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DEDICATION

To the Next Generation


For the ones coming after me—
may the road be wider,
and the weight lighter.



“Children have never been very good at listening to their elders, but they have never failed to imitate them.”


—James Baldwin
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Note from the Author

This book is not a blueprint.

It is not a how-to guide, a leadership manual, or a prescription for healing. What you’re holding is a record of one life lived in motion. One that is shaped by responsibility, survival, faith, and the quiet work of becoming.

I didn’t write this because I have everything figured out. I wrote it because I have lived long enough to recognize the difference between endurance and wholeness, between performance and truth. For many years, I believed success required carrying everything without complaint. I believed composure was protection. I believed rest had to be earned. I know now that those beliefs kept me functioning, but not always free.

These pages trace the moments that shaped me: childhood instability, loss, adoption, motherhood, corporate leadership, caregiving, love, and faith. Some stories are tender. Others are unfinished. All of them are honest. I share them not to be admired, but to be useful and to offer language for experiences many of us carry quietly. I hope to remind you that freedom is not an arrival, but a choice we make again and again.

If you see yourself here, know that you are not alone. If you recognize your own patterns, be gentle with yourself. And if this book gives you permission to set something down, then it has done its job.


PREFACE

When I look back at the world my parents inherited, I’m struck by how much weight they were already carrying before they ever held me in their arms. In the early 1950s, for Black families in America, especially in the rural South and Southwest, life had a way of blending beauty and struggle so tightly that you couldn’t always tell where one ended and the other began. Sundays were survival set to music; choirs lifting us higher than the world ever intended.

Evenings belonged to the blues; voices pouring from cracked speakers, singing our pain back to us without apology. Communities leaned on one another because the country refused to truly see us, no matter how loudly it claimed progress. Its residue lingered everywhere; in neighborhoods, in opportunities, and in the limits the outside world tried to place on our lives.

Still, inside Black homes and gathering places, there existed an entire universe of laughter, resilience, and pride. It wasn’t loud pride, or something worn for applause. It was quiet, steady, and quietly defiant. The kind that let you believe in possibility even when the world insisted you had no right to it. Even now, when I think of that world, I can almost smell the cigarette smoke trapped in winter coats, hear church shoes on wooden floors, feel the way adults talked around pain like it could hear them.

West Texas shaped that possibility in its own fierce way. The land stretched out flat and wide, the kind of horizon that made you feel like the world went on forever. But for Black folks, that same horizon rarely opened into opportunity. Towns were scattered like far-off islands, and survival demanded more than just hard work. It required determination, grit, and a kind of faith that didn’t always come easy. People worked long shifts in cotton fields, oil fields, kitchens, and factories, then came home to raise children, put food on the table, and keep hope alive with nothing more than a prayer and a cracked vinyl record.

Radios crackled with gospel Sunday mornings and blues on the weekends, each song a reminder that joy and suffering often lived in the same house. Neighbors kept watch over one another’s children as though they were their own. Aunties—some blood, many not—acted like the world’s first responders, quick with a pot of beans or a sharp word meant to set you straight. Church ladies seemed to know when someone needed a hot plate, a few dollars, or simply to be seen and pastors making house calls. The land itself could feel unforgiving, but the people made it livable. Community was the well everyone drew from.


​


Imagining my parents inside that world, at nineteen (dad) and seventeen (mom), nearly kids themselves, brings the truth into painfully sharp focus. They weren’t standing at the threshold of adulthood; they were shoved into it. My mother was seventeen, still a girl navigating the unresolved trauma of her own upbringing. My father was nineteen, barely steady on his own two feet. When they discovered they were pregnant with me, the world around them didn’t ask if they were ready. It told them they had no choice. They were forced into marriage before either of them understood what marriage required. They hadn’t healed from their pasts, hadn’t built dreams for their futures, and suddenly they were supposed to build a family.

The pressure must have felt suffocating, no diplomas, no savings, no roadmap and very little room for mistakes. They faced racism from employers, judgment from family members, and expectations that far exceeded their maturity. They were responsible for a life before they had figured out how to care for themselves.

And yet, they tried. They did what the people around them had always done. They pushed forward with whatever strength they had. That strength, however, came with cracks. Deep ones.

My mother carried the burden of responsibility in ways her young heart was never prepared for. She was the one who stayed home, the one who raised the two children, and the one who shouldered the resentment she never had the tools to name. I know now that part of her resented me before I even arrived. She resented that my existence forced her into adulthood long before she was ready. That resentment shaped the way she mothered me. It shaped the silences, the sharp words, the distance that stretched between us even when we were in the same room.

My father, on the other hand, believed providing meant paying the bills and little more. And in that one narrow sense, he was reliable. But in every other way a father is supposed to show up—in presence, in protection, in nurturing—he fell short. He ran the streets, chasing distractions or maybe just chasing the version of himself he hoped existed somewhere. I don’t think he understood that his absence carved gaps into my younger brother Wil and me. Gaps that would take us years to confront and even more years to heal.

Growing up, Wil and I became the collateral damage of two people trying to navigate adulthood with childlike tools. The lessons we learned didn’t come from wisdom or guidance; they came from chaos, instability, and survival. Our parents were doing the best they could, but “the best they could” still hurt. It shaped us, molded us, and forced us into a kind of resilience we didn’t ask for.

This prologue is to lay the foundation, not blame. It’s about truth. It’s about naming the world I was born into, so readers can understand the world I eventually built for myself. Because nothing about my early life pointed toward the life I have now—an executive career, a dream home, a loving husband, daughters I adore, and grandchildren who light up my world. None of that was handed to me. None of it came easily.

I grew up in the aftermath of my parents’ youth, their trauma, their forced decisions, and their limitations. But I also grew up with a front-row seat to the kind of resilience that runs deep in Black families, especially in places where hope isn’t a guarantee but a choice. My story is not about the extraordinary childhood I had; it’s about the extraordinary life I built despite the childhood I didn’t.

Before I ever learned how to drive on the freeway, I learned how to survive the shoulder.

This is a memoir about trauma, yes. But more than that, it is a memoir about hope. The kind of hope that rises from broken places, from imperfect parents, from cultural landscapes shaped by hardship, and from the deep well of strength that I didn’t know I possessed until I needed it.

This is where everything begins.


PART I
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Chapter 1: THE FIRST TIME I DISAPPEARED


Sharp. Exposed. Impossible to shake.


I was five years old, standing on the playground of my first elementary school in Dumas, Texas, and I knew without anyone telling me that I didn’t belong. Not in a quiet way. Not in a way you could ignore.

I felt different in the kind of way that makes your stomach twist and your face burn. It wasn’t the kind of difference that earns attention. It was the kind that invites harm.

The wind in Dumas was always doing the most. It whipped across flat land with nothing to slow it down, carrying dust and the faint smell of livestock. The playground sat out in the open like something forgotten. No trees. No shade. Just metal swings too hot to sit on and a slide that burned the back of your legs by noon. Kids ran through that space with the wild freedom children have when they’ve never had to think about whether they belong.

I had.

I was the only Black kid in the entire school, or at least it felt that way. If there were others, they were tucked into corners I never reached. The yard stretched wide, a sea of blond and brownish-blond heads glinting in the sun. Their laughter rippled across the playground, light and easy.

Mine stayed trapped somewhere inside my chest.

I don’t remember what sparked it. I’m not sure if someone bumped into me, stared too long, or simply decided they needed someone to aim their cruelty at that day. But suddenly a small group of boys closed in around me, and everything in their faces told me I was the chosen one.

They called me the N-word with rehearsal-level precision. Like it was part of a game they played often. They spit it out with the kind of boldness only children who have heard that word spoken freely at home can muster.

I didn’t know what it meant.

I didn’t understand why their eyes shifted when they looked at me, or why their mouths twisted into something sharp and satisfied.

But I knew what it felt like.

Shame teaches its language long before you learn the dictionary definition.

I stood there, frozen. Not fighting back. Not running. Just staying still, the way children of my era were taught to do. Children were trained to be seen and not heard, even in pain. Even in fear. You kept quiet. You kept still. And whatever happened at home, at school, anywhere in between, especially the bad things, you never told.

No adult stepped in.

No teacher shouted.

No friend pulled me away.

It was just me in the middle of that wide Texas heat, surrounded by words I didn’t yet understand but would spend a lifetime learning.

I did the only thing I knew how to do.

I stood there and took it.

I wouldn’t realize until decades later how deeply that moment planted itself inside me. How it trained my body. How it shaped my instincts. I learned the art of enduring silently, the reflex to shrink instead of fight, the belief that mistreatment was something to survive rather than confront.

Trauma rarely announces itself. It slips in quietly and takes up residence before you know how to lock the door.

But something else was present too, even then, though I didn’t have language for it yet. A softness beneath the sting. A presence in the absence. The quiet voice I would later come to know as God. I didn’t know how to call on Him yet, but somehow, He was already there.

When the bell finally rang, it felt like air rushing back into my lungs.

I grabbed my little backpack, clenched the small house key hanging from a chain around my neck, and sprinted to the taxi waiting out front. My mother always tucked taxi money under her favorite china dish in the cabinet, just enough to get me home safely while she and my dad were working.

Before the divorce, we lived well. My father worked hard at the meat packing plant, and it showed. We had the kind of home people nodded at approvingly. Nice clothes. Plenty of food. Toys for Christmas and birthdays. Everything a child could need, at least on paper.

But the house felt void of affection. It lacked warmth. I have no memories or feelings of being held by my parents. Surely, they must have. But if they did, there is no imprint in my heart.

So when the taxi turned onto our street, what washed over me wasn’t joy or anticipation.

It was relief.

The relief of a child who knows that silence, at the very least, won’t call you names.

I unlocked the front door and stepped into a house where no adult would be home for hours. My mother always left a honey bun warming in the oven, wrapped in foil so it stayed soft. It was care in its most practical form, even if it wasn’t the tenderness I needed.

Wil, only three then, was usually at childcare. So the house was still. No voices. No footsteps. No questions. No comfort, but no danger either.

I sat at the kitchen table with my backpack still on and nibbled that honey bun slowly for a long time. The sweetness felt like the only kindness the day had offered.

I didn’t cry.

I didn’t speak.

I didn’t have the vocabulary for what had happened.

Only the impact.

And somewhere between that playground and that quiet kitchen, I made an unconscious decision that would shadow me for years.

Get them to like you.

Whatever it takes.

Blend in.

Become agreeable.

Don’t stand out for being Black.

Don’t draw attention.

Stay small enough to stay safe.

I was five years old, and already learning the art of disappearing.

What I didn’t realize then, what I couldn’t realize, was that God had already begun His work in me. Even when I felt unseen, He never looked away. Even when I felt alone, He sat quietly beside me.

That peace I would later feel walking into church began here, in the silence of a kitchen lit by late-afternoon sun.


Part II
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If childhood had a rhythm, mine was an offbeat, dynamic shifting tempo the moment I found my footing.


My parents were barely more than children when they began raising us. Three kids in three and a half years, all born in a small town called Hereford, Texas. I was born in 1970. Wil was born in 1972. And my baby brother, Warren LaShawn, though I only knew him as Shawn, was born in 1973.

Their marriage was built on expectation and obligation, not readiness. My mother had just turned seventeen when she became pregnant with me, still in school. My father was graduating from high school, primed for an athletic scholarship that could have changed the course of his life.

In our community, especially in that era, pregnancy didn’t spark conversation.

It shut it down.

Pregnancy meant marriage. Full stop. And dreams adjusted accordingly.

They went from teenagers with possibilities to parents with responsibilities almost overnight. And what they couldn’t name, they acted out. What they couldn’t manage, they avoided. What they hadn’t healed, they passed along.

But before the unraveling, before the disappearances and the disappointments, there were five of us, a young family moving through life the best way we knew how.

And then came October 1973.

Shawn died suddenly.

The circumstances were never clear. Was it SIDS? We will never know. What I do know is that his death left a loss so sharp it split open the already fragile seams holding my parents together.

Adults said he was “gone,” but that word was too clean.

He wasn’t gone. He was absent.

His passing created a heaviness in the air and a silence that echoed louder than the noise it replaced. It saddens me deeply that I have no real memories of him. But the aftermath etched itself in our family permanently.

My parents’ grief was both quiet and volcanic. Quiet in the way no one ever seemed to speak his name. Volcanic in the way everything around us shifted and became unpredictable, smoky, and hot.

His death took more than him.

But it also took the version of my parents who might’ve existed had grief not swallowed them whole.

It changed the weight of everything, including my responsibility to Wil. He became more than my little brother. He became my purpose. My constant. My one non-negotiable.

And one night, in 1976, God proved why.
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Wil and I shared a small bedroom. The kind where the beds were so close you could hear the other person breathe. Even in the dark, I could always sense Wil. I knew his tiny shifts and sighs, the cadence of his breathing.

But that night, something in the air felt wrong.

His breathing, normally soft and steady, came out in short, ragged gasps.

I called his name. Nothing.

I shook him gently. His body strained for air. Fear didn’t even have time to rise. Children raised in instability don’t hesitate. They act.

I dragged him, his small body heavy with struggle, across the floor and into our parents’ room. My tiny voice sounded the alarm that night.

Everything after that blurred. My mother jolting awake. My father grabbing keys. The front door slamming. Headlights slicing the night as we raced to the hospital.

Collapsed lung.

Two words no child should ever need to understand.

And yet I did, as well as any six-year-old could.

Wil survived. But something in me shifted permanently. My instincts rewired themselves around him. Tight, immediate, unwavering.

I had a role.

I had to protect him.

I had to be the one to look after him because something deep in my spirit told me to hold onto him. The ground was going to shift.

And it did.

Life didn’t get easier. It got louder. Messier. More transient.

From 1977 to 1986, we moved constantly. Once my parents separated, we moved from Dumas to Clovis, New Mexico. Then from Clovis to Chula Vista, California. Chula Vista back to Clovis. From Clovis back to Dumas. Then from Dumas to Spring Valley, California. Spring Valley back to Clovis. And finally, from Clovis to Phoenix, Arizona.

In all that shuffling, I attended eleven schools.

Eleven new beginnings.

Eleven silent negotiations with myself about how to survive the next cafeteria, the next classroom, the next set of kids scanning for weakness.

Survival, instability, and reinvention became the curriculum of my childhood.

Family anchored us, though not always in the ways people assume. Until about the age of seven, my father’s presence was unpredictable. He floated in and out, unreliable in the everyday moments that mattered. But his family wrapped warmth around us. Aunts. Uncles. Cousins. Siblings. People who loved loudly even when life was hard.

Pre-divorce, Texas weekends meant cousins piled into living rooms, racing barefoot in the street, sipping water from outdoor sprinklers when we were thirsty because you were not allowed to run in and out of the house.

On my father’s side, I remember aunties who hugged you tight and held on long enough for you to feel it. Aunt Eva Belle gave the best hugs because they always felt safe, like a hug from God Himself. She was the first memory I have of knowing what God felt like.

In those living rooms, crowded and loud, I felt something that soothed me.

Belonging.

Warmth.

A soft echo of the peace I would later find in church.

My mother’s side was quieter then. Present, but not dominant. Until everything fell apart for her. After the divorce, the weight of being a single parent began to set in, and her life slowly started spinning out. This is when she started withdrawing, emotionally first, and sometimes physically.

It was her family, especially my grandparents, who stepped in. Different kinds of love. Different kinds of saving.
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