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To my wife, Natasha —

You didn’t just stay. You saw me. Not the mask, not the anger, not the wreckage—but the flicker buried beneath it all. For sixteen years, you stood where most would’ve run. You loved the man I was, but you also demanded the man I could be. Without you, I would’ve died behind bars or beneath the weight of my own silence. You woke me up. You held the mirror. You saved me.

To my children — Heatherlynn, Kieshawna, Curtis, and Solomon —

You are the reason I breathe with purpose. When I tried to give up, you fought for me. Not with words—but with expectation, with fire, with belief I hadn’t earned. You saw something worth saving. And in saving me, you gave me something I never had growing up—a reason to stay. This book is your inheritance. A roadmap through the dark, written in blood and survival.

To Angela and Andria Myers —

You never asked me to be perfect. You just answered the phone. You held space for me when I was breaking, and you didn’t flinch. You let me be raw, ugly, lost—and still made me feel like a man. I’ve been a brother, a father, and a friend to you both. And now I just hope I’ve made you proud.

To my mother-in-law, Tina —

We didn’t always see eye to eye, but you sharpened me. You challenged me when comfort would’ve killed me. You gave me lessons, not lectures. You made me uncomfortable in all the ways that forced growth. Thank you for the hard truths and for loving me through them.

To Aunt Stephanie Edge —

You walked in with nothing to prove and everything to give. Since the moment we met, you poured love into a space I didn’t even know was empty. You didn’t try to fix me. You just reminded me I was still worth loving. Thank you for being family in the realest way.

To James and Jarrod Davis, Grace Kelley, Chris Day, Allison Jordan, Sam Townsley —  

And so many others...

You didn’t just support me—you stood behind me like a wall when I couldn’t stand alone. When I said I was writing a book, none of you laughed. You believed. And when I started to fade, you told me to finish. That belief—that push—is etched in every page.

This book is not just mine.

It’s for every soul who helped me climb out of the grave I was born into.

It’s for the ones who loved me when I was still learning how to love myself.

—Solomon David
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“The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”  

— Psalm 118:22

“They meant it for harm. But God meant it for good.”  

— Genesis 50:20

I wasn’t raised.  

I was forged.  

In fire. In silence. In fists and absence.  

And still—

I’m breathing.  

Not because I was built to survive.  

But because I refused to die.
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​Chapter 1 – Born Wrong
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I wasn’t supposed to be born.

Not like this. Not to her. Not in that place. Not with this skin.

The nurses didn’t smile when I came out. The doctor didn’t say “congratulations.” The room stayed quiet, tense. Not like the movies where babies cry and everyone claps. No, I came into this world to silence. Judged before I even took my first breath.

I was born to a white girl they thought was trash and a Black man they called a mistake. That made me... what? A stain? A scar? A warning to the next white girl who thought about loving a man darker than cream?

My mama was sixteen. Just a child herself, caught between the South’s Bible Belt and a belt across her back when she acted “fast.” They called her a whore. Said she shamed the family. But they didn’t blame the man who got her pregnant. They blamed me. The baby. The evidence. The proof of her sin.

I was born wrong.

***
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They say babies are innocent. I don’t remember being innocent. I remember pain.

By the time I was old enough to hold my head up, I’d seen more rage than a grown man. My granddaddy never called me by my name—just “nigger boy” or “it.” He wouldn’t hold me. Wouldn’t look at me. I was the family’s reminder that something dirty had happened. My existence made everyone uncomfortable.

And yet, there I was.

Mama tried. At first. She held me when she wasn’t out chasing a high or a man. But her love had gaps. Sometimes she’d sing to me. Sometimes she’d slap me for crying. Sometimes both in the same hour.

I learned quick: don’t cry too loud, don’t move too fast, don’t trust nobody. Love came with bruises. Silence kept you alive.

***
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The first house I remember was a trailer that smelled like mold and cigarette burns. The walls were thin. You could hear every fight, every moan, every lie.

I didn’t have a crib—I slept in a drawer. My diapers were old t-shirts. Sometimes there was formula, sometimes beer. If I was lucky, water.

Roaches crawled on my bottles. Rats chewed my blankets. But I didn’t know any better. That was just home.

Mama’s boyfriends rotated like broken ceiling fans. Each one more violent than the last. One of them knocked her teeth out while I was in her arms. Another used to threaten to “discipline” me if I made noise during the game.

One night I remember crawling behind the couch just to hide from the yelling. I peed myself and didn’t move till morning. My body learned to go numb.

***
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By the time I was three, I had bruises I couldn’t explain and instincts I shouldn’t have.

I could tell when a slap was coming by the way the floor creaked. I knew which bottles were full of liquor and which were full of piss. I knew when mama was too high to protect me and when her eyes were clear enough to fake a smile.

People say kids don’t remember those years. I remember everything.

Like the first time I got whooped with an extension cord for knocking over an ashtray. Blood soaked my onesie. I didn’t cry loud. Just bit my lip and stared at the floor. Mama said, “You a man now.”

I was three.

***
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There was a woman once—a case worker or maybe a nurse—who looked at me different. I must’ve been about four. She asked me what my name was. I said, “Ray Ray.” She smiled and said, “You have beautiful eyes.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.

That night, mama accused me of “looking cute for white bitches.” She burned me with a cigarette and told me not to smile at strangers.

That’s when I learned kindness had consequences.

***
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Church was a joke. We only went when mama needed to impress a new man or score food from a pantry. I remember sitting in a pew, hungry, watching the preacher scream about salvation while my stomach growled.

They said Jesus loved the little children.

But nobody loved me.

***
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I was born wrong. Not broken—wrong. Like I was the punchline to a joke God didn’t finish telling.

But somehow, I made it past year one. Then two. Then three.

I wasn’t supposed to be here. But I was.

And I wasn’t done yet.

Because next came the fire. Not the kind that warms. The kind that eats.
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​Chapter 2 – Ashes in the Crib
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I was born into fire, but it didn’t end with the crack pipe glow the night I came in. It kept burning—inside the walls, inside my mama, inside me. We didn’t have heat, but we had flames. And they didn’t warm you—they scorched.

The crib wasn’t no crib. It was a wooden box with splinters that stuck in my legs and paint peeling like dead skin. That mattress stayed soaked in piss, mold creeping up like it was tryin’ to escape too. But that’s where I laid every night. Wrapped in old towels, not blankets, with cigarette burns and holes that looked like mouths. That crib was where I first learned that comfort was a lie. Safety? That was a joke the projects didn’t tell.

Mama used to get high inches from my face. I watched her eyes go hollow and her body slump like a dying plant. She’d light the pipe with one hand, hold me with the other. Rockin’ me while her soul disappeared. She said it kept her calm, said the demons didn’t scream so loud when she smoked. But I still heard ‘em. They whispered through the vents and screamed from behind her eyes. Some nights she’d scream back. Some nights she wouldn’t wake up at all.

I’d wake up coughing, lungs full of smoke and fear. I didn’t know what clean air was. My nose burned even when I was sleepin’. Ashes used to fall from the tip of her pipe like snow, landin’ in my crib, in my hair, on my lips. I learned not to cry when the hot ones touched me. Cryin’ only made her mad, or worse—made her remember I existed. And sometimes that was more dangerous than her forgettin’.

I remember one night, the whole room lit orange. Not from a lamp. From the foil in her hand and the lighter under it. She was chasing something, eyes wide like she saw God through the smoke. I saw nothin’ but her shadow on the wall, twitchin’ like a monster. I don’t know if I was scared of her or for her. I just remember thinkin’, “Is this what love look like?”

She used to hum to herself while she got high. Gospel songs, like she thought the notes would forgive the sins. I hated those songs. They made her cry, and when she cried, she got angry. She’d hold my face too hard, like she was searchin’ for the version of me that didn’t exist. “You ain’t supposed to be here,” she whispered once, high outta her mind. “You was my curse.”

I didn’t understand what that meant. But I felt it.

Sometimes she’d lock me in the room while men came over. I’d hear the bedsprings, the fake laughs, the begging. And afterward, she’d come back limping or bleeding or quiet. Quiet was the worst. That meant she was empty. Meant there was nothin’ left of her to love me, even if she wanted to.

I remember one time she left me in that crib for two days. Diaper saggin’, piss stiff on my skin, stomach screamin’ for anything. I tried to chew the rail. Thought maybe the wood could fill me up. My lips bled. My gums split. But I didn’t cry. I already knew cryin’ was a waste of sound.

My only toy was a melted action figure—no arms, half a face. I used to talk to it like it could save me. Told it my secrets. Told it about the dark, the cold, the things I seen but didn’t have words for. I named him Soldier. He ain’t never answered back, but he listened. Better than any grown-up ever did.

The roaches kept me company too. I watched ‘em crawl in and out of the wall like they had somewhere better to be. I was jealous. They were free.

There was one night—I still see it like it’s stuck behind my eyes. She was high and singin’ again, louder this time, almost like she was beggin’ God to show up. Then it got quiet. Then real loud. The sound of glass shatterin’. Her scream. A man shoutin’. A thud. Then silence. I crawled out the crib for the first time, knees slippin’ on piss and ash. My hand touched something warm and sticky. Her blood. She was curled on the floor like a baby. Her eyes wide open but lookin’ nowhere.
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