to her and my siblings, yet I am always rejected. I called her and told her that I was not angry at her, and that I knew that she raised me the best she knew how. I forgave


her for all of the things in my life that I blamed on her. I forgave her for not providing me with the basic essentials that I needed as a child: love, support, nurturing; for showing favoritism between Rosalyn and me; and for not being a positive influence in my life. She did not apologize to me, but in my heart I felt that she could not own up to her past failures as a mother to me.

THE HOUSE WITH THE CROSS, LOT #72
Carlos and Malik were enjoying the basketball game that ex- plained why he wanted a Kobe Bryant jersey. The girls and I were making brownies. Malia and Ayanna were both trying to help make brownies; they were putting more eggshells in the bowl than actual egg. I love my kids, and I wanted to do something special for my family.
I met a lady in the grocery store who provided me with her business card; she was a realtor with Century 21. I took the card and placed it in my wallet. I held on to the card for several months before I decided to do anything with it. Finally, one day I took a deep breath and made the call. I always believed that I could never own anything because of who I was and who I belonged to. My mother never owned anything or really had anything worthwhile, but I called the realtor despite my trepidation. She took all of my information over the phone and promised to call me back in a few hours. When the phone rang she told me that I qualified for a $195,000 home! I could not believe what was being said to me. I was numb and happy at the same time. I kept this quiet from Carlos because I wanted to do this on my own. A month went by,


and she told me that she needed to meet with me to discuss the house. I could not figure out how I would make this happen since we only had one car. So I finally agreed to meet with her on the second Saturday in May around 6:00 P.M., since Carlos would be off and I could run a few errands. This was the first weekend in May, so I had time to get some thoughts together on how I was going to sneak away from the family. The doorbell rang, and it was Mrs. Linda. She said hello and provided me with a twisted hug. I invited her inside the home, and she asked me where Car- los was. Carlos eventually came downstairs and I provided them with their space, because I knew she really came to see him and the children. She hugged the kids and they proceeded to play as they were doing before she arrived. Carlos had to go next door to help the neighbor and he told his mother he would be right back in a few. I really did not want to sit and talk with her, but I knew that God was going to make the entire situation easy for me, so I trusted him. The conversation started off small with the usual how was my job, how my family in Bainbridge was doing, and then she began to tell me about the things happening in Co- lumbus. I was very cordial and I listened to her comments. When Mrs. Linda asked what was I planning for Carlos for father’s day I thought, “Wow, what better way to start the fireworks for the fourth of July early.” My response was, “I really do not know. He is such a good friend, husband, and father, I think I will surprise him with a brand new home.” Her eyes stretched and she began to ask questions. I was smart enough not to provide too much information, especially since I did not tell him about the house


yet. I waited until they left, and when we were having dinner I told him I had something to discuss with him. I told him that I made contact with a mortgage company and they had approved me for a loan for $195,000. He was not upset with me at all. He understood what I wanted, and he even went to the attend the meeting with the loan officer. The agent provided Carlos and I with the directions to her location, and once we turned in the subdivision we did not see her car so we proceeded to explore the grounds and look at the homes on site. We entered one home that was breathtaking. It was an open floor plan. The house had an open stairwell, archways throughout the entire downstairs, vaulted ceilings in four huge bedrooms, a master suite that made my jaw drop, three bathrooms, and a two-car garage. The phone rang; it was the agent advising us that she was at the location. We went outside and did not see her, so Carlos called her back and found out that we turned too soon, so we needed to drive to the next subdivision. The agent for the property walked over to us and extended her hand and asked if she could help us. I told her, no, that we were in the wrong location. However, we told her we loved that particular home; she then mentioned us that the home was the #1 seller in the community, and it was the Melrose. I asked how much it was, and she quoted $265,000. I told her that I did not qualify for that amount. I gave her my amount, and she had Carlos and me a sit in her office, by that time my agent was able to locate us. The onsite agent told my husband and me to ride around the community and pick our lot. We rode around for about 20 minutes. The area was new and only had two homes


completed, the two model homes. As we were approaching the office I spotted lot #72. It was studded, but what made this home different was that someone had spray painted a cross on the door, and I told Carlos that this was the house for our family. We went back to the office and told the agents that we liked lot #72, and she began to write up the paperwork. The onsite agent told us she needed $500 in earnest money. I normally panic when put under pressure, and I knew that we did not have any extra money since we just purchased a new truck and paid the mortgage. I tried to call Hope and her best friend Felicia Bradley, but I could not get an answer.
I rode past Tay’s hair salon. She was a stylist that had washed my hair about twice, but sometimes you get that feeling in your gut that says do it. I told Carlos to turn in the parking lot; I jumped out of the car ran into the shop and told Tay what I was trying to do. She quickly calmed me down and told me to take a deep breath. She then wrote me the check for $500, and to say I was in utter shock would be an understatement. Tay did not really know me. She had only seen me twice, but for whatever reason she was my angel for that appointed time. I did not think to call my aunts Julia and Tammy. I guess I knew that I needed the money right then, and they lived at least an hour away. The documentation was finished, and now we could watch the house as it was being built. I went to the house every day before going to work, and Carlos and the children would go by after school.
I could not believe that we had a new home, and I was able to give back to my husband since he always gave to me. Malia had


just called me to tell me that her grandma was at the house, and she wanted Carlos to take her to the house. Carlos called me and asked if it was alright to show his mother the home. In my heart I did not want her to go without me, but I agreed to let her see the home. Once they arrived on site the builder was gone for the day and the home was locked. We did not have a key since our closing was not for another three days. Malia told me that her grandmother walked around the home and looked through the windows. I felt so good that I accomplished something great with hard work and determination.
I wonder what my dad and grandma were thinking. I often ask God to give me a sign that my dad was with me. I often find myself crying over him. My heart aches for my dad. I knew in my heart that if he was alive I would not have had to do any of the things I did as a young child. I have survival skills, and I do not know where they came from, but I am glad I had angels to protect me as well. We were officially new home owners after we closed on the home. I went to the house and laid on the floor and looked at the vaulted ceiling. I told God thank you so many times. So many people doubted me based on who I belonged to, and all I can say is, “Look at me now!” I used to be embarrassed about my past, but I realize that I have to embrace my past to appreciate my future. It was a joy to be a new home owner, and I was so excited that I called my aunts Julia and Tammy and they came by the house for Labor Day. They seemed to be very proud of my accomplishments.


Aunt Tammy made her famous baked beans, and they were fantastic as always. I was happy to have them share the holiday with me. It is times like these that I feel like I am on top of the world. My father’s family makes me feel whole and loved when I am in their presence. I called the Lotts and shared the news about the house, and they seemed to be very happy for me as well. Mrs. Steele told me that she would be in Atlanta the following week for a conference, and she would love to come by the house. Carlos picked her up after he got off from work. When she entered the front door her mouth dropped, and she told me how proud she was of the two of us. I gave her a tour of the home, and then I pre- pared her dinner while she talked to Carlos. She said that she was blessed to be in the house, and I told her I was blessed to have her in my life, and I owed her a lot for believing in me when a lot of people doubted me because of who I was. We packed the children in the SUV and took Mrs. Steele back to the Marriott downtown on Peachtree Street. When we arrived at her room, Mrs. Conley, my former typing teacher, was present for the conference as well. She inquired about my children and husband, and I introduced them to her. It was hard for me to extend myself to her because this was the same teacher that judged me based on what side of the tracks I lived on. I remember walking to school one morning and being stopped by her husband, who worked for the board of education. I was extremely late that morning so I assumed he wanted an explanation why I had a late start to school, but in the process he accused me of stealing the blouse I had on because I did not remove the plastic stem from the arm pit. I never forgot


his comment, and to this day, I make it my business to let him see me so that he can see that I turned out better than he anticipated. It was time to make the annual trip to Disney, and the kids were extremely excited as always. Malia decided that she would watch the movie Georgia Rule while I packed the suitcase for the trip the following morning. I loved spending time with my chil- dren, and it made me feel like a big kid as well. I noticed about two hours into the trip that Malia was more quiet than normal. I thought maybe she was exhausted from being excited about the trip so I did not ask her anything. I felt a tug on my seat and a light whisper in my ear it was Malia, she whispered that my brother Skeeter touched her inappropriately. I turned around and asked her to repeat what she just said, and when she told me I began to cry. I immediately asked my husband to pull over on the side of the road I grabbed Malia from the car, and fell to the ground with her I held her in my arms like a baby. I began to as- sure her that she did not do anything wrong. My husband and I were devastated. I could not breathe. I tried to gain my compo- sure, which was very difficult because I blamed myself. I took a deep breath so that I could ask all of the correct questions. Malia stated that he would touch her in an uncomfortable manner and then tell her that she needed to take a bath. Malia also stated that Skeeter told her not to tell me because she would get in trouble. My child went through this ordeal for over two years, and I had no clue. I thought about the times we left the kids with him while we went to the movies or I ran an errand. I felt like my soul had
been ripped from my chest.


We had about 45 minutes left before we entered Bainbridge city limits. The first stop was straight to Mama’s house. I told her what was explained to me, and she said that she did not believe that Skeeter would do that to my child. I told her to her face that I believed my child. She was 10 years old, and I had no reason not to believe Malia. I told Malia to tell Mama exactly what she told me and she made the statement in the exact context. I knew when Mama said that she did not believe my child there was going to be hell to pay. I got into my SUV, held Malia in the back seat, and began to reinforce how much her father and I loved her. I was able to call the Employee Assistance Program to make an appoint- ment for Malia to see the therapist once we got back from Disney World. I was happy that the truth came out and Malia was able to identify with Georgia Rule and express her thoughts and feelings. I finally made contact with Skeeter, and of course he denied the allegations and said that we were trying to get money from him. I was so furious that I told him that I would slice him like a mullet and spend every day in jail with a smile on my face. I never talked to him again after that incident.
The trip to Florida was alright. My mind was on my child,
and Carlos’ mind was on trying to get to North Carolina to murder Skeeter. I had never seen Carlos cry aside from when his grandmother passed. I felt that it was my fault for putting other people before my kids. The kids were playing having a blast with the Disney characters and touring the castle. That night, before we headed back to Georgia, I held my child very tight and I made a vow that I would never allow anyone to leave with us again. I


could hear Carlos on the balcony outside of the hotel seeking legal advice from his uncle Durrell, who was an attorney in Columbus, Georgia. I was praying and hoping that he would calm down, because I had never seen him in this state before. Once we crossed the Georgia line, I knew that I wanted to go straight home. I did not want to visit anyone—especially Mama.
Once we arrived home I took the necessary steps to make sure Malia understood that she was going to see the therapist, and that her father and I would be waiting outside of the door once she completed her sessions. I eventually called my aunt Tammy and told her of the situation. She was concerned about Malia. I also told her that Malia would be provided with counseling. I could not concentrate on my job. My job performance was declining, and I was a nervous wreck. I wanted to kick myself for being stu- pid. I never saw any signs that the children were in harm’s way. Malia never displayed any type of depression, unruly behavior, or aggression. She appeared to be a happy kid.
She completed three sessions and the doctor finally came and talked with Carlos and me. She said she did not need to meet with the family any longer, and the first thing I asked was why. The therapist stated that Malia was a very mature child, and her reasoning was better than most adults. I was pleased to know that she was going to be fine, but I did need to see the doctor to help me deal with the guilt I was having. She met with Carlos and me, and I told her that I could not understand how Skeeter could hurt my child after I loved him and provided for him. She explained that what he did was wrong, but he loved me, and that was one of


the reasons he did not go past just touching Malia. To be honest, that did not make me feel any better. We took Malia to the doctor so that she could have a full exam, and there was no trauma, so I thanked God for watching over my baby.
I never brought the subject up for many years. I remember Malia being 13 years old and saying that she did not hold any negative feelings toward Skeeter and that she forgave him for touching her inappropriately. I knew in my mind that if my baby could forgive him, then I had to forgive him as well. I cannot say that I am totally there, but I am asking God to take me to a place where I can be at peace with the situation.
Well, it was almost time for the holidays, and guess who wanted to come to Thanksgiving dinner? Mama told us that she wanted to come to my home for the holiday. Carlos picked her up from the Greyhound bus station. When she arrived, she told me how nice the house was. I showed her where she would sleep. I made sure she had fresh linen on the bed. Mama told me that she preferred to sleep on the floor due to a back injury few years before. I told her she did not have to sleep on the floor, but she insisted. I was not going to argue. I was just glad that she came to see how my life had changed for the better. I had never cooked a turkey, so we went grocery shopping to purchase everything for it. All of the other dishes were being catered since I had never cooked an entire Thanksgiving meal.
I thought this would be a great time to ask Mama about my father and his family. She would not elaborate on the subject too much. She only discussed the things that I already learned from


my aunties, like that my dad loved me with all of his heart. She told me that if they had an argument, he would pack me a small bag, place it under his arm, and carry me with him to my granny’s house. My grandmother and aunt Paula loved me as well. I knew those things, I wanted to get to the meat, but I could never get anything out of her. I guess that was a part of her past she did not want to relive, but I needed to know because it has haunted me for many years.
During the holidays, I found myself getting depressed, es- pecially when I started to think about my dad. I could not allow Mama to see me cry, so I went to the walk-in closet in the master bedroom and wiped my tears in a towel. I could not continue to do this any longer. Once I came from the bathroom and told Car- los how I was feeling. He hugged me; he knew that I had to hide my emotions because Mama was in my house. The doorbell rang as we were coming down the stairs. Who could be coming for Thanksgiving dinner so early? It was my mother-in-law. I opened the door and greeted her and the rest of the family. I was praying that everyone would have a great time since it was my birthday and Thanksgiving. I introduced Mrs. Linda to Mama. It was a weird experience because Mrs. Linda was more cordial to Mama than she had been to me during my entire time with Carlos. Din- ner was great. We watched Tyler Perry movies for the remainder of the day, and the kids played video games and Uno. Carlos’ mom eventually went around the corner to spend time with her sister, Belinda. I was happy that it was a drama-free evening. I came in the kitchen to get a snack, and I caught Mama nodding


in the den. I knew that she had not had a full night’s rest in a long time. She was constantly working a full-time job and cleaning houses on the weekend. I did not bother her. I called my family in Virginia to wish them a happy Thanksgiving, and it made my heart feel at peace when I heard my family yell in the phone to wish me a happy birthday.
The kids and I were going to drive Mama back to South Georgia, and she was already promising the children gifts for Christmas. I hate when she makes promises that she will not hon- or. Listening to her brings back all of my childhood memories, and I want to tell her, “Enough already, do not make promises to my children that you cannot keep.” We finally made it to our destination, and we departed and said our good-byes. I remem- ber entering the car and she told me that she was going to buy me something for my house. I said alright and closed the truck door. We decided to head back to Atlanta. I stopped by to see the Lotts, Mrs. Steele, and my siblings. We did not stay for very long, but my kids enjoyed playing with Rosalyn’s children. My younger sister Latoya moved around the corner from Rosalyn, so it was convenient to see her children during the same visit. Everyone had gotten taller. I guess the kids were having a ball because Malik wanted to stay longer to finish his turn on the PlayStation 3. I was going to see Latoya but she worked the night shift, so I figured I would catch her during the next trip. On the way home, I told Carlos that this was the first time in years that I had a nice time with my sister and her kids.


I had decided to put some paint on the walls and that earth tones were the way to go. I allowed my children to decide on what colors they wanted for their bedroom, and everything was going well until Ayanna wanted to one of her walls be black. I knew then I had to help with some softer colors. It worked—cotton candy pink for Ayanna, Malia went with purple, and Malik got olive green and an ocean blue accent wall. I had the fixtures that came with home taken out and replaced them with upgrades. A lot of my ideas I got from visiting my aunts Tammy and Julia’s house and also looking at HGTV. Everything was looking wonderful.
It was time to put up the Christmas decorations, and I could not believe that it was that time of the year again. Carlos’ mom was in town visiting. While she was sitting in the family room talking with Carlos, her daughter’s child was telling my kids about the conversation during the Thanksgiving holidays at his aunt Be- linda’s house. It was said that Linda did not love their mama. Once I was told of what she said, she scolded the child about repeating grown people’s conversation, so I told Linda that she was not welcome in to my home, and this was my home. She was upset with her grandson and whipped him, but she had been ex- posed 16 years ago. I was happy that her true feelings finally came out. Carlos was angry with her for spanking the child, especially since he only repeated what he overheard. Carlos’ brother Curtis and his wife were present as well, and I would have never expected Curtis to speak on my behalf. He told his mother that she has al- ways been disrespectful toward me from day one, and she had no right to walk all over my home without permission. Mrs. Linda


started to get emotional, and that was when she said that I was trying to take her son from her. I knew that it would not be long before she revealed herself. I told her that I was not trying to take Carlos from her, and that we both have different roles to play: I could not be his mother, and she definitely could not be his lover. I was fed up with this, especially when she went around to her sister’s house and told them that she was afraid of me and would only visit if she had her siblings present. I told her that I could do even better. She was not welcome in my home with her siblings or without them. In all honesty, if anyone should have been afraid it should have been me, since she completed a background check and had planned trips to Bainbridge to find out information on me. I could have decided that her family was not good enough for me, but I fell in love with my husband, not his family. I knew that Carlos was put in a bad situation; when his mother was in town after that, they met up at the Wal-Mart parking lot for several months until I felt like she was humbled and had learned to treat people with respect. It is alright to disagree, but she needed to treat me with the utmost respect, because that was how I was go- ing to treat her. I had enough class that I could dislike her and my demeanor would never display it, but she never allowed me to get to that point due to her nasty disposition. Belinda became very distant with me as well; she said that she did not appreciate how I treated her sister, that I should allow her to come in my home regardless of how I feel about her because that is my husband’s mother and my elder. I told her that was not how I operate, and I was not going to succumb to foolishness. I did not care. When


it came right down to it, she could run her house how she saw fit, and I was going to run my household the way I saw fit. Do not get me wrong, my husband has plenty of authority in our home, but even he agreed that his mother stepped out of bounds, so we were on the same page. I felt good about my decision.
A lot of time had passed since I had last seen Mrs. Linda. The children were growing and asking questions about why their grandmother did not like me. I explained to Malia that we did not see things the same; I knew that she was mature and understood our conversation.
I hadn’t been feeling well for a couple of months so I made an appointment to see the doctor. I thought I was coming down with a cold, but I was told that I was two months pregnant. I was not expecting a baby. The due date was April 21, 2008. I rushed home and told Carlos the news. I felt different with this preg- nancy; I guess it was because I had gotten older and my body was changing. I made a hair appointment with Madear at All In the Family since I had not had my hair styled by her in a while. When I told her that I was expecting a baby, she started giving me the third degree about why I decided to get pregnant again. I could not believe that I was being asked about my personal business. I felt like I was a grown woman handling my business and doing it better than a lot of people older than I was. I loved Madear so I allowed her to take control of the conversation, but after she was finished with my hair, I stayed gone for quite some time. I was happy, my husband was happy, and that was all that mattered as far as I was concerned.


I was headed to see the doctor for a follow-up. I knew that my legs were swollen, and I had just started the second trimester. We told everyone that mattered about the baby. I promised the kids that I would be present for the Halloween feast, but I did not know if I could keep my promise. I made it in spite of not feeling well. I finally called Rosalyn and told her about the baby, and she seemed happy for Carlos and me. I knew that she would spread the word with the family in South Georgia. My job was going well, but I just could not make myself shake the queasiness from my stomach. It had been almost five months, and I was having all types of problems. I was scheduled for an ultrasound since I was considered a high risk because of my age. Carlos received a call from his mama and told her the news about the baby. I was not at a good place with her, so I kept her at arm’s length. The ultrasound showed no signs of distress or complications. This was our first Christmas that we did not choose to go south for the holidays. I was glad to stay home for a change.
My doctor’s appointment was scheduled for a few days after
Valentine’s. Everything was going well; the swelling in my right leg and morning sickness had subsided, and I was feeling good. I had not had any contact with Mama. I couldn’t figure why we did not have a wholesome relationship. I guess it was not meant to be. The job was coming along well, and my coworkers were planning a surprise baby shower, but word leaked out. I had a hair appointment in March, and it followed a routine checkup. I was notified that I needed to contact my husband and have him meet me at the hospital immediately. I was scared and did not know


what to make of this, the baby was not due for at least two more months. Once my husband arrived, they were already prepping me to induce labor. I was suffering with toxemia and it was caus- ing distress to the baby. I remember hearing a very faint cry and being told that he was having some breathing issues from being born eight weeks early. The doctor came and told us that he was critical and only had a 40% chance to survive. He was born with a congenital diaphragmatic hernia. My husband and I did not have a clue what we were facing. I wanted to hold my child, and I was not able to. He had to be airlifted to Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta. I could not believe that there was a chance that he might die. I was crying constantly. I could not have any more children and had my tubes tied after my son’s birth. My blood pressure was increasing. I could not concentrate on anything but my child. Carlos was trying to be strong for me, but I could see the hurt in his eyes. At this point I knew I could not be strong for myself, so I knew that I was no support to my husband. The doctors explained to us that the baby had a hole in his diaphragm and all of his organs that were supposed to be in his abdomen were sit- ting in his chest, causing him not to be able to breathe normally. Carlos would divide his day with me and the baby and spend the night with the other children. I had to give my son a name, so we decided to name him Alston Myles Cook. My baby was scheduled to have surgery on day two of his life, but things changed for the worse because his blood gases were too low. I cried every day.
I remember one morning a little old lady entered by room
with a push broom, and she was humming a sweet song. She then


asked me what I wanted God to do for me. I said, “Heal my baby.” She then told me to get up out the bed and praise God. A friend had bought Alston a blanket as a gift and I was sobbing into the blanket, soaking it with my tears. The lady grabbed the blanket, waved it in the air, and began to do a praise dance. I remember her saying, “It is in your praise, now tell God what you want him to do for you.” I started walking around the room with the IV machine attached to my arm crying and praising the Lord asking him to heal my baby. The following morning, be- fore Alston’s surgery, my husband stopped by to see me before he went to the children’s hospital. We prayed together, and I asked him to see if the baby could have the blanket once he was out of surgery. My blood pressure was still elevated, so I could not be released. The baby’s doctor told my husband that the baby would be swollen really badly, and he advised him to keep me away from the baby for a few weeks until the swelling went down. My husband came to see me the following day, and he said there was NO swelling. I was released the following day, and I had my husband take me to see my baby even though I was not to go yet. I was his mother—I needed to see my son. I hadn’t had a chance to hold him or kiss him or even smell him, and I needed that. I stayed from the time visiting hours started at 7:00 A.M. until they were over at 9:00 P.M. I was not able to hold my son due to him being attached to so many machines, but just being in the room gave me comfort. Alston had to be put in a coma and receive a tube down his throat. Around day 21 I was finally able to hold my son with the wires and tubes connected to him.


I pumped around 300 bottles of breast milk while I sat with him all day. I remember the doctor removing the feeding tube and al- lowing me to feed him his first bottle of breast milk. The doctors said he would be in the hospital for 8 months, but my son was released after 25 days. Thank you God for answering my prayers and healing my son. I did not hear from my mama or other fam- ily members about my son’s recovery, but I was at peace with it, especially since we never really talked anyway. Carlos’ mama had a conference near the hospital, and she came to visit the baby. I believe that day I was so in need of God to heal my son that I actually could not hold any kind of grudge against her. I needed God, and I did not want anything to come between him and me.




CHAPTER 14 
The Letters













uring this time with my son I was able to reflect back on my life, and I promised myself if God allowed my son toD

live, I would change my life and forgive all the people that caused me pain and agony. I started with my mother and called her on a beautiful day. I had not spoken with her in several months, and I thought she would be excited to hear my voice, but there was no happiness at all. I started the conversation by asking her how was she doing, and she said she was fine. I told her that I was writing about my life and wanted her to know what it entailed. She was quiet. I then asked her if she knew how I was getting money at a young age, and she said she did not. I told her that I was sleeping with men for money. I then asked if she ever wondered how I was able to have the electricity turned on and put food on the table. She said no, she just knew I had money. I told her that I did not hold any animosity against her for the way she raised me, how she



loved me, or the difference she made with me. My mama then told me that she made mistakes, and she could not change what she did in the past, and that God forgave her.
Since that time I have been receiving counseling once a week, and it has taught me to forgive and learn how to accept who I am. It was very difficult going to counseling for the first few ses- sions, but as time went on I found myself getting stronger. I do not think I will ever lose sight of my vision and how important it is to share my thoughts with my therapist. She has taught me to see my strength. I do not know if my mother, sisters, or broth- ers will ever be close, but I do know that there is a peace within me. I know I can love them whether they love me or not. I am at peace with my mother-in-law. I can finally say that I do not have any ill feelings toward her and I have totally forgiven her for all of her unkind acts toward me. I thank God that we can finally sit in a room and have a decent conversation and respect one another. I had to write a letter to my father, grandmother, and mama so that they can all know that I am free. I have no worries or regrets and if I could change anything about my life, I would have given my father and grandmother a never-ending kiss.

Dear Daddy,
I am listening to our song by Luther Vandross “Dance with my Father” again. Oh, how I love the sound of that and dancing with you. I do not remember you at all, but my aunties often remind me of how much you loved me. I never got the chance to hold your hand, or ride on your back, or let you tickle me, or
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smell your cologne. I have missed you all my life, and I often cry for you even as an adult. I still have my moments when I become very sad when I think of you. Sometimes the crying lasts a long time and sometimes it might be for a few minutes. I ask God so many times to just show me your face in a dream, because I need to see you. Sometime I would close my eyes and hug my pillow and wait for you to come and visit me in my sleep, but you never came to me. There was a time in my life when I was very upset with God, and I often questioned him asking why he took you away from me. I needed you in my life and you were gone. I did not have anyone to protect me from the monsters of the world. If I could just kiss your face or your hand one time, that would be enough. If we could hug each other just one time I would hug you and never let you go. You are a very big part of my heart. I believe that I did not turn out like my mama because I had too much of your blood running through my veins. I belong to you, and my bloodline runs deep. I have the ability to set goals and carry them out. I have strong willpower even today. I can survive in a cruel world and still rise above the madness. And I got that drive from you because my mama does not have that willpower. My deter- mination came from my foundation, and it was established back on 972 South Quail Street with my grandma. My bloodline saved my life, and I turned out to be alright. I always wanted to come to your grave site, and I finally got a chance on April 6, 20011. I know you seen me from heaven trying to find your location. I bet you were pushing me the whole time, so I would not get discour- aged and give up looking for you. It was hard because you did not


have a headstone. I was determined to find you and the cemetery worker was a big help, especially since he had very little informa- tion. I remember feeling the strong wind pressing against my face on that sunny day, and I was so excited that I had finally got the one thing I desired, and that was to visit your grave. As we walked up and down the aisles and counted the rows, I began to panic because I was not leaving until we found you, I had waited too long for this moment. I remember falling to the ground when we located your grave site, and I burst into tears and I stayed at your graveside for about four and a half hours. As I laid on my face, I wanted to be close to you and thank God for that moment. He allowed me to feel your presence. My heart had a sharp pain, and I called my husband and I told him I needed to stay a little lon- ger with you. I thanked the gentleman for helping me find your grave site, because he could tell that it meant a lot to me. I felt as if God gave me that moment to find my peace. I had no peace as a child without you, but I knew that you have always been right here with me. Even in my darkest times you protected me from the monsters of the world. I have your family and they are good to me. I feel closeness when I am in their presence and it constantly reminds me of you because you are a part of them and I am a part of you. You can go and rest; I am at peace! I love you with all my heart until we meet again.
Love,
Your baby girl Laquan


Dear Mama,
I often ask myself what happened to us. I needed you grow- ing up, and you were nowhere to be found. I often wondered what it felt like to lay in your arms and feel your breath on my face. When I think about the words I love you, I know my heart should have heard those words countless times flowing from your lips. However, I can count on one hand the times you said them to me. When God created every female species, he gave them a charge: it is their responsibility to take care of their babies until the young can take care of themselves. It was your job to provide for me with food, shelter, clothes, and love, and those were never available to me. I truly believe that you did what you thought was right for me. I was angry for many years about the difference you made between your children. I was angry with you for allowing your so-called “friends” to take advantage of you so that we lacked the basic essentials needed to thrive and become healthy adults. I was angry that you would constantly watch children in the com- munity and neglect your own. I was angry that you never put your arms around me to tell me that you loved me and you were sorry for all the pain that you caused me. So today, I am writing you this letter to let you know that I forgive you for hurting me as a child. Love is a real thing. I received God’s love last year at a Britt World Wide Convention, and my life changed totally. I realize that if I love God, I have to obey him and love you uncondition- ally. I cannot change you. I have peace with myself, therefore I must have peace with you. I love you with all my heart. It makes me feel good to know that you told me that of all your children,


I never cursed you. I will respect you as long as I have breath. I have learned so many wonderful things from you as I travel this road of greatness. As I got older, I learned to depend on and trust God more. You were such a negative mother that I knew I wanted more for myself and my children. I knew that one day, I would find someone to truly love everything about me. I learned how to be a role model for my children and never let a day go by without telling them I love them and squeezing them to remind them that they are truly the apple of my eye. I would go to the end of the earth for my babies and come back ripped apart to remind them that their mama did not leave them. I learned how to love and communicate with my husband and constantly appreciate him for being a strong man and provider for our home. I learned how to love and respect myself. I learned that I can stand alone and never need anyone to validate me. I learned how to keep my house clean and take pride in my dress. Therefore, I cannot be angry with you, because when I look in the mirror I see me—a women that beat all of the odds and I am still STANDING! I AM wonderfully made by God, and the best is yet to come.
Love,
Laquan

Dear Grandma,
I just received a picture of you, and it brought so many fond memories of you. I missed you from the moment that I was taken away from you, and I never stopped loving you for one moment. I often wondered if you were thinking about me as I thought about


you. You were my world, you were my hope, and you were my life line. I needed you, and I was stripped of you. I can close my eyes and visualize you sitting at the foot of your bed talking to me and loving on me with your wig tilted just a little (SMILE). I still remember the conversation that you told my cousin Joshua and I you said, “Never go and take anything from the store without paying for it.” I can remember you as if you were in my presence at this very moment. I went to visit your home on April 6, 2011, for the first time since I was a kid, and as I knocked on the door I could feel the anxiety taking over me. As I walked in the house I explained to the owner that this was my grandmother’s house, and I just needed to see it one more time. It was amazing because I lived there and that was my foundation. That was the house that love built, and when I stood in your bedroom, I cried like a baby. A feeling came over me like something had been released in the universe. My emotions were running wild, but I was at peace. I felt so good that I had the opportunity to experience that mo- ment; and God allowed my husband and children to see the love that I have for you. I miss you with all my heart and soul. If I had the chance to win the lottery and become filthy rich, or spend one day with you, I would rather spend the day with you because you mean more to me than anything this world could offer. You had so much love to give, and I knew that because you loved my siblings even though they were not a part of your family. I longed for you so many years, and when I found out that you had passed I was devastated, because I did not get to say good-bye. I needed you and you were gone. I envied my cousins because they had you


a little longer than I was allowed. I wish I had the opportunity to lie in your lap just one more time and feel your warmth. Grand- ma, you see I remember how you took care of me and watched over me, when my mama would leave me and go on her long expeditions. And not one time did you throw in the towel. You were my unsung hero. I truly believe with all my heart that you were my guardian angel when trouble came to meet me as it often did. I just wanted you to know that you will forever have a special place in my heart.
Love Always, Quan
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arlos and I just pulled up into the driveway. Carlos is taking the luggage inside the house. I walked back on the porchC

and looked at the beautiful blue sky. I could hear the birds chirp- ing and smell the flowers blooming. I look around, take a deep breath, smile, and thank God for such a wonderful life. I have no regrets; I count it all joy. I would not trade my journey for any- thing because I would not have my amazing husband and four beautiful children. There are many lessons in this book, but the one that I want you to hold in your heart is to always dream and know there is hope for a better tomorrow. Even if you never feel the love of man, know that you will always be the apple of God’s eye, and he will always love you!
As I close the door, I know my life is complete, but it isn’t over; there is still plenty good to be done.

“Greatness is not measured by what a man or woman accomplishes, but by the oppositions he or she overcomes to reach his or her goals.”
—Dr. Dorothy Height
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Dear Friend,
Thank you for reading my book and for sharing my life. My prayer is that my story will inspire you and encourage you to con- tinue to seek answers that you need for your own life.
This section is designed to help you discover life’s lessons that you can share with a small discussion group. You will be blessed to find that my story can help bring light into the lives of other men and women. God has a good future for us all if we are able to continue to live in hope and get through life’s most difficult times.

FINDING HOPE IN HOPELESSNESS
Your word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.
Psalm 119:105
Have you ever felt ashamed of some immoral thing you did? Were you fearful of being found out? How did Dorsey’s shame affect her relationships as a young girl?
Why didn’t Dorsey tell her father’s family about her plight in having to sell her body to put food on the table and provide basic living necessities for her brothers and sisters?
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People who cover over their sins will not prosper. But if they con- fess and forsake them, they will receive mercy. Proverbs 28:13
Have you ever faced a lack of resources like money, food, or housing? What choices did you make when faced with deprivation?
Do you believe that Dorsey had better choices than the ones she made when she was being sexually exploited by men in the community? What could Dorsey have done differently?
Can you identify places in Dorsey’s story where she ran and hid rather than confront the real issues in her life? Have you ever hidden from the real issues in your life that cause you to engage in self-destructive behavior?

SURVIVING LIFE’S STRUGGLES
Trust in the Lord with all your heart; do not lean on your own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your path. Proverbs 3:5-6
In what ways do you identify with Dorsey?
Do you believe that God had a hedge of protection around Dorsey? Why?
Have you ever longed for the love and affirmation of a parent or other loved one who simply seemed to not be able to show love or nurturing to you in any form? How did you deal with the pain and conflict of not being loved?
Was there anyone for Dorsey to turn to when she began sell- ing her body for money? Who do you turn to when you face life’s struggles? Do you believe it’s important to have someone to turn


to when you have struggles, or should you keep the struggles to yourself and just pray?
Where do you think Dorsey’s strength came from to continue to fight for a better life in spite of her circumstances? Where do you draw strength from when you face dark moments in your life?

OVERCOMING MOTHERLESSNESS & FATHERLESSNESS
How can we understand the road we travel? Is it the Lord who directs our steps? Proverbs 20:24
Dorsey seemed to suffer a lot of pain because she never knew her father. How do you think Dorsey’s fatherlessness impacted her daily life?
Do you think Dorsey’s mother had a dysfunctional life which led to her failure to mother Dorsey? If so, why?
How did Dorsey feel about her mother? Is there a loved one who has caused you great pain? How do you feel about them? Can you trust God to direct your life in spite of the pain you have suffered?
How did Dorsey know how to pray and call on God when no one had ever taken her to church or witnessed to her?
What caused Dorsey to want better for her life? Do you want a better life? What can you do to ensure that you can live a better life?

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
1. Why didn’t Pearlie treat herself with humility?


2. What caused Pearlie to do for others in the community while neglecting herself and her children?


3. Why was Rosalyn shown more love than Dorsey?



4. Do you think Pearlie was faced with dysfunction in her life as a child, causing dysfunction in her children’s lives? If so, how?


5. Do you think Pearlie knew how to love herself?



6. Do you think Dorsey had willpower? Why?



7. Why didn’t Dorsey ever use drugs or alcohol?



8. How was Dorsey able to survive on the street at such a young age?


9. Where do you think Dorsey’s strength came from?


10. When the men in community slept with Dorsey, why didn’t they help her in other ways besides money?


11. What caused Dorsey to want better for her life?



12. Do you think Dorsey has any regrets?



13. Do you think Dorsey was wrong for taking the money from the old fools?


14. Why do you think Dorsey titled the section She Bear?



15. What made Dorsey love her husband and children when love was never shown to her?


16. Why do you thinking hitchhiking to Virginia was so important?


17. Do you think Dorsey was courageous?


18. What are some key points that could help someone that is experiencing some of these challenges?


19. Do you think Dorsey was trying to prove a point to her mother-in-law when she purchased the home?


20. Why did Dorsey’s mother-in-law have such a mean spirit toward her?


21. Do you agree when Dorsey told her mother-in-law that she could not wear her shoes as a wife and she could not wear her shoes as a mother? Why or why not?


22. Did this book give you another perspective on the social ills that society is faced with today?


23. Do you feel Dorsey has low self-esteem today?



24. How was Dorsey able to be a good mother when she did not get what she needed from her mother?


25. Why did God have his angels cover Dorsey?



26. How did Dorsey know to call on Jesus when she was not talked to about the Lord?





LOVE WORKS
So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. Ephesians 5:28

1. In what ways do you identify with Carlos, Dorsey’s husband?



2. What kind of character must a man like Carlos have to be in love with Dorsey and want to marry her and begin a family despite her past? List the kind of traits that you believe Car- los has. Are any of the character traits you listed for Carlos similar to the traits of Christ or any other character in the Bible?


3. Select a favorite scene in the book involving Carlos, and dis- cuss the parts of the scene that caught your attention. Why did those portions of the scene catch your attention?


4. Did you gain any insights into the mind of Carlos by the way he related to his grandmother and his mother?


5. Did Carlos seem to have compassion for Dorsey because he had been raised by a compassionate grandmother, or was Carlos’ initial interest in Dorsey simply based upon the nor- mal attraction between a man and a woman?






Atlanta Human Trafficking Project, Child Exploitation in At- lanta: “You Ain’t Been Down My Street,” by Mickey Goodman, www.mickeygoodman.com.
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To order more copies of this book and for more information about Dorsey, contact her at:

Email: dorseyjones95@me.com
On the web: www.stretchedbeyondmeasure.com Email: Dorsey@stretchedbeyondmeasure.com
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