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Through darkness comes courage.

Through courage comes change.
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For My Brothers

This page is dedicated to my three brothers, the boys my mother brought into this world, and the men whose lives are forever tied to mine. I am the only girl, but I have always carried you with me in my heart.

To my youngest brother, Wakeem Alajuan Evans, who was adopted as Moey Will—gone far too soon. Born September 13, 1991, and taken from us on September 27, 2011, at only twenty years old. I never had the chance to meet you, yet I have always felt the bond of your spirit. You are remembered, honored, and loved beyond words. My oldest son carries your name, Lajuan, so that your light and your legacy will continue on.

To my brother, Markie Edward Allen, adopted as Mark Maldonado born September 22, 1989. Life separated us, but time and faith brought us back together. Now that we are older, I am grateful to truly know you and to walk alongside you as family, not just in name but in love.

To my brother, Glenn Allen, born July 3, 1983, who I was adopted with by our grandmother. We grew up together, through the struggles and the storms, side by side. 

This book is for all of you—for the brother I lost, for the brother I found again, and for the brother who has always been near. Though our stories are different, we are bound by blood, memory, and love. 

We’ve been a reminder that no matter how hard life gets, we keep going.

I love you always.

Author’s Note

This story is inspired by real places, experiences, and the strength of women who have faced unimaginable challenges. While the characters and events are fictional, the emotions, struggles, and triumphs reflect the reality of many young women navigating hardship, incarceration, and the fight to reclaim their lives.

MyAsia’s journey is one of pain, resilience, and hope—a reminder that even in the darkest places, strength can grow, leadership can emerge, and healing is possible.

To all the mothers, daughters, sisters, and friends who have ever felt trapped by circumstances beyond their control: this story is for you. May it inspire courage, spark determination, and honor the power within each of you to turn pain into purpose.

With gratitude and hope,

Lakesha Mai-Ling Allen
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Chapter One - Roots and Ruins
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The sidewalks of Brooklyn, NY were already busy, even this early. Broken bottles sparkled like diamonds in the gutter, and a police cruiser rolled slowly past the corner boys, their voices cutting across the street in sharp laughter. MyAsia kept her head down, bookbag strap biting into her shoulder, heart set on making it to school before the bell. 

She hated being late. In school, time mattered. Order mattered. In school she could almost believe she was just another seventeen-year-old girl—one who still had choices, one who wasn’t already tied to a story that began long before she was born.

Her English teacher had said it only yesterday, leaning on the desk, eyes narrowed but kind: “You’ve got a voice, MyAsia. Smarter than you even know. Don’t let this place bury it.”

She replayed that sentence over and over as she walked, clutching it the way other girls clutched bracelets or secrets. She wanted to believe it. She really did.

But belief was hard when bills stacked high on Grandma’s kitchen counter, when the fridge was never full enough, when every corner of the block whispered temptation.

Still, she moved faster, sneakers slapping pavement, determined to make it to class.

The hallways smelled like bleach and pencil shavings. MyAsia slid into her seat in English just as the bell rang, heart still racing. A few kids smirked—some waiting for her to trip, to fail. She ignored them. She always did.

Mrs. Simmons smiled at her. “Just on time. Good.”

MyAsia opened her notebook, pages crowded with half-finished poems and words she couldn’t let go of. Sometimes she thought if she didn’t write them down, they’d choke her.

Today’s lesson was on The Great Gatsby. The kids around her groaned, but MyAsia leaned forward. She liked the way books peeled people open, and showed their secrets. When Mrs. Simmons asked a question about the American Dream, MyAsia’s hand rose before she could think.

“It’s not real,” she said. “Not for everyone. Some people never get a chance. They’re born already losing.”

The room went quiet.

Mrs. Simmons tilted her head, like she wanted to say more but didn’t. “Interesting perspective,” she said finally, her eyes soft. “Let’s sit with that.”

And for the rest of class, MyAsia felt it again—that flicker of possibility. That maybe she was more than the streets, more than the whispers that followed her last name. 

Home smelled like fried onions and baby powder. Grandma stood at the stove, apron tied tight, humming some old gospel tune. On the couch, two-year-old Malachi stacked blocks into a crooked tower, his curls damp with sweat, his laugh bubbling up every time the blocks toppled.

MyAsia dropped her bag and scooped him up, kissing the soft spot at the top of his head. He smelled like safety, like purpose.
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“Ma!” he squealed, clinging to her.

Her chest ached. She was only seventeen, still a child herself, but when she held him, the world narrowed down to one clear truth: he was the reason. The only reason.

Grandma glanced over her shoulder. “Boy been askin’ for you all day. You know he doesn't understand why you are gone so much.”

“I know, Nana.” MyAsia sat at the table, Malachi squirming in her lap. “I’m just trying to keep up in school. Mrs. Simmons says I’m good at writing.”

Grandma snorted, stirring the onions. “Good, don't pay bills.” But her eyes softened when she looked at Malachi. “Still, maybe good’ll be enough to get you out. Don’t waste that gift, girl. You hear me?”

MyAsia nodded, though the words weighed heavy. Out. Everyone talked about getting out, but nobody really did. Not from Brooklyn.

Later that night, when Malachi was finally asleep, MyAsia lay on the thin mattress in the small back room she shared with him. The hum of the fridge carried down the hall, mixing with Grandma’s soft snoring from the living room couch.

She stared at the ceiling, and like it always did, the past slid in uninvited.

Her mother’s face first—eyes glassy, words slurred, arms too thin. A memory of whispered arguments behind locked doors, the kind a child isn’t supposed to hear. The kind she couldn’t ever forget.

Then another memory, darker: the smell of sweat, the heavy shadow of a man who was supposed to be a family friend. Her mother passed out in the next room. MyAsia was twelve. She had never told anyone. She had swallowed the scream and carried it with her, day after day, like a stone pressed into her chest.

She closed her eyes against the memory, jaw tight.

Malachi stirred beside her, tiny hand brushing hers. She turned toward him, tears burning, and forced herself to breathe.

He was her reason. He had to be.

Because if she let the past define her, if she let it swallow her whole, then the system had already won. And she refused—she refused—to let that happen.

The next afternoon, MyAsia lingered outside the school, backpack slung low. Kesha and Drea leaned against the chain-link fence, nails long and sharp, laughing about some boy who just got jumped.

“MyAsia!” Kesha called, flashing a smile too wide to trust. “Come on, we are heading over to Marcus’s spot. He got some Henny and a little somethin’ rolled up. Are you coming?”

MyAsia hesitated. She thought about Grandma, about Malachi, about the look Mrs. Simmons had given her in class, like she actually mattered. But then Marcus himself stepped out from behind the fence—tall, fitted cap low, gold chain catching the sun. His eyes found hers and held them, steady, promising something she wasn’t sure she wanted but couldn’t turn away from.

“Don’t act brand new,” he said, voice smooth. “Come chill with us. You're too serious all the time.”

Her heart stuttered. She knew better. She knew boys like Marcus—fast talk, faster hands, always pulling girls into something they couldn’t climb out of. But the way he said her name made her feel seen, like she wasn’t just another girl weighed down by a baby and a broken family.

Drea nudged her. “You coming or what?”

MyAsia glanced down at her sneakers, then back up at Marcus.

“I can’t stay long,” she murmured.

Marcus smiled slowly, like he’d already won.

And just like that, the line between the life she wanted and the life waiting to swallow her blurred.
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Chapter Two - Trusting Shadows
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The sun was sliding low, washing the block in orange light, when MyAsia found herself walking behind Kesha and Drea toward Marcus’s cousin’s apartment. Music thumped from the cracked windows, heavy bass rattling the glass. The stairwell smelled like weed and fried chicken grease, and somewhere upstairs a baby cried, ignored.

Inside, the apartment buzzed with voices and laughter. Too many people crowded into too small a space, smoke curling toward the ceiling fan that barely spun. Marcus sat on the couch like a king, sneakers spotless, chain glinting. A half-empty bottle of Hennessy sat on the table in front of him.

When he saw her, his grin widened. “Look who finally showed up.”

Kesha and Drea disappeared toward the kitchen, leaving MyAsia standing in the doorway, arms folded, heart pounding. She told herself she’d only stay a little while. Just long enough not to look lame.

Marcus patted the seat beside him. “Don’t be shy. Come sit.”

She hesitated, then slid down onto the couch. The cushion dipped closer than she expected, pressing her against him. His cologne was sharp, sweet, and it tugged at something inside her—something dangerous.

“You're always so serious,” he murmured, leaning close. “Like you carry the whole world on your back. You need to relax.”

She wanted to tell him he was wrong. That she did carry the whole world—her son, her grandmother, her own past that never stopped pressing down. But the words stuck. Instead, she let the music drown them out, her gaze fixed on the flickering TV across the room.
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