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    This book is dedicated to my Father in heaven and my Lord and savior Jesus Christ. He gave me the drive, the strength, and love to be able to push through and draft this book. This book is also dedicated to everyone who reads it. My prayer is that it encourages you, excites you, and it pushes you to another level in your prayer life. God wants to see you. Not only one time but every day of your life. Every day that you open your eyes you should spend time with your creator who is God in heaven. And as you continue to spend that time you will realize and understand how great life can and will be. Be blessed and be encouraged.
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Chapter One: The Move
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It was the middle of the summer in July 1965. My family has just moved to Houston Texas from Bentonville Arkansas. The company my dad was working for had closed due to lack of work. So, Dad told Mom to pack up because we were going to Texas. There were more opportunities in Texas, especially in Houston because it was a growing city. Now when my dad spoke it was like being in a house next to a train track and trains traveled on that track day and night. Now my mom was always a quiet woman but the look she had on her face when dad said that we were moving to Texas said it all. That blank stare was like looking into a mirror and not seeing your reflection. Nevertheless, we packed our one bedroom one bath house and moved to Texas. At that time, I was only five years old, but I learned quickly that everyone must pull their own weight! From Barbie dolls to dresses and shoes. I had to pack up my own box and tape it down. Now that I think about it. What about child labor laws? I was too young to work like that! Oh, but wait, it was 1965. No such thing as child labor laws back then, at least in my house. Besides going to Hot Springs Arkansas where my grandparents on my mom’s side lived. Which was about four hours of travel time away. I have not traveled much, and the trip to Houston took twice as long. It was like being on a roller coaster ride that never ended! As a Black married couple with a young child traveling back in 1965. My dad had to be careful where we stopped. There was not enough freedom back then and we were not welcome everywhere. Also, since dad was a former athlete and worked on construction on his job. He was a very intimidating large man! He stood tall at six feet three inches and weighed about three hundred pounds. Get my drift! The country though, was trying to progress as a nation. You had Martin Luther King fighting for equality. Malcolm X fighting for rights that cost him his life in 1965. Ed White, who was from Texas, was the first American to walk in space. So, during that time and year, there were events happening in America and around the world. After a day’s journey we finally made it to Houston. Thank God we did not have any troubles or situations. I was asleep when we pulled up into our yard. So, mom woke me up to get out of the car. When I opened my eyes and realized that we had made it to our new home, my mouth dropped! It stayed open so long that dad said, “close your mouth before flies get in it”! Not sure what that means but ok. I felt like Alice in Wonderland. The yard was green as leaves growing on a tree branch in the springtime. There was a rainbow of colorful flowers that draped across the front of the house as if the house were wearing a sun dress on a sunny day. The sun was even going down in the West, hitting the house at an angle that made it glow like fireflies at night. The house itself even looked twice as large as our old house in Bentonville. This 5-year-old child had reached their limit at this point. You could stick a fork in me and take me off the flame. As I was amazed by the sheer beauty of our new home. My employers were ready to get back to work! I began thinking to myself. Wait a minute, I thought I was on break? That does not work on this job. If the bosses are working, then you are working! Who cares that I am five years old, and I am ready to play! That sounds like a personal problem and if I have an issue then I need to contact HR (my grandparents). The wonderful thing about being a Johnson was that I was smart and strong! Both parents were athletic, and mom went to college! So, with my smart self I figured that I would get the box that I packed and taped up. And after taking it into the house I could then drop it off and get to playing! However, effective employers guide their employees to work more efficiently rather than exerting unnecessary effort. So, they gave me everything but my box that I packed and taped up! Then they would cheer me on by saying “look at my big girl with her big muscles” “she is so strong and mighty” “Oh and she is fast too.” Dad also started misquoting Bible scriptures “greater is He that is in she then He that is in the world” “only be strong, courageous and a Johnson” “He may not come over when you want Him to but....... ok Dad, please stop! The Bible does not even say that! By the time we unloaded the car and trailer, I was exhausted. Dad had to bring in my box that I packed and taped up. And mom put up my Barbies, dresses, and shoes. They fed me, I ate, I took a bath and then went to sleep and that was the first day!

I read somewhere in the Bible that people would sacrifice unblemished animals unto God for their sins. It would be like a sweet-smelling aroma unto Him. Well, I am not sure what sins I have committed lately. Obviously, it was bad because mom had to sacrifice an unblemished cow and pig. They were being prepared for breakfast, and the sweet-smelling aroma has awakened me from my sleep. What sweet-smelling aroma do you know? That will lift you out of your bed and cause you to float towards the kitchen as if you were a cloud in the sky. Then lift you up like a hot air balloon. Mom was the greatest cook on earth. You were always sleepy once you finished eating one of her meals. Mainly because you just could not get enough, and you wanted more. Someone once told me that my eyes were bigger than my stomach, but I disagree. My stomach was smaller than my eyes. Besides, my eyes had an intimate relationship with my mouth, and we got along fine. After breakfast, I finally got a chance to be a 5-year-old. No more labor requirements, just play time and fun in the sun. So, mom told me to put on one of my sun dresses and my sandals. I did as she requested and grabbed two of my Barbies as well before proceeding outside. Then mom said something that puzzled my 5-year-old mind. “Play in the shade because the sun is too hot to play in.” I stood there with a puzzled look on my face, thinking of my 5-year-old self. Is mom losing it? I always played in the sun when we were in Bentonville. Then I proceeded to go outside. I had no clue what was in store. I believe that the sun in Bentonville did not travel with us to Houston. On the shuttle mission of Apollo 13. The crew ran into a situation and radioed back into base with this statement “Houston we have a problem.” I too agree with this statement! Dear Houston, may I ask you a question. 

What is humidity and why do you have so much of it? Every step that I took towards the tree had made me feel like I was walking on lava. With each step, my arms began to leak like a faucet. Water began to run down my leg so fast that I thought I was drowning in a pool. My face and neck were wet as If I were playing in the tub while taking a shower. By the time I got to the tree, my sun dress was now a washcloth. I screamed in agony, dropped my Barbies, and ran back into the house. Mom was so worried, and she asked me what was wrong. I was so flustered and confused that I could barely get the words out of my mouth, so she gave me a glass of water to calm my nerves, but I refused. Then she got upset and yelled at me. LANEL, what happened? All I could say at that moment was it was wet. Mom said, "What?" I said it again, “Wet. Then she looked at me, smiled and said, “Are you trying to say sweat? I looked up at her with my big brown eyes and just nodded my head in a yes position. She laughed to herself, grabbed the towel, and got me out of those wet clothes. Then she hugged and kissed me and told me that I was going to be OK. I had never sweated like that before, so that experience was traumatic for me. I thought I was drowning in my own body. It will be hard for me to go back outside again. This was just the beginning of my trauma. This fear and anxiety that I am experiencing is unbearable. How can I do what I love doing like playing outside with my Barbies, knowing that it will have me feeling this way? I never saw those Barbies again. For all I know, they started a new life without me and lived happily ever after. I do believe that they got married to twin brothers named Ken and moved into dream houses or something like that. Who knows. Unfortunately for me, I did not have a patient father. He saw how I began to act after the day in the sun, and it upset him. He thought that I was just being extra sensitive. He did not understand that as a girl I did not want to sweat. He sweated all the time! When he came home from his construction work, his shirts were always wet. So, in his mind he did not see the big deal. I overheard my parents’ discussion about me one night after that traumatic outing. Mom said. “Girls are different than boys and they don't like to sweat.” Dad said “Well if she were a boy like I wanted her to be. We would not be having this discussion.” Immediately I felt a sharp pain in my chest. I could also hear glass breaking. I collapsed to the floor with tears rolling down my face. Eyes welled up so that I could not see my feet in front of me. Does Dad not love me? Am I not enough? As a 5-year-old, I was stressed out beyond my years. Dad was everything to me. With his big muscles and contagious laugh, it warmed my heart. Every time he walked into the room, he would pick me up and toss me in the air while mom would grasp for air. How could this man that I am in love with, not want me? After that, I just went to my room and sat on the floor. Dad called me to the table for dinner, but I did not respond. So, he called me again, but I stayed put. Then mom walks into the room saying, “Didn’t you hear your father calling you? I just looked up at her with the same blank stare that she had when Dad said that we were moving to Texas. In that moment, she realized that I overheard the conversation between her and dad. Her eyes welled up, and she just grabbed me and said, “It would be OK, baby. It will be OK. So, I washed up for dinner, but I did not really have an appetite. And that was the first week.

It had been weeks, and I still had not gone back outside. At least to play, that is. And since my mom was a stay-at-home mom at that time, I had to go with her everywhere she went. One day we had to go school shopping. The start of the school year was only a week away and this was my first time going to big school so, I was so excited. We went to a local department store called Woolworth in downtown Houston. While mom was picking me out clothes, I was playing in the aisles and in between the clothing racks. Then I saw this little girl with long golden hair. I was mesmerized by how her hair flowed and bounced as she ran around as well. I did not get her name or know who she was, but she was pretty. My mom was a fair skinned lady, but nothing like this. The girl saw me as well and she smiled and waved. Then I heard someone yelling. Amy, where are you? Next thing I know, this little girl was gone. Then I heard another voice saying. Lanel, if you do not get your butt over here. Well, that was my cue. I wonder if I ever will see this little girl again. She could be my friend but oh well. Mom made me try on clothes because I was growing like a wildflower. The clothes that I tried on all fit, so we checked out and went back to the house. Mom had to get dinner prepared before Dad made it home. He was not a happy camper when there was no food to eat after a long day of work.
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Chapter Two: The Early Years
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It is September 1st, 1965, and it is my first day of school. Mom woke me up early that morning with one of her famous cloud floating meals. As I sat down at the table, to my surprise dad was sitting there. He looked at me and said, “Well, aren't you going to say good morning? I did not sleep with you last night. With one eyebrow up and confused by the second part of his statement, I went ahead to say good morning, Dada. As mom served dad and I breakfast, she said to me, “guess who is taking you to school today? My eyes got big as golf balls, and a Grinch of Christmas smiled illuminated my face. I looked towards Dad, and he just smiled. Then he told me to hurry and finish so I could get ready for school. I then turned back to Mom, and she smiled at me with her eyes welled up. I am not sure if mom ever told dad that I overheard their conversation. But this made my first day of school even more memorable. I finished eating and got ready for school. The school was close by, so dad and I walked to school. 

Mom gave me school lessons leading up to the first grade, but I had never been to an actual school building. That made this day even more special to me. I was going to be around kids my age. I was too young to really understand what type of America I was really living in at the time. As Dad and I walked. In his own way, he tried explaining it to me. His explanation was this. “Baby girl, there are people in this world who do not love like we love. At this school people might call you names, spit at you, and even try to fight you. But the one thing I want you to remember is that you are Johnson! And Johnson's are not afraid of anything or anyone. You walk with your head held high and whether they like you or not, you belong at your school and in this world.” As Dad finished his statement, we arrived at my school. I had never seen anything like this. It was all so scary. Grown people outside with signs yelling and screaming at Dad and I, with police officers holding them back. This scene was crazy, and it had me afraid, and tears began to fall. Then Dad looked at me and said, “remember what I said, baby girl.” Then he hugged me and sent me into the school. School desegregation ended on May 17, 1954, with the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka case. The ruling reversed the precedent that was established in 1896 from the Plessy versus Ferguson case. The Supreme Court ruled that “separate but equal” was not unconstitutional. Although this law was enacted in 1954. Schools in the South did not adhere to this right of way. Which puts me in the predicament I am in for the first day of school. It was only 3% of Black students allowed to attend white only schools here in Houston. So, you can tell why there is so much outrage going on. Nevertheless, I am a part of that 3%. When mom taught me at home. She always said that I was smart. 

To gain acceptance into this school, I needed to demonstrate my intelligence. This was a large school and beautiful inside and out. There were clean white floors with big clean walls. It felt roomy, but I felt like a small fish in a large pond. My teacher greeted me and showed me where my class was. When I walked into the class, I was immediately greeted with paper balls thrown at me. The teacher yelled at the students throwing the paper and she showed me to my seat. I was so nervous and afraid, but at that moment a quiet southern voice spoke to me. Hi, what is your name? I turned to my right and lo and behold, it was the little girl with golden hair who I saw in the Woolworth clothing store about a week ago. With all the nervousness in my throat. I said to her, Lanel, my name is Lanel. She says nice to meet you, Lanel. My name is Amy, Amy Broadsworth. She smiled and I felt a calm come over me. I was still nervous, but no longer afraid. My teacher proceeds to get the classes attention by scraping her nails on the chalkboard. We all cringed and straightened up immediately. She wrote her name on the board in big, bold letters. My name is Mrs. Hanker Smith. She begins to tell us what she expects from us. “I am a no-nonsense teacher. I will not allow disrespect to myself or to any student in this class. We will work together and get to know each other. I am here to educate you about books but also about life. I am different and that is OK. In life and in this world, you will not always have your way. You are all the future, and I am going to make sure that the future is bright.” After this speech Mrs. Hanker Smith gave, I was no longer nervous. I knew that I belonged here, and I was ready to work. The day was going along fine and before I knew it, there was this loud sound that came from the corner of the room. I did not notice it before because of my nervousness and being afraid, but it was the school lunch bell. Everyone got up quickly and began to run out of the class, but Mrs. Hanker Smith stopped us in our tracks. “Where are you all going? No one leaves until I release you. Now, one row at a time. Get your lunch and proceed quietly to the lunchroom.” As requested, one row at a time got up and grabbed their lunch. They then proceeded quietly to the lunchroom. I was in the last row and in the last chair. As I walked to the front, Mrs. Hanker Smith stopped me. She handed me my lunch and with a big smile, she told me these words. “I know this may all be scary to you. A new school and many unfamiliar faces. But you are smart and strong. You belong here and do not let anyone tell you anything different. Now go and enjoy your lunch.” I left class with broad shoulders and my head held high. You could not tell me anything. Then I entered the lunchroom. Other students and teachers did not share Mrs. Hanker Smith’s perspective. The teachers would not even allow me to sit with students that did not have my skin color. They set me at the table with students that did have my skin color. It was only five of us, but I felt so alone. It was good to see my skin complexion, but I did not know them either. I was just as nervous and uncomfortable around them as I was with the others. I only saw hair textures, boys, and girls. What was race? What was colored? I am five years old. Do you know how to play and what do you play with because I have Barbies? Even though they leave me from time to time. These are my only questions and concerns. Next thing I knew, I heard that small quite southern voice. “Hi, Lanel, can I sit here?” I looked up and it was Amy with her long golden hair, looking at me with a big smile on her face. Then I said, “yes Amy, you can sit here.” She asked me. “What are you eating for lunch, Lanel?” I told her that I was having a peanut butter and Jelly sandwich with a banana and chocolate milk. She smiled and said all she had was a ham and cheese sandwich, chips, and iced tea with a chocolate chip cookie. “Would you like half of the cookie?” Before I could say anything, the principal, Miss Oswald saw us sitting together and began to yell at Amy. “Young lady! What are you doing sitting here with that colored girl? Move right now before I take you to my office.” With a sad look on her face, Amy looked at me and said I am sorry. She got up from the table and moved to one of the other tables. I also was sad and no longer had an appetite. Not too long after that, the school lunch bell rang again, and it was time to go back to class. As I was walking back to my classroom, I felt so defeated. And these questions arose in my 5-year-old mind. Why was this happening? What did I do to cause so much pain and disruption? Am I not enough? Was I born to the wrong family? Did God make a mistake by coloring my skin? I could not put my finger on it. For the rest of the day, I was quiet and absent from class. Not in body, but in my mind. I had totally checked out. The day continued and it was finally the end of the school day. Then that loud sound came from the corner of the classroom again. Oh yes, it is the school bell. I was so out of it that I forgot all about the classroom rules that Mrs. Hanker Smith stated this morning. When that bell rang, I just got up and started walking out. Mrs. Hanker Smith must have called my name several times, but I did not hear her. By the time I got to the door, she grabbed my arm. “Lanel, do you hear me?” In that moment, I came to myself, and tears began to flow. She moved me to the side and excused the rest of the students. Once everyone had left, she began to question me to see what was wrong. I just cried and looked away. This went on for about five minutes, but it felt longer than that. While this was going on, my dad was standing outside waiting for me to come out. He began to get worried and wanted to come into the school to check on me. They stopped him though and would not let him come into school. I then heard the principal calling for Mrs. Hanker Smith. “Mrs. Hanker Smith, Mrs. Hanker Smith, where are you?” “I am in here, Miss Oswald.” As Miss Oswald enters the room, she sees me. “Is this Lanel Johnson?” Yes, it is Miss Oswald. She was crying and I was trying to see why. “Mrs. Hanker Smith, your job is to instruct these students, not to parent these students, especially “these” kinds of students. And speaking of parents, her father is here to pick her up. Please release this child so that their “kind” can leave. Today, Mrs. Hanker Smith!” Mrs. Hanker Smith with a sad face grabbed my hand and we headed to the front door of the school. Dad was standing outside the door with a worried look on his face. I do not think I have ever seen this look before. Nevertheless, when Mrs. Hanker Smith opened the door, Dad was elated to see me. She looked at Dad and said I am sorry. Dad paused for a second and stared at Mrs. Hanker Smith. I do not know why, but I felt peaceful with dad. We finally left and headed home. Dad did not say too much to me, and I am glad he did not. Dad was a safe place for me and just knowing that I was back with him was comfortable for me. Mom was sitting on the porch wondering why we were taking so long. When I saw her, I took off running. She looked up and saw me and then said there goes my big girl. We embraced each other with big Bear hugs and kissed each other. Oh, how I missed this woman. We had never been apart for so long, so we both missed each other a bunch. She saw that my eyes were red, and she immediately asked what was wrong. Mothers have a sixth sense of trouble. She always knew when something was not right, but like before I was not saying anything. I was only glad to be back at home. She looked at Dad and said Russell, what happened? “Woman I do not know, but we will talk about it later. Is the food ready?” Mom just shook her head, and we went into the house and that was the first day at school. 
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