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Dedication 
 
 For the girl I used to be— You were always enough. Even when they didn’t see it. Even when you didn’t. For the woman I’ve become— Braver. Softer. Wiser. You did the work. You let the light back in. And for the love that found me in between— Thank you for seeing me. For holding space. For reminding me that softness is still strength— and that my story was never too much.

“I pray that you heal from the things that no one apologized for.”

~TMJ


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Introduction

Prolouge

Acknowledgments

Chapter 1: Miracle at 606 First Street

Chapter 2: 213 Forest Avenue

Chapter 3: Shadows in the Summer

Chapter 4: When the Ground Shifted

Chapter 5: The Unraveling

Interlude One:

Chapter 6: The Breaking Point

Chapter 7: The Calm Before the Storm

Interlude Two

Chapter 8: Mind Over Matter

Chapter 9: The Reckoning

Chapter 10: The Day Time Stood Still

Chapter 11: When Daddy Fell Silent

Chapter 12: A Clarinet Named Freedom

Chapter 13: The Shift

Interlude 3

Chapter 14: Even Without Permission

Chapter 15: I Should’ve Run

Chapter 16: No Turning Back

Interlude 4

Chapter 17: House of Prayer

Chapter 18: Performance of Promise

Chapter 19: A Body Borrowed

Chapter 20: This Ain’t Home

Chapter 21: The Quiet Unraveling

Chapter 22: Becoming Less of Myself

Chapter 23: They Call It Obedience

Chapter 24: The Stretch Between Storms

Chapter 25: Faith, Fear, and the First Lady

Chapter 26: Two Queens Can’t Sit on One Throne

Chapter 27: Birthing Through the Breaking

Chapter 28: Completion Ain’t Peace

Chapter 29: The Year I Stopped Pretending

Interlude Five

Chapter 30: The Day I Chose Me

Interlude Six

Chapter 31: Tears in My Belly

Interlude Six: Soul Notes 

Soul Note

Soul Note

Soul Note

Chapter 32: The Awakening - From Almost to Enough

Chapter 33: What the Fire Made

Epilogue

Love and Fire

Soul Whispers

Affirmations for Real Ones:

Soul Notes and Soul Sermons

Unspoken, Still True

About The Author


Introduction




If you’re reading this… I’m glad you made it.

I didn’t write this book for just one person.

I wrote it for whoever picks it up.

For the one holding pieces of their story they don’t know how to say out loud.

For the ones who laugh to keep from crying.

For the ones healing from things nobody ever apologized for.

I wrote this for the strong ones who are tired.

For the quiet ones carrying loud memories.

For the church girls, the baby sisters, the divorced and deconstructed, the mothers, the over thinkers, the lovers, the fighters, the forgivers.

I wrote it for me.

Because I needed to go back and gather myself.

Not the polished version.

Not the “I’m good” version.

The real version—the girl who remembers everything but kept it tucked away just to survive.

This story has been sitting inside my body for years.

And when I finally let it speak, it didn’t whisper.

It wailed.

It praised.

It hollered and healed.

It walked me through every cracked floorboard of my childhood, every choice I made, every silence I swallowed, and every fire I lit just to find my way back to the truth.

So if you’re reading this—whether you know me or not—I hope you find something here.

I hope you find the part of yourself that you buried to make other people comfortable.

I hope you remember your softness is not weakness.

I hope you start asking better questions—and finally telling the truth, even if your voice shakes.

I hope you forgive yourself for the things you did to survive.

And most of all…

I hope you keep going.

This isn’t just a book.

It’s a reckoning. A reunion. A record of becoming.

Not perfect—but honest.

So come on.

Let’s go all the way back…

so we can move forward for real.


Prolouge


In the wee hours of the morning, in December of 1980, I made my way into this world—quietly, defiantly, divinely.

I was born Martina Marie Hunt—a miracle, or so they told me. Number nine out of ten children.

Technically, I was the tenth.

My mama had her tubes tied. Her body had already said, “No more.” But heaven had other plans.

I wasn’t expected, and I wasn’t scheduled—but I showed up anyway. Right on time.

A holy interruption. A surprise wrapped in purpose.

They say I came into the world early but fully formed, a little brown thing with wide eyes and a voice ready to sing. From the start, I wasn’t like the rest.

My daddy called me Bibi—and just like that, it stuck.

Bibi was mine. A name gifted from my father’s lips and Mr. Lamar, his singing partner.

That house, that name, that moment—it all rooted me before I even knew I needed roots.

I was born in the hospital. But the moment I came home, I was anchored—to 606 First Street.

A white and green antebellum-style house with a summer’s wraparound porch and stories in its bones.

It was more than a house.

It was a spirit.

Wood floors that creaked like they had secrets. Windows that held light in their own stubborn ways.

Air that smelled like Sunday dinner and hair grease, spearmint gum and Pine-Sol.

We didn’t own it—it belonged to Mr. John Henry. But it was ours.

Ours to fill with gospel music, burned cornbread, birthday parties, spanking threats, and harmonies rising up around the guitar.

I walked to the store alone at age three, coins in my pocket like I had business.

And I guess I did.

That house held everything.

The loud. The soft. The grief and the grace.

The whole Hunt clan—mismatched socks, pressed church clothes, and a rhythm that was ours alone.

I was the baby. The late one. The extra one.

Spoiled, they said.

But I don’t think it was that.

By the time I came, I think everyone else had been hardened by life—and I was the last soft thing Mama held in her hands.

And even as the baby—I had a fire.

Bossy.

Curious.

Nosy with a purpose.

A quirky, nerdy little old lady in a little brown girl’s body.

I could solve puzzles before I wrote my name. I made up answers when the truth didn’t come fast enough. I asked questions grown folks weren’t ready for—and sometimes answered them for them.

I think my family always knew I was different. They didn’t always know what to call it—but I do now.

And Daddy used to say it plain:

“You used to be a lil’ mess. Now you just a big one.”

And honestly? He wasn’t wrong.

I was wired for wonder. And truthfully, I still am.

Writing this wasn’t just storytelling. It was therapy.

I cried in real time. Got mad in real time.

It was shadow work and soul work.


It was sitting down with the younger versions of me—the ones I buried, the ones I lost, the ones I missed—and asking, “What happened, baby?” Then telling the truth.


Everything that shaped me started there.

And everything I’ve lost along the way—I’ve either fought to reclaim, reshaped into something usable, or finally laid to rest.

But every piece, even the broken ones, taught me something.

That house didn’t just raise me.

It woke me up.

And this story?

This is me—still waking up, still learning, still becoming.
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To my parents—

For all your magic, mixed and mingled, that made me.

Whatever kind of genes y’all were working with—

you created a beautiful… complicated situation.

And I carry your legacy in my bones. Always.

To my sisters—

Thank you for being shelter.

My first safe place.

My people who held me close… until they couldn’t.

Even in the silence, I still feel the echo of your love.

To the things that shaped me—

My marriage.

The church.

The divorce.

The relationship that came after.

Each one molded me.

They taught me patience.

They taught me long-suffering.

They taught me silence—


The silence.

They taught me the shell I had to live in…

and eventually, how to come out of it.

They gave me trauma.

They gave me hope.

They gave me joy.

They gave me peace.

But most of all… they gave me perspective.

And going back through all these memories—

even the painful ones—

I made it.

And now that I’ve faced them…

I forgive you.

Fully.

So I can walk into my next chapter with clarity and purpose.

To my children—

My darlings. My why.

Each of you carries a piece of my soul.

Which means… you have superpowers too.

I dare you to find them.

I dare you to use them.

I used to wonder why I had so many of you…

But now I know.

I’ve stopped worrying about the how…

And started honoring the now.


I will always love you with everything in me—

And I will fight to the ends of the earth

to make sure our legacy continues.

To my friends—

Thank you.

For riding this roller coaster with me.

For letting me cry, fuss, cuss…

Be ghetto on Tuesday and uppity on Wednesday.

Y’all held space for my mess,

and I love you for it.

You kept my secrets—

But I’m finally letting them go.

To the love that’s still unfolding—

It’s always been love.

From the first moment… to infinity.

You are my true love.

I found you.

I’m keeping you.

And I’m holding you close.

And finally—

To you reading this—

The one who’s been through it.

Who’s survived the mess, the misunderstanding,

the moments that almost broke you…

This is for you, too.

Because complicated doesn’t mean unworthy.

Pain doesn’t mean permanent.

You can make it through.

You can turn your chaos into gold.

So after you close this book…

go pick up the pieces.

Reclaim who you are.

And write your own next chapter.

This one is for all of us.


Chapter 1: Miracle at 606 First Street





606 First Street wasn’t just an address—it was a whole world.

Our rented house, owned by Mr. John Henry, stood tall with its white-and-green trim and a porch that hugged the front like arms. Mr. John Henry would stop by now and then to collect rent, and Mama always had his envelope ready in a tan manila folder. They’d sit a while—two grown folks trading neighborly talk and cool water.

The house itself had its own personality—its own rhythm.

It creaked in all the right places and held heat like a secret. Fans buzzed all summer, fireplaces popped in winter, and the air always carried a mix of home-cooked meals, hair grease, and gospel music.

It was noisy, but the kind of noise that felt like comfort. Grown folks laughing in one room, kids running through the hall in the next. Doors slamming, someone hollering your name, church folks dropping by unannounced. That was our normal.

We didn’t have everything, but I never felt without.

What I knew was that we had what we needed—and I got most of what I wanted.

To me, that felt like abundance.

I was homegrown in that place—spoiled, depending on who you asked—but always surrounded by love, rules, and rhythm. The kind of rhythm that raised you right.

I came into that house as the last child. The extra one. The unexpected softness at the tail end of a long line of hard-earned lives. And even though I didn’t understand it then, I was growing up in the middle of something sacred.

606 wasn’t just a house.

It was spirit.

And I was wrapped in it from the start.

◆◆◆

Mama, Daddy and the House That Raised Me

My mama, Ms. Eloise Hunt, was my color—warm brown with that classic kind of beauty. She stood about five-five, maybe five-six on a good day, but carried herself like she was ten feet tall in the Spirit.

Mama didn’t wear pants. Not once in her life that I can remember. She wore skirts, blouses, stockings, and her favorite shoes—Clark’s. Even on regular days, she looked dressed for a meeting with the Lord.

She had long, silky hair that she kept tightly rolled and styled neat. She wore these octagon glasses that sat just right on her face. She looked like the kind of woman who meant what she said—and baby, she did.

Mama worked at the shirt factory, but she ran that house like a well-oiled machine. She didn’t just keep it clean—she kept it together. She could cook, bake, sing—well, maybe sing—and whip a child into shape all before noon.

Candy apples, boiled peanuts, brownies, cakes—she sold those too.

That was her side hustle. That was also her joy.

I was with Mama a lot. She’d take me to the store most times, especially when I was little. But then I started begging. I mean, I didn’t just make it up—she taught me. Took me through the aisles:

“You like this?”

“Yes.”

“What about this?”

And before I knew it, I had a begging spirit. I saw what I liked, saw what was on TV, and sometimes got egged on by my sisters. So later on, Mama started leaving me home. She’d say, “I don’t have the money for Tina to beg me.”

Mama didn’t drive. We had a car, but she didn’t drive it. If she had to go to town, we walked—to the grocery store, dentist, Allied, the doctor. She caught rides to work and back from Mrs. Laura (her best friend), Mrs. Mary, Mrs. Mills… or Uncle Carey.

Now Uncle Carey? He took her to Vidalia the most, in that hot truck that sounded like it needed a prayer. He always wanted sugar water—don’t ask me why, but that man loved sugar water.

We had to go to Sunday School and Bible Study too. Bible Study was every Tuesday night at Mr. Castleberry’s house in Lovely Hill. We’d walk there and somebody would usually bring us back. On Sundays, Mama sent us ahead to Sunday School while she stayed behind to start dinner. Then she’d come for the 11:30 service. That was her rhythm—let the Word come in stages.

Now when it came to discipline? Mama did not play. She would get our brother’s or Daddy’s leather belt and knew exactly which mulberry tree had the best switches. If you brought her back one that was too thin or too short? She’d send our brother out to get one. And Lord, he’d come back with a big fat long one from the mimosa tree.

And Lord help you if you tried to run. That’s when she’d call him back for backup—Maris. He’d pick you up like a bag of potatoes and hold you still while Mama handled her business.

I didn’t get a lot of whoopings… but I got enough.

And let me tell you something about her scent—Mama smelled like gardenia and spearmint. That was her signature. She always had gum tucked in her purse—Juicy Fruit or Doublemint—and if you were sitting next to her in church or standing by her side in the kitchen, that scent would wrap around you like home.

And if the phone rang? Mama didn’t answer like regular folks. She picked it up and said—bright, lifted, and full of excitement—“Praise the Lord!”

Didn’t matter who was on the other end. That was her way.

That was her foundation.

That was Mama.

◆◆◆

Now Daddy? Daddy was a whole different rhythm.

Mr. Jesse Hunt Jr.—aka Baby Hunt—was shorter than Mama, red-complexioned, with long Jheri curl hair and a thick mustache that sat heavy on his face. He wore plaid shirts like a uniform and moved like time bowed to him, not the other way around.

Daddy worked at the carpet factory and had this quiet, strong way about him. He wasn’t loud. Didn’t talk much. But when he looked at you, you felt it. You knew when he walked in the room.

Daddy loved to garden. Loved lights—especially around the holidays. He’d decorate the whole yard with homemade wire light-up characters like we lived in a Christmas wonderland.

He played the guitar, dipped snuff, and baby… he could sang. My daddy could sing, and anybody who knew him wouldn’t fail to agree. Daddy sang lead for the Gospel Angels. And when he opened his mouth, the whole house felt it. Didn’t need a mic—and even with one, his voice carried truth and power, like it came straight from his soul.

He wasn’t big on whoopings—that was Mama’s job. But when Daddy said no, it usually meant no. Unless I worked him just right.

Daddy loved to fish so much that even his friends knew that was his peace. He’d go with Mr. Lemon, and sometimes Poon would tag along.

And then there was the day Sabrina said she was done cleaning his fish.

Now normally? That was her job. Daddy would come back from fishing and hand her a bucket full, and she’d go out back and clean ’em just like he taught her.

But this one day? She’d had it.

Bucket was full, and she wasn’t with it. So she grabbed a hammer. Not a knife. Not a scaler. A hammer.

And she started whackin’ them fish right on top of the head.

Whack.

Whack.

Whack.

Like she was sending every one of them home to glory.

Then she went out in the yard, dug a hole, and buried half of them. Like she was laying them to rest in peace and power.

When she came back, she brought Daddy what little was left. And he looked at that bucket like something didn’t add up.

He said, “I know good and darn well I had more fish than this.”

And you know what Sabrina did?

Nothing. Not a blink. Not a word. She just kept it movin’.

And Daddy? He didn’t press her. But one thing for sure—she thought she’d gotten out of it, but nah. She still had to clean fish every single time. She made sure he knew though: Daddy, I am tired of this…


And when he wasn’t fishing? He was stretched out right on that couch—one hand behind his head, TV playing low, feet crossed like he had the whole world handled. He was a couch potato for real, and when Daddy had the remote? You better get your show in before he came home. Once he took over? It was a wrap.

Andy Griffith. Sanford and Son. George Jefferson. The Three Stooges.

And baseball—especially the Braves. Nobody dared move during a Braves game.

He was a die-hard Atlanta Braves fan. I mean that with all my soul. He played ball too—was a pitcher. I think deep down, he watched the game like he wished he had his chance. And if he was as good at baseball as he was at singing? Whew. He even taught the neighborhood boys how to throw. Some of them still remember that. And they were good too.

But my favorite thing was watching cartoons with him—Flintstones, Tom and Jerry, Looney Tunes, Scooby-Doo. All his shows. And he had the TV programmed like a ritual. I’d sit right beside him. He’d laugh and mimic them, high-pitched and full of joy—

“Go on and get the rabbit!”


“Run, rabbit, run!”—talking about Bugs Bunny.

I think that’s where I get my humor from. My Daddy was funny. Real funny.

And let me tell you about that spit can.

Daddy didn’t use a cup. No ma’am. He used an old tin can—like from some beans or soup. He’d rinse it out, stuff some tissue in the bottom, and leave it right on the floor by the couch. That can sat like it had a seat at the table. And God help you if you kicked it.

That snuff spit would take your breath away. It was evil. Plain evil.

Daddy would be stretched out on that couch, spitting like he had no care in the world. And when Mama brought him his plate? He didn’t move. He didn’t eat at the kitchen table like the rest of us. Daddy got served right there on that couch.

Before he took a bite, he’d rise up to start picking through the biscuits. And I mean touching every single one. Didn’t matter if he’d been outside dipping snuff, fishing, planting—he never washed his hands. I never saw it. He’d poke, flip, squeeze—looking for the softest one like he was gold mining.

We’d just sit there like, Whelp… guess I don’t want no biscuit today.


That was Daddy.

Nasty fingers and all.

But somehow, even that was love.

Just Daddy, bein’ Daddy.

◆◆◆




My Siblings – Early Memories

I was the youngest of nine living children, and even though folks liked to remind me I was “spoiled,” what I really was… was watched.

Eyes were always on me. Arms always reaching for me. Voices constantly calling out to guide or correct or protect. I had siblings old enough to be mistaken for young parents, and some who treated me like their baby doll, their shadow, or their tattletale-in-chief—depending on the day.

My nickname, Bibi, came from my daddy and his gospel group partner, Mr. Lamar. One day, he just said it—“Bibi.” And it stuck. A name born out of rhythm and affection, passed from their mouths straight to my identity. That was mine. That was Daddy’s.

Let me introduce you to the cast of characters who filled the house at 606 First Street and shaped my world.

◆◆◆


Ronnie, the eldest, had already started a family of his own by the time I came along. He was married to Melissa and had two children: Derrick who was born before me, and Jasmine, who came the April after I was born. They lived in Vidalia, but I saw Derrick often—Ronnie would bring him around on visits.

He drove a brown Cutlass with music thumping from the speakers, so you always knew when he pulled up. Built and handsome, Ronnie stood about 5’9” and had that older-brother swagger. He’d scoop me up in a hug, kiss me on the cheek, and slide a $5 bill in my hand like I was his sidekick.

One Christmas when I was five, he asked me what I wanted and brought me exactly that—a white Cabbage Patch doll named Carrie. She wasn’t Black like I hoped, but I loved her anyway, fiercely and fully. That was just Ronnie.

Later, when he remarried in 1986, I gained two bonus siblings: Kim and Corey. Kim was my age. Corey was a few years older. They brought more laughter and connection into our already loud house.


Tony, my second-oldest brother, came into my world when I was two years old—at least that’s how it felt to me.

I was sitting on the hump of the front porch playing when a brown car pulled up. I stood up, curious. I was known for running in and out of the house, but this time I froze.

A young man stepped out wearing army fatigues with a green duffle bag slung over his shoulder. I watched him walk up, trying to figure out who he was. As he got closer, he said, “Are you Tina?”

I said, “Yes… why?”

He said, “I’m your brother Tony.”


What? I thought. I had never seen him before in my life.

So I did what any confused two-year-old would do: I picked up my nephew’s yellow Tonka truck and POW—smacked him upside the head.

“You ain’t nonna my bother!” I told him.

What I didn’t know was that Tony had gone into the army when I was only six months old. He came home and found a little sister who had no idea who he was.

But after that? Tony became my ace. The only thing I couldn’t stand was when he’d lie in wait just to tickle me. He’d tickle me until I turned pale. I’d laugh so hard I couldn’t breathe. He’s the reason I used to hate being tickled. I’m over it now—go ahead, tickle me.

He used to take me riding with him in his Toyota Celica when he came to visit. We’d go everywhere together. He’d buy me anything I wanted—even Big Macs.

◆◆◆


Maris was the third-born son—and one of the most known and loved people in our town. He had Down Syndrome and a gentle, goofy spirit that made him unforgettable. He did yard work for neighbors, took out trash, made his own little money from the training center, and always had candy—or chewing tobacco—in his pockets.

But the real thing to know about Maris? He was the undisputed Santa Claus.

Every year—church, parade, or training center—he’d put on that red suit and pass out candy with so much pride, you’d think he’d been cast by God himself. And if anyone even thought about trying to play Santa instead of him? Oh, there’d be sabotage. Maris didn’t just want to play Santa—he had to. It was his title, his territory, and trust me, you did not want to challenge him for it.

◆◆◆

Then came the girls.


Celina—whom we called Lina—was the oldest sister. Later in life she changed her name to Alana, but to us, she was always Lina. At sixteen, she seemed like everything I wanted to be: smart, elegant, endlessly creative. A cheerleader, songwriter, piano player, and babysitter extraordinaire.

She even took me to North Carolina with her once, and again later for a longer spring break visit. She moved to Atlanta for school after that, and though I didn’t see her as often, I never stopped feeling her love. Sometimes I wonder if part of her wanted me to be hers.


Donetha, or Dunt, was the quiet one. The sneaky one. The steady one. The rule-follower. She did most of the cleaning and cooking while the others joked and played. She disciplined when needed, combed my hair when nobody else could be bothered, and followed Mama’s instructions like scripture.

But let’s be real—not everybody listened to Dunt.

And the cooking? Well…

She made fat pancakes that smelled like the pot. Same for the eggs. I’d sit at the table, pretending to eat with a straight face, but deep down, I was praying I didn’t have to finish. Nobody really ate her food, so technically she was wasting it. But she was trying. And she meant well.


Sabrina was the hairstylist of the house. If my braids were beautiful and clinked with foil-tipped beads, it was Sabrina’s handiwork. She was loud, funny, tender when she wanted to be—and that girl could sang.

Daddy called her Bird because she stayed singing. Her voice soared like his, and anytime there was a man-woman duet in The Gospel Angels, it was her and Daddy.

She had a long, shiny Jheri curl and dark, beautiful skin—made even darker from working in the tobacco fields during the summers. She had a special kind of glow. And even when she had her own baby, Felicia, she still made time to care for me.

There was something special about Sabrina. Still is.


Octavia, known as Poon (or Babe to Daddy), was soft-spoken and observant. She didn’t say much, but she saw everything. She babysat me when needed and kept to herself most of the time.

Her energy was safe, quiet, gentle. She had the kind of presence that didn’t need volume to make an impact. She was a watcher—and one of the first examples I had of what quiet strength looked like.


Latrice, the baby before me, walked to the beat of her own drum. Six years older, with her own vibe, her own style. She didn’t sing with the family group or follow the usual script, but she had presence.

I’ll never forget her walking around the house in high heels like she was already grown. To this day, when I see my daughter clacking through the hallway in shoes too big for her feet, I think of Latrice. She had that spark before I even had words for what spark was.

Growing up in a house with that many siblings could’ve felt chaotic. Crowded. Loud. And it was.

But it was also funny. Warm. Full of flavor and rhythm.

Everybody had a role. Everybody had a story.

And somehow, I was always at the center—watching, learning, remembering.

◆◆◆

Baby’s World – Pre-Kindergarten Stories

Most of the time, I played alone—me, my tricycle, my Big Wheel, and my baby dolls. The world I built in my head was enough. I had a full cast of characters living up there, and a vivid imagination to keep me company. That was enough.

Still, when I did play with others, I had a small crew—Jennifer, Terri, and sometimes Scooter. We’d play outside like we were in music videos, belting out the latest R&B songs with all the stage presence in the world.

One Saturday morning, we were in the backyard giving our all to “Cool It Now” by New Edition. Jen’s little sister Angel was there too.

For some reason, we got into a heated debate about whether the song came from heaven or hell. Jen swore Jesus made “Cool It Now.” I said it came from the devil.

She got so mad, she grabbed a glass Coke bottle and smashed it on the picnic table. The glass shattered, and a shard flew straight into my left hand, slicing through my knuckles.

I ran inside screaming. My sisters moved fast—snatching me up, cleaning me off, and calming me down. When Mama got home and saw the mess, she banned me from playing with them for a while.

But if you looked at my hands today, you’d never know it happened.

The scar? Gone.

The mark? Erased.

That should’ve told me something back then. I didn’t understand it at the time, but now? I know what it means.

I’ve been told more than once that I have healing hands.

I believe it. I know it.

So yes—my hands do not bear the marks of the battles they’ve fought.

That’s one of my superpowers.

◆◆◆

Sometimes I played with Bill—the boy Mama called the “Moon-head boy.” She wasn’t a fan.

“Tina, what I told you about playing with that Moon-head boy?” she’d say.

“He don’t ever clean his nose, and he can’t talk!”

But I liked him. He was fun. He played how I liked to play—no fuss, just imagination. I caught a few whoopings behind that friendship, but I snuck off to play with him again anyway. He never did anything wrong to me. I think I just saw the friend—not what Mama saw.

◆◆◆

I also had a side hustle. Mama turned me into a paid spy.

She’d slide me a dollar or two and send me around corners to report on what the big sisters and their boyfriends were doing. I took the job seriously. My favorite line was:

“Toot and Sabrina kissing!”

I’d shout it like breaking news.

Sometimes Sabrina would bribe me to stay quiet—and sometimes it worked. But most of the time, I told anyway. I thought it was fun… and profitable.

And I loved every minute of it.

Looking back, that little mission taught me how to be deliberate, sharp, and low-key strategic.

Ma taught me how to watch.

That turned into one of my grown-up superpowers, too.

Even then, I had a sense of right and wrong—couldn’t always explain it, but I knew.

And even when I didn’t understand it, the truth still found its way to me.

You could catch me peeking from behind corners, snickering, my front teeth showing—and that one little rotten mark right in the middle like a stamp of mischief.

I was definitely rotten.

Rotten… with purpose.

◆◆◆

Mama even posted a sign in the Great Room for all visitors to see. It read:

“Curfew is 9:00. If you don’t obey, you can’t come back anymore.”

Words going sideways and all. Eloise was going to get her point across, and she meant it.

That was mostly for Sabrina and Dunt’s boyfriends. Mama didn’t play about her house. If a boy wanted to come around, he had to chop wood or hang clothes. That was just how she rolled.

◆◆◆

One time, Mama sent me to Randy’s house with Dunt. I hated it.

They left me sitting in the living room all day with nothing but a PAC-MAN game—and not even a snack. When they finally came out, Dunt was adjusting her clothes, and I knew what that meant.

As soon as we got home, I jumped out the car and hollered:

“Ma! Dunt got pregnant!”

And guess what?

She was.

I was five.

◆◆◆

Kindergarten – Learning My Name

By the time I was old enough to go to school, I had already graduated from what I called the babysitter circuit. I had been rotated through a handful of women in our neighborhood—some better than others. One had a daughter my age, and that made things bearable. But the others? Let’s just say they left a lot to be desired.

One in particular used to steal my cereal. She’d give my box of Fruity Pebbles to her grandson and replace it with plain ol’ corn flakes—like I wouldn’t notice. But I noticed. I always noticed. Mama had taken me to the store and let me pick out my cereal myself. That mattered. It was a privilege. And I didn’t take kindly to someone short-changing me on the little joys of childhood. I told. Mama didn’t take me back.

The one who kept me the longest had a house full of kids, but none I clicked with. She fed us pork and beans almost every day, and she had roaches. Not just one or two. Tiny ones, medium ones, big ol’ cockroaches—you name it. I was already traumatized by roaches, thanks to one of Sabrina’s friends, Mandy, who’d holler, “Tina, it’s a roach!” just to get a reaction out of me. And boy, did she get one. I’d scream to the heavens every single time. And yes, I still hate roaches to this day.

Needless to say, I was more than ready when kindergarten finally rolled around in August of 1985.

I remember that first day like it just happened. The building smelled like chocolate milk and graham crackers—two scents I’ve never liked. Yuck. Our kindergarten building was a repurposed gym from the old high school. They’d converted the classrooms into something that resembled a school, but it still had that cavernous echo and aged feel.

I was hoping to land in Mrs. Marijo’s class, or maybe Mrs. Patsy Ware’s. Even Mrs. Walden’s would’ve been fine. But I got Mrs. Patty Davis. I didn’t know her. Her name didn’t carry the buzz the others had, and her assistant, Mrs. Pebbles, seemed even older than my mama. Mama wasn’t old—she was in her forties—but that was old to me. Turns out they were all probably around the same age—just different eras of self-care and style, I guess.

When Mama walked me in, she greeted the teacher, helped me settle at my desk, and asked if I was okay. I nodded yes. She gave me a hug, let go of my shoulders, and walked away. I didn’t cry. I didn’t fuss. I just sat there staring at my desk, a coloring sheet and a pack of crayons waiting for me.

I didn’t color a thing right away. I just observed all the children that were sharing the same space. It felt different—there were 31 of us.

Then the teacher called out: “Martina.”

I didn’t even flinch.

She said it again, louder: “Martina Marie Hunt.”

My neck snapped.

I looked around like, Who is that?


That’s when I found out my name wasn’t just Tina Marie. My real name was Martina. And baby, I was mad.

To make it worse, none of my friends were in the same class as me. They were all in Mrs. Marijo’s or Mrs. Walden’s rooms—two teachers everybody liked. Their classrooms were full of color and fun. But me? I got stuck with Mrs. Davis. She wasn’t the fun one. She wasn’t popular. And I was already feeling like I didn’t belong.

All the kids had to stay seated in their chairs. The room was quiet, but I was still steamed.

That wasn’t the end of it though. After roll call, we were given a coloring sheet—a big cookie with a smiley face on it. Everybody else grabbed their crayons and got to work. But me? I scribbled all over mine. I wasn’t in the mood. I knew how to color, and I could’ve done it pretty, but I was mad about my name. So I took it out on that cookie.

Mrs. Davis didn’t fuss. She just clipped the page with a note and sent it home with me to redo.

Donetha—or Dunt—was home then. She had graduated high school the year before. When she saw what I did and read the note from the teacher, she made me sit right down and recolor it.

She thought she was teaching me how to color inside the lines. But I already knew how. I just didn’t feel like it.

She got up to tend to the food in the kitchen, and by the time she came back, I was done. Colored it neatly, every line outlined in the same color, shaded just right. It was beautiful.

I didn’t take anything else out on my coloring—or my schoolwork. Not after that. My folks knew I was smart, and they let me know real quick that slacking wouldn’t fly. Lucky for them—and me—I didn’t try it again.

My best friend was Cookie. He was Mr. and Mrs. Baldwin’s son, and we’d been close ever since our parents started dragging us to meetings together. While they talked grown-folk business, we played—laughing, running, making up games like we had our own little world.

We were two peas in a pod—played together every day at recess. Until one day…

I don’t even remember what he did. I don’t think he did anything, honestly. But I remember what I did.

We were on the playground—first the swing, then the slide. As we took turns going down, something just snapped in me. After one of his turns, I drew back my arm and scratched him. Not a little swipe—hard. Deep. With them nasty fingernails I had. I scratched him in the face so bad, he started bleeding.

The teacher was horrified. She called Mama, and Mama gave her permission to discipline me.

Mrs. Davis gave me my very first paddling—three stinging licks across the behind. And boy, did it hurt.

My best friend that morning, and by afternoon, it was over.

Cookie’s mama came by the house that evening and didn’t even get out of the car. She called for Mama. Mama came back inside and didn’t say much—just:

“No TV. No playtime.”

And the worst part? I wasn’t allowed to play with Cookie anymore.

That was my first taste of regret. I lost my best friend, and I knew it was my fault.

Kindergarten taught me a lot: who I was, what my name meant, and that I was gonna have to share the world with people who tested my patience. It was my first step—my first real-world experience outside of that big ole green and white house.

But more than anything, it taught me that even when things surprise you—like your own name—you get to decide what sticks.

Kindergarten wasn’t all grief and growing pains.

There were tender things happening too.

That same year, our house got even fuller.

My first niece, Tiffany, was born—Donetha’s daughter.

Then came Felicia, Sabrina’s baby.

And even Alana had a baby that year.

It was like a baby boom exploded right inside our house—and I was right in the middle of it.

Auntie. Classmate. Big-little sister. Observer. I wore all the roles.

And whenever I got sick and had to stay home from school, I stayed with Sabrina.

She wasn’t going to school that year because she had Felicia, so we were on the same wavelength—me resting, her nesting.

Those days were soft.

She’d do my hair, cook something light, and if I was lucky—she’d let me hold the baby.

I felt grown. Seen. Important. For a girl who had just scratched her best friend’s face and been told she had a different name than she thought… those days were healing.

◆◆◆

That year, I learned more than how to read and write.

I learned about identity. About grief. About consequences.

About holding a baby and feeling like maybe—just maybe—I could be gentle too.

I met my real name that year—Martina. And even though I didn’t like it at first, I eventually made peace with it. I Learned to wear it when the world asked.

But Tina?


Tina is who I’ve always been. I learned that your actions can hurt someone deeply, even if you don’t mean them to. And that once something breaks, you might not get to put it back the way it was. I learned that softness matters. That being cared for feels like safety. That even in the mess, there’s always something sweet.

Kindergarten was the start of something new. It didn’t just teach me school lessons—It handed me my first taste of emotional accountability.And even with the hiccups, it was mine.

◆◆◆

Talent, Trophies, and Tiny Crowns

Long before I ever stepped foot on a stage, I had already found my voice.

By the time I was around six, something in me had started to bloom.

It wasn’t loud at first—but it was strong.

And it came with a sound.

But really, it started earlier than that.

At just two years old, I sang my first solo at the Living Revival Crusade.

Mama had heard me mimicking gospel songs around the house—repeating lyrics like I owned them, carrying tunes like they were tucked in my pocket. One day she turned and looked at me with that knowing smile and asked:

“You wanna sing at the singing?”

And I said yes—eyes wide, heart ready.

Mama wasn’t just a mother. She was often the Mistress of Ceremony for those gospel programs—smooth, spiritual, full of presence. She knew how to run a lineup and hold a crowd. And truth be told? I’m the same way. I do it now at work functions and they love it, even though most people have no idea where that gift came from.

But I know.

I watched her.

She got my hair done and bought me a beautiful white dress with a can-can underneath—because if you were gonna sing, you had to look the part.

She showed me how to hold the mic, how to move the crowd, how to carry the stage like it was already mine.

When they called me up—“Little Miss Tina Hunt”—I walked with all the pride my little body could hold.

I sang Glad I Saw the Light, and the crowd rose to their feet.

Their claps didn’t scare me.

They stirred me.

I held up one tiny finger and declared, “One more!”

And I got it.

Followed it up with He’s Still Working on Me.

That “one more” thing?

It became my thing.

My family still talks about it to this day.

Performing didn’t feel like something I had to work at—it felt like something I had always had.

It wasn’t just talent.

It was inheritance.

My daddy—Mr. Jesse Hunt Jr.—was the lead singer of a gospel group called The Gospel Angels.

And when I say lead, I mean the showstopper.

His voice could shift a whole room. His presence was calm, but commanding. People would come from everywhere to hear him sing. Women would line up in the front row with their legs crossed and red lipstick glistening.

Yeah, he had it like that.

The group was made up of Mr. Lamar (who gave me my nickname, Bibi), Mr. William, Leo, Donnie on the drums, and both McGirts. Their manager was Mr. Smith. They were seasoned, soulful, and serious about the sound.

And me? I used to “steal” their songs and sing them like they were mine.

I’d belt out Lord, I Know You’ve Been So Good—a Mr. Lamar classic—and he’d shake his head like,

“That Bibi done did it to me again.”

I couldn’t help it.

The music was in me.

Mama had her own gospel legacy too.

She formed a group for my sisters called The Spiritual Angels.

She baked cakes and pies to fund their outfits, organized rehearsals, booked programs, and made sure they had what they needed to shine.

She didn’t just support the vision—she created it.

She saw something in all of us.

And she poured into it like it was sacred.

So when the UCWC pageant rolled around in 1986–1987, it was a no-brainer what my talent would be.

Mama bought me another white dress—this one even fancier, with another can-can underneath—and I sang The Greatest Love of All by Whitney Houston.

I didn’t miss a note.

Sang with everything in me.

And I won.

I became Little Miss UCWC—crown, sash, trophy, all of it.

And that same year?

My sister Octavia won Miss UCWC.

A family win.

A moment to remember.

As part of our duties, we got to ride in the town Christmas parade.

Mama bought my red-and-white dress from Dolores and Woody’s. It cost a pretty penny, but it was perfect. My hair was done to the nines. And the cherry on top?

I rode beside Maris, who—as always—was Santa Claus.

Let’s be clear: Maris was the undisputed Santa. If someone else tried to do it, there’d be sabotage. That red suit was his armor, his stage, his ministry. You couldn’t take it from him. And we didn’t try.

We waved from that float, handed out candy, and smiled like royalty.

I had made my mark—not just because I won, but because I was born to show up like that.

◆◆◆

Music ran deep in our house.

Daddy and The Gospel Angels.

Mama and The Spiritual Angels.

Me and my “one more.”

Sunday school, Bible study, church programs.

It was rhythm.

It was structure.

It was home.

I don’t think Mama was just trying to raise performers.

I think she was trying to give us the kind of upbringing she wanted for herself.

The kind her and Daddy never got.

She was trying to pour purpose into her kids—whether we knew it yet or not.

But something in me knew.

Even then.

I didn’t just want to join the music.

I wanted to be it.

I wanted to be seen.

To be heard.

And I knew—whatever this was inside me?

It wasn’t a phase.

It was purpose.

It was power.

It was me.

◆◆◆

Maris – The Light and the Shadow


Maris was my brother.

But he was also a presence.

He was the third-born son of my parents and one of the most recognizable figures on our block—if not the whole town. Everybody knew Maris.

He had Down Syndrome, and a big, expressive spirit that left a lasting imprint.

He wasn’t book-smart. Couldn’t read or write beyond his name. But he knew what was his—and he claimed it.

He had a check from the training center, and he was proud of it.

He wore what he wanted—usually a baseball cap—and carried himself like someone with a mission.

When he came home, he brought energy with him.

Joy. Humor. Candy in his pocket. A joke on his lips.

He swept porches, hauled trash for the neighbors, and was known for his kindness and goofy charm.

But more than anything… Maris was Santa Claus.

Every single year—without fail—he suited up for the Christmas parade, for the church, for the training center.

He didn’t ask for the role. He owned it.

If someone else tried to put on that red suit?

There would be sabotage.

Sabotage, tantrums, threats—you name it.

You didn’t take Santa from Maris. Period.

We all respected that. We honored it.

But that wasn’t all he carried.

When Mama reached for her belt to discipline one of us, she’d sometimes call for Maris.

He’d pick you up like you were nothing—one arm around your chest, the other around your legs—and hold you suspended midair while Mama got her swings in.

We laughed about it later.

But in the moment?

It was terrifying.

There was no escape from the Maris hold.

But the deepest fear… the one I never spoke about…

It wasn’t about the belt.

It was about the other side of Maris.

When I was around three, he started a game we called “flying to the moon.”


It was something my sisters used to do—me laying on their feet, arms stretched out like airplane wings while they bounced me through the air.

But that day, Maris didn’t lift me.


He pinned me down.

That was the beginning.

What started as curiosity—or confusion—turned into coercion. Abuse. Violation.
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