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Nobody’s free until everybody’s free.


—Fannie Lou Hamer
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“Count Time!”


“Count Time!”


“On your feet!”


“Count Time!”


Standing in my cinderblock cubicle next to my new roommate—or “bunkie,” as I learned they were called—I watched the stone-faced corrections officers walk past each cubicle counting the women standing there. There was a cold glossiness in their eyes, so I didn’t dare make eye contact.


One of the guards must have noticed that I was a new face because as he approached, he slowed up and stopped right in front of me.


“Name?” he asked.


“Keeda Haynes,” I responded.


“Number?”


I looked down at the ID card hanging around my neck, remembering being told that we were required to wear it at all times so that we could be identified at any given moment. Like cattle with cow tags, I thought. Or, like slaves.


“00017.…” I read. “… 011.”


The officer smirked as he walked away. “You’d better get used to that number; that’s who you are now.”


For the next almost four years, I was not Keeda J. Haynes, promising recent college graduate with aspirations of continuing on to law school. Instead, I was number 00017-011. An inmate, a statistic, a casualty of the War on Drugs in America, which had been ravaging Black and brown communities for decades.


All for a crime I did not commit.


Though the reality of the injustice was overwhelming, I refused to let this experience define me. I vowed that I would not let it be the end of my story.


My experiences as a Black woman in the criminal legal system have led me on a relentless journey to reimagine justice into a more equitable vision. My life’s work, my personal mission, is devoted to dismantling the forces responsible for the fundamentally corrupt system our country is built on.


One of the pillars of our democracy is based on the idea of “equal justice under law.” We’ve all heard this term in some form. The words are etched in stone on the US Supreme Court building in Washington, DC, derived, in part, from the Fourteenth Amendment to the US Constitution: “No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”


But what does “equal justice under law” really mean? And is it actually equal for everyone?


For so many of us caught up in the criminal legal system, “equal justice under law” has been—and continues to be—an unfulfilled promise. Our current system of mass incarceration, at its very core, is deeply unjust and inhumane. It has relegated an astonishing number of people—overwhelmingly Black and brown—to a subclass of citizenry, deemed less deserving of dignity, respect, and equal protection under law. This system is beyond flawed—it has made a mockery of America’s founding principles of democracy, opportunity, and basic human rights.


From the never-ending cycle of poverty and crime, to the injustice of mandatory minimum sentences and America’s fictitious War on Drugs; from the damning power of prosecutorial discretion, tragic police-citizen encounters, and lack of accountability, to the difficulty of the formerly incarcerated transitioning back into their communities—the evidence pointing to the country’s failures is overwhelming. It exposes a system that too often feels not like justice, but like “just us”—as in, those who don’t have white skin.


In the United States there are over two million people behind bars—56 percent of whom are Black and brown. An additional five million Americans have already spent time in prison.


My story is just one of those millions.
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I grew up in Franklin, Tennessee, a small, blue-collar town about twenty miles south of Nashville. Though time and the effects of gentrification have transformed the place into a more bustling hub in recent years, the Franklin of my childhood in the 1980s and 1990s was quiet, quaint, and familiar. Like many Southern cities, Franklin wore one version of its history proudly, while often ignoring other, messier versions that might dampen the mood during polite conversation. Traveling to Franklin’s downtown, past old Victorian-style houses and shop windows filled with colorful candies, you’re bound to run into Chip, a Confederate soldier forged in Italian marble, standing on a thirty-seven-foot-high pedestal in the middle of Franklin’s public square. Gifted by the Daughters of the Confederacy in 1899, the inscription on the statue reads, in part: “In honor and memory of our heroes, both private and chief, of the Southern Confederacy. No country ever had truer sons, no cause nobler champions, no people bolder defenders than the brave soldiers to whose memory this stone is erected.”


Franklin’s place in Civil War history was considered a big deal. In 1864, a year before the Confederacy fell, the town was the site of a battle that ended in huge losses for the Confederate Army, ultimately turning the tide of the war against their favor. Thousands of soldiers—and many key generals and commanders—were injured or killed on Franklin soil. And so, in the years that followed, the entire town became a kind of memorial. My high school mascot was the Franklin Rebel, a cartoon of a smug Confederate soldier with a long handlebar mustache and matching beard. Every year we took school field trips to the Confederate cemetery and to all the Civil War sites across Franklin. I can’t even count the number of times we visited the Carnton Mansion, a huge redbrick home sitting on forty-eight acres that was used as a field hospital during the Franklin battle. As schoolchildren we took these trips and learned the history lessons, yet we were never told that the historic mansion was built by the enslaved—that much of the town, in fact, was built by slave labor. Or that the war we were taught to memorialize was started to keep those who looked like me in chains. Or that after the war, when Jim Crow segregation became Southern law, Black and white people in our town began occupying separate parts of the city—parts where they have largely remained to this day.


There were some things you just didn’t talk about—not with the white folks in town, and not with the Black folks, either. These were the stories behind the stories, ones you were never told and would likely miss if you weren’t looking for them, and as a kid I was never looking for them; there was hardly reason to. Things were as they were—and as they had been for my mother, and her mother, and her mother before her. As it had been for all of my family who grew up in this town. Our own history in Franklin stretches back for generations—at least since the 1800s, depending on which part of the family you ask. We descend in part from the McLemores and the Germans, whose plantations in Franklin are long gone, along with the pieces of our family history that have disappeared along with them. Such is the reality for many African Americans with roots in this country.


This is one level of truth. Layered on top of it is the Franklin I experienced during my childhood: a comfortable and ordinary place, filled with everybody I knew and loved. My maternal great-grandmother and grandmother, my parents and four siblings, and all my aunts, uncles, and cousins were born and raised here—nearly all of us living within a five- to ten-minute drive from one another. These people shaped the Franklin I understood; each of them was a star in the constellation of my life.


Most of the Black families in Franklin, including mine, occupied two or three pockets on the west side of town. Many of these families had lived in Franklin forever, and our lives and histories had become entwined over the years. Not only did everyone in Franklin know your name, they knew your mama’s name, your daddy’s name, and everyone else’s name in your family. In the rare instance when someone might not, the elders could probably zigzag their way back to you through a long line of family friendships built from generations of being next-door, or down-the-block, or around-the-corner neighbors.


If my family was a constellation, it was my great-grandmother Sue Lee’s home on Granbury Street that was the center of our little universe. Since Sue Lee moved into the neat white and grey home in 1938, it has been a sacred space for gatherings, meals, and fellowship, not just for our family but for the entire neighborhood. From her front porch that overlooked our block, Sue Lee would often sit in her favorite chair and greet folks as they came and went. It was not unusual for me as a kid to be sitting with her on a Sunday after church and hear car horns beeping, followed by people waving out of their car windows. It wouldn’t be long before several of the grown-ups had parked on the sidewalk in front of the house and made their way to the porch to catch up with her or my grandmother Pinky—or some combination of my aunts and uncles. I’d hop off the front steps and run around to the opposite end of the house to play with the other neighborhood kids who liked to gather in Sue Lee’s backyard.


Pinky—Sue Lee’s daughter, my mother’s mother—lived about thirty minutes away in Nashville, but she was still as much a fixture in our world as everyone else. Always in and out of Sue Lee’s house like the rest of us; she was there every Sunday before and after church, and for every church function, parade, or sports game that any one of us grandkids ever had.


My great-grandmother lived next door to another one of her daughters, my aunt Tit, and her husband Sammy James. And just a short drive from them was the home of my aunt Diane and her family, where I’d often go to pick vegetables from the garden. Corn, squash, turnip greens, green beans, peas—I spent more than one afternoon on Sue Lee’s porch with my cousin Jamese, snapping beans gathered up from Diane’s garden, doing whatever we were told to help prepare for that day’s canning. Sue Lee’s homemade cha-cha pickles were legendary, made with green tomatoes plucked straight from Diane’s vines. Our neighbors would come around with their own jars of tomatoes for Sue Lee to make magic with. I often came into the house and found her bent over the little grinding machine she used to make the pickles, chopping and mixing and jarring for practically every family on the block. Whatever Diane didn’t grow herself, the family would often buy from the Turnip Green Man, who came through the neighborhood on Saturdays, selling bushels of greens and watermelons and other produce from the back of his blue truck, where he also kept coolers of fresh fish he’d caught himself. Every weekend, Sue Lee would wait on the porch in her chair for the Turnip Green Man to make his regular delivery.


Our neighborhood was interconnected by families as much as it was by streets. Next door to my aunt Tit and uncle Sammy James were the Lanes, with whom we shared the big grassy field behind our houses. The whole community used that field for cookouts and hangouts and neighborhood ball games. Across the street from the Lanes was Mr. Jim, who kept a fully stocked soda machine in his backyard, where everyone—kids and adults—would run between activities, or after church, or on scorching summer days to grab a cold drink. Then there was the snack bar at the other end of the field, owned by Mr. and Ms. Williams. You could go there and get a fried weenie sandwich with cheese and an ice cream and never—never—leave unsatisfied.


And amidst all this was my own immediate family: My mama and daddy, Stephanie and John; my older sister, Anitra; and my three younger brothers, Prince, then Tyke, and finally Johnathon. We never lived more than a ten-minute drive from Sue Lee’s Granbury Street house growing up, and then when I was about in junior high, we eventually moved into a place on the same street. For each of my siblings and our cousins, the house, the street, the neighborhood and all its people were our entire world; the trails and land we traipsed through were our playground.
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My siblings and I are all about two years apart, save for my brother Johnathon, who came along seven years after Tyke was born. Tyke’s first name is German, a family name on my mother’s side, but since he was the baby of the family for so many years before Johnathon arrived, Tyke was always Tyke and the name just stuck, even after his position in the family changed. My sister, the eldest child, the studious one, actually goes by her middle name, Anitra. Her first name is Princess, which she never got around to using. “Anitra”—also known as “Pep”—just happened to catch on first. If the first girl in the family was Princess, it made sense, then, following my parents’ logic, that the first boy would be called Prince. Born just after me, Prince, the class clown—always in trouble at school for cracking jokes and running his mouth—also goes by Count. This was a nickname my aunt Shawn, my mother’s sister, gave him as a baby because of his pointy ears, which she always said reminded her of the Count on Sesame Street. Johnathon, the youngest, forever the kid brother in our lives, has always just been Johnathon to all of us.


And then there’s me: Keeda Jarresse. Apparently my parents were convinced that I was going to be a boy when I was born—so when I wasn’t, they were not prepared. They turned instead to the family for name suggestions, and it was my daddy’s sister Peggy who offered up the winner. I was a small kid, the tiniest of my siblings, with just a little tuft of hair that sprouted on top of my head when I was a baby, so my uncle Steve took to calling me “Tweety Bird.” Mama, not appreciative of her child being compared to a big-headed cartoon character, vetoed it immediately—but Steve still snuck in a “How you doing, Bird?” every once in a while. Daddy also liked to call me “Mo’Cheeks,” because of my high cheekbones, but neither of these nicknames lasted like my siblings’ did. And so, like Johnathon—who looks like my twin despite our ten-year age difference—I have always just been known by my given name, Keeda.


In fact, growing up, just being me was exactly the way I wanted it. I was fiercely independent, determined to go my own way regardless of what everyone else was doing. My mama loves to tell stories about how, as a baby, I would cry and cry because I only wanted to be around my sister. No one else would do, and I made this fact very known. When I approached the age when I should have been walking, my mama told me that I waited until I was good and ready to take that first step. I walked when I wanted to walk, not when everyone thought I was supposed to. As a kid stuck in the middle of a big family, I learned quickly that the best route to happiness was the one I could define for myself.


Though we moved around to a few different sections within Franklin’s Black neighborhoods before settling on Granbury Street, in every home we had, Anitra and I shared a bedroom, and Prince and Tyke shared a room. With the four of us jostling for space, in and out of each other’s rooms, eating, sleeping, and hanging out together, our household was always noisy—and even noisier after Johnathon was born. On any given day, it was filled with the loud banter of my brothers laughing, playing video games, or one kid yelling at another for wearing his or her clothes (usually me, trying to slip on Anitra’s tops or jeans without her noticing). Weeknights were a regulated routine of homework, after-school sports practices, and nightly family dinners. Mama never let us miss our time spent together around the kitchen table.


On Saturday mornings, all four of us older siblings would get up early and eat our Cap’n Crunch or Frosted Flakes while watching cartoons. In the 1980s and 1990s, the superheroes you heard about most were guys: Superman, Spiderman, Batman, Robin. Of course, there was Wonder Woman and She-Ra too, but neither of them got as much attention. The truth was there were not many female superheroes out there, and when they did show up, they were often portrayed like Daisy Duke from The Dukes of Hazzard. Women in the public image were airheads like Daisy or damsels in distress—or like Betty Crocker, toiling away in the kitchen for their men. I was never the girl who played house and pined for an Easy Bake Oven—or deferred my strength or voice or shine to one of the boys. For those reasons alone, I hated most superhero shows and the fictitious worlds they portrayed. They were too limiting, too narrow, and left no room for my own imagination to kick into gear. I wanted, in every way, to be as unrestricted as possible. I was constantly chasing my freedom down—trying to figure out how to define it on my own terms.


One of my earliest memories exercising this particular personal drive happened in the second grade. It was Picture Day, and Mama had dressed me up for the occasion. She sent me off to Franklin Elementary wearing a frilly navy-blue and red dress with lace around the collar and wrists, complete with a matching quilted apron. My hair, normally in braids or a ponytail, was combed into two long spiral curled pigtails that made me look like the girly-girl I definitely was not. This was totally unacceptable. Come recess—a very serious time for me—I knew these clothes were not going to cut it on the playground, where I preferred to run free and wild. Determined not to be hampered, I secretly packed a T-shirt and shorts in my book bag that morning and headed out the door. As soon as my pictures were taken, I changed out of that dress and balled it up inside my bag, not even bothering to put it back on before heading home at the end of the day. When Mama saw me walk in wearing my muddy playclothes she was furious, thinking I had had my pictures taken that way.


I was a scrappy tomboy, never scared to play with my brothers during a neighborhood game of football, or let my allergies stop me from diving for a ground ball during a baseball game. (We kept a ready supply of Calamine lotion in our house to calm the hives that blossomed all over my body after days spent outside.) Despite the little bickering that may have occurred among my siblings behind closed doors, when we left the house Anitra, Prince, Tyke, and I—plus our cousins—moved as a united front. I may have been the smallest among us, but everyone knew that if you came for one of us, you’d have to get through me first. And we did everything together.


Most weekends during our youth, if we were not riding bikes through the trails winding through our neighborhood or playing in the field behind Sue Lee’s house, we were at Jim Warren Park for that day’s games. My brothers played peewee football for the Williamson County Cowboys, the community league made up of Black and white kids throughout the town, and my cousins Jamese, Jana, Shawn, and I were cheerleaders for their team. When I got a little older, I started playing fast-pitch softball—one of the few sports outside of basketball (which I tried for one season, then never again) that girls in my town were allowed to play. I soon grew to love it—the speed, the skill it demanded, and the versatility it allowed me. I played outfield, shortstop, and pitcher, and mastered them all. I was one of only a handful of Black girls on my softball team, but I never felt the weight of that distinction while running the bases or striking out the players on our rival teams.


The Williamson County of my mother’s childhood looked quite different, at least at a glance, from the one I grew up in. Hers existed in the time of Jim Crow, when the markers of where certain people could and could not go were clearly visible for everyone to see. Nearly everything in Franklin could be divided in Black and white: the water fountains and restrooms, the diners and parks, the streets where families built their lives. Downtown Franklin belonged to the white people; only on specific, predetermined occasions would you find yourself venturing there. When as a kid, Pinky took my mama and her sister Shawn for an ice cream at the Midway Café on Main Street, they knew to order their cones from the side door, and then to recede promptly to the other side of the divide, the same way they had come. Mama attended Natchez High, Franklin’s only all-Black high school until Williamson County integrated its education system following the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education US Supreme Court decision, declaring segregated schools unconstitutional. It took Franklin seventeen years to implement the ruling, but in 1971, Natchez finally closed. The school, originally built in 1888, served as one of the few sources of education available to my ancestors and neighbors before me—including Pinky, a member of the graduating class of 1957. My mother was a freshman when the school closed, and she resented almost every day she spent at the mostly white Franklin High—a persistent reminder of all the experiences she and her fellow Black classmates had been denied.


By contrast, the integrated school system in Franklin was all I ever knew. Like most Black kids in town, I attended all the main public schools in the area, from elementary through high school. I was a part of integrated sports teams and played clarinet with a sea of white kids in the high school band. When my mother enrolled Anitra and me in Girl Scouts when I was about six and my sister was eight, we were the only Black girls in our respective troops. Every year when it came time for Girl Scout cookie season, we always cleaned up. Mostly because Mama, Aunt Shawn, and my grandmother Pinky loved a good competition. They were master saleswomen, racking up orders at church and from the factories where Mama and Shawn worked, or in Pinky’s case, from Vanderbilt University, where she was a radiology technician. We had also cornered the market—we were the only Girl Scouts on our side of town. A few years later, when Anitra quit to pursue more teenage things, my cousin Jamese joined Troop 808 with me, followed soon after by my best friend Tangie. Then it was just the three of us—the brownest Brownies on our squad.


One of my closest friends in kindergarten was a white classmate named Anne Crane. Anne was even smaller than me and had long blonde hair she always pulled back into a ponytail. We shared a love for horses, and Anne’s family had a horse farm in town. She’d often come to school telling me stories about what the horses had gotten up to the night before—the babies born or this or that funny thing that had happened between them while they were grazing in the pasture. The people I knew only kept cows, at the most, so this kind of fancy animal upgrade was exciting, and I was completely fascinated. Anne and I both collected “My Little Pony” dolls, and we loved to chase each other around the playground, galloping and neighing like we were one of them. But I never went to Anne’s house to see the real horses she kept in her stables, and she never ventured to mine to see the collection of “My Little Ponies” I kept in the toy bin with my Barbies. Such playdates were never mentioned, and I think both of us knew, even at that age, not to ask for them.


“Racism,” for me, was not a word I could even sniff in the air around me. There were no racial epithets hurled, nor people pointing me to “colored-only” ice cream shop entrances, as there had been during my mother and grandmother’s times. Instead, it was embedded within that kind of inner knowing that happened with Anne, buried somewhere in my subconscious—a knowing you don’t even know you know. But, of course, it was there all along—hidden underneath explanations like “Because that’s just the way they’ve always been.” Or, “This is how we’ve always talked about it.” Or, “Our people have just always lived in these parts of town.”
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Martin Luther King Jr. once observed that “eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is one of the most segregated hours—if not the most segregated hour—in Christian America.” While certainly some parts of Black and white Franklin had started coming together in the time since he first made this statement in 1960, MLK’s words were pretty much as true then as they were when I was growing up—though I never would have seen things that way. Like the house on Granbury, church was just another place where the people most central to my world committed their time. My parents and siblings, my great-grandmother and grandmother, my aunt Diane, several of my cousins—practically the entire family—attended Providence United Primitive Baptist Church, located just down the road from Sue Lee’s house, on the corner of Granbury and Natchez Streets. Built in 1883, the church had been a mainstay in Black Franklin for decades; many of the families who had lived alongside us in the neighborhood for generations also worshipped alongside us come Sunday.


My parents were so serious about our attendance at church that my siblings and I were not allowed to have or go to sleepovers on Saturday nights—ever. Missing church was simply not an option, so they removed any potential opportunity for excuses. Our before-church routine began, of course, at Sue Lee’s house. We’d stop inside before taking the remaining two-minute walk to church, hoping she or my aunt Shawn had left breakfast out for us because they knew we were coming: Shawn’s fried pork chops, if we were lucky, along with scratch-made biscuits and rice cooked with so much butter and sugar that it took on a yellowish tint and melted right in your mouth.


Entering through the red-carpeted vestibule for service, our family took our usual seats, always in the last benches from the back. From this vantage point, the entire scene of Providence on a Sunday morning was within our view. It was a small church, consisting of about fifty to a hundred members on a good day; each person playing a part to bring the energy of the place alive. Pinky and the other ushers led people to their seats—the cushions worn to the shape of the same congregants who filled them week after week. In a bank of benches on the left side of the sanctuary facing the choir, Sue Lee took her place beside the other Church Mothers. These elder matriarchs were some of the church’s oldest living members; they held enough wisdom between them to fill an entire library. Opposite the Mothers sat the deacons, who began each service with a hymn and a prayer. These hymns are part of what makes Primitive Baptist churches what they are. They are not your traditional hymns; they weren’t printed and bound in little books that we could reach for when the time came to sing. Our hymns were Negro spirituals, songs that were sung by our ancestors for hundreds of years, passed down from voice to voice, through our collective cultural memory alone. They had names like “Do Lord Show Me the Way” and “Before This Time Another Year”—ones that you might be hard-pressed to find in a Google search if ever you found yourself looking. As my daddy would say: “You’d have to catch the people who sang them to know them.”


As soon as heads were raised after the deacons’ prayer, the choir took their cue to march through the center aisle to the small riser behind the pulpit. Their songs accompanied each turn in the service: they followed the church announcements; they preceded Pastor Mosley’s sermon and followed his closing prayer; they hummed underneath his invitation for new members to join; and they carried people out of their seats once the service was finally over.


Mama ensured that my siblings and I were at church practically as soon as the doors swung open for Sunday school at ten o’clock and for the regular service at eleven; for the afternoon service at three; and, more often than not, for the evening service too, which began at six thirty. Tuesday night youth choir rehearsal, Wednesday night Bible study, summers spent at Vacation Bible schools throughout the city—these experiences helped to form the shape, structure, and foundation of my life. Church was not just a place I attended, and faith was not just something I learned; they were interwoven within my family, tied up with my community, and surrounded every part of my childhood.


When I recall some of the things that bring me the most comfort, even now, I often think about the sights and sounds of Providence. I hear our piano player Amos Claybrooks singing “Grace and Mercy,” his voice weaving a perfect cadence with the piano chords. I see Glen Sowell with his eyes closed, taking his time with “I Stood on the Banks of Jordan,” our entire congregation surrounding him with shouts of “Alright!” and “Go on now!” and “Amen!” If ever I were to hear the song “Joy,” or “Every Day Is a Day of Thanksgiving,” my mind would automatically dip back to our annual Choir Anniversary celebration, when several church choirs from around town would gather, singing songs made famous by big church groups like the Mississippi or Georgia Mass Choirs. My parents presided over the youth choir at Providence, in which all of us siblings (sometimes reluctantly!) participated. This meant that the Choir Anniversary was a major event in our household. The youth choir closed out the program every year, a chorus of fidgety boys and girls wearing matching cummerbunds and bow ties and dresses that Mama often spent all night making on her sewing machine.


Every February, the church held its Black History Month program. As was the case with the other seasonal performances we staged—at Easter and Christmas—every kid was given a speech to recite or a part to play. Standing in front of the pulpit, we were transformed into the Black history heroes we’d grown up with: mini George Washington Carvers and Sojourner Truths, retelling stories of African American achievement. When my sister got older, she wrote these plays herself, and Mama directed them. One year I was Harriet Tubman, leading escaped slaves to freedom through the Underground Railroad; another year I played a white lady who refused service to Black people at a 1960s lunch counter. And of course, no performance was complete without someone playing Martin Luther King Jr., which ended, always, with a recitation of “I Have a Dream.” Afterward, we would all join hands as a church and sing “We Shall Overcome” and “Lift Every Voice and Sing.”


These programs comprised all the elements of your typical Black history curriculum, both the figures and the music that soundtracked our most pivotal social movements as a people. “We Shall Overcome,” “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” I sang these songs year after year, learning the words without fully understanding their meaning, or how they may have been applied to Franklin’s own racial history. To me, back then, they were just a few of our many church traditions—conjured up with the same fond memories I have of caroling at hospitals and nursing homes with the choir at Christmastime or of Easter Egg hunts on the church lawn. These experiences, where I was surrounded by my entire family, taught me that faith was inextricable from the community it was formed around; that religion in practice was an act of family, a demonstration of love.
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This is the point when I should probably mention that despite the absolute, genuine joy I felt being around my family and community, I reveled in my alone time too. I was, and will always be, a bit of an introvert. With four siblings, two parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles, neighbors, and church people constantly revolving around me, I often felt drained by so much interaction. Some of the activities I liked most during these years were the ones I could do alone, and there was no greater escape for me than the one I could find in the pages of a good book. We didn’t have any bookstores in town at the time, so I was often holed up at the Franklin Public Library or parked in front of our local Boys and Girls Club’s bookshelves, where I spent many afternoons after school. The arrival of the Scholastic Book Fair catalog was one of my favorite times during the school year—I couldn’t wait to take it home and try to convince Mama to buy me every single book in the catalog (of course she refused, but I still always managed to snag a few).


I read everything: mysteries and suspense novels and newspaper comics—anything that could quiet the day-to-day noise around me, and, especially as I got older, that could transport me to a world beyond the one I knew so well. I spent my entire upbringing surrounded by familiarity: I knew every contour of my neighborhood, the rhythms of Franklin’s routines, the same string of faces in my community year in and year out. But when I was reading, my imagination could take me anywhere; I could put myself in the shoes of anyone, and try on different versions of who I might eventually want to become.


Entering my teenage years, I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to be when I grew up, but I started to carry with me a feeling that my imagination just might be bigger than Franklin could contain. There is safety in security and deep love in the familiar, for sure. But somewhere during my transition from Keeda the tomboy kid to Keeda the introspective teen, those sources of comfort began to rub up against an even bigger need. I began to realize that I wanted more than the stories that so often played out in my town: of the high school romances that turned into marriages; of having the 2.5 kids and the house with the white picket fence in the same neighborhood where you grew up; of the graduations from the same schools and the promotions at the same jobs that everyone in Franklin neatly slotted into. There had to be something different out there from what I’d always known, this place where everybody—and I do mean everybody—knew your name and your business, whether you wanted them to or not.


I started thinking about what it would feel like to walk into a crowd somewhere like New York City, where no one knew who I was. No one asking me if I was Stephanie’s daughter or Pinky’s granddaughter; no one tracing my family roots through the blocks we’ve always lived on. A place like New York City was big enough to fit whatever hopes and dreams you could put into it; big enough that people could exist in a world created entirely by their own design, instead of the one they’d been born into. Franklin was where I was from, and I was proud of that. It was the town that supplied all the people and memories I loved. But by sixteen—and probably even in the years before—I began to doubt whether it was the place I truly belonged.


I craved new stories, not the old ones that had been written and rewritten a million times. To get to them, something told me I needed to experience what was outside of the world that had raised me. And so I moved through my daily high school routines with an eye toward a future beyond Franklin. One I couldn’t name just yet, but I knew was out there—somewhere—for me to grab hold of. Until then I returned, again and again, to the universes held inside the pages of my books. I read to think bigger and to feel deeper, and to explore as far as my mind could take me.


When I was in the twelfth grade, I remember being assigned Night, by Elie Wiesel. It’s a small book, barely a hundred pages, but it’s packed with so much information and emotion. Wiesel was a Holocaust survivor, and Night tells the story of his experiences in a concentration camp as a teenager. It was my first real introduction to the Holocaust, and while the book is filled with vivid descriptions of its horrors, what shook me most was the sheer strength of Wiesel’s will. Here was someone who had been through more at sixteen than most of us experience in our whole lifetimes, and still, he had come out on the other side. Scarred, absolutely, but not broken. I can remember staying up late in my room, reading and rereading passages where he talks about fighting against becoming a victim of his circumstances. He would not let the horribly oppressive system the Holocaust produced strip him of his humanity. He refused to become what they tried to turn him into.


As a seventeen-year-old Black girl from a small town in Tennessee with zero experiences that even came close to what Wiesel endured, I couldn’t say why this particular message resonated so deeply with me. Though, of course, now it’s clear. At the time, I just knew that this man and his determination moved me. His words would stick close to my spirit, echoing in a way I never could have imagined in the years to come.
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Life in Franklin after high school largely flowed in one of two directions: either work a blue-collar job at one of the factories in town—making fans at Lasko, water heater parts at Apcom, or whatever else the town produced at the various other manufacturers in town—or go to college nearby. Tennessee State University, thirty-five minutes away in Nashville; Middle Tennessee State University, about an hour east in Murfreesboro; Tennessee Tech, a little further out in Cookeville; Columbia State Community College—these were your options. While much of my family had worked in the factories at different points in their lives, I knew that to start building the life I wanted, college was my only path.


There were no high school counselors available at school to help us plan for our futures based on what excited us most, at least no one who particularly stands out to me now. “Dreaming big” was not something Franklin public schools necessarily advocated; even contemplating college out of state was rarely brought up. But even without that kind of guidance, I took my own interests seriously. For as long as I could remember, I had always been drawn to the “why” of things. What goes into making a person? How do our experiences, our circumstances, shape who we become? What makes people do what they do? I remember watching the movie The Silence of the Lambs for the first time and being fascinated by Jodie Foster’s character. Clarice Starling, promising Quantico trainee, is plucked from her position in the Behavioral Science Unit of the FBI to interview incarcerated serial killer Hannibal Lecter. She’s tasked with trying to get to the bottom of why he was so compelled to murder. Lecter’s insights, they hoped, might help the authorities catch another serial killer on the loose, and prevent similar crimes from happening in the future.


Watching that film—seeing Jodie Foster try to get to know Hannibal Lecter, understand his actions, and apply that understanding to finding a solution—I thought: If you can figure out why people do what they do, then you can solve the problem. I felt certain that there was something powerful about understanding and about being understood, especially when it came to problem-solving—another concept that had always captured my attention. If you understand why something is happening—why serial killers kill, why burglars commit burglaries, why abusers abuse—then, it seemed to me, you’d have the best possible shot at fixing it. It didn’t make sense to solve a problem without knowing all the factors that might be contributing to it. Talking to people who’d done things society had deemed wrong, figuring out what makes them tick and how to help them and our communities—this was something I deeply wanted to do. It was the ultimate problem-solving exercise, and the stakes couldn’t be higher.


And so, when I graduated from Franklin High School in the spring of 1996, I set my sights on becoming a criminal psychologist. With no car of my own yet and no desire to live in the dorms with strangers (Anitra had left for college two years before, and I finally—finally—had a room all to myself), that fall I started taking classes at Columbia State Community College right in town and continued to live at home with my parents and brothers. During this time, my interest in all things criminal psychology deepened by the day. I pored over true crime books, especially ones about well-known serial killers. I got my hands on as many of these stories as I could find. I wanted to work with serial killers most, I discovered, partly because no one else wanted to. Their outcast status told me that these individuals were probably the most misunderstood and therefore the most in need.


I remember going to a bookstore in Nashville one day and buying an encyclopedia on serial killers. I read all the books I could find on John Wayne Gacy, Ted Bundy, and the Gainesville Ripper—a guy named Danny Rolling who had murdered several students at the University of Florida in 1990. Many of these books didn’t just provide the gory details of the serial killers’ crimes, they also explored the environments that made them—their childhoods, their parents, their relationships, the big experiences that shaped them. These kinds of insights, I learned, formed crucial lines in the total blueprint of a person’s life. By paying attention to these things, I could better understand the person they eventually became. 


Armed with these developing interests and an urgency to keep pushing myself to learn more, after a year at Columbia State, I decided to transfer to Tennessee State University (TSU) in Nashville, where Anitra was about to enter her junior year.


It was at this juncture in my life, at the start of so many new beginnings, that I met C.


I had just turned nineteen in July of 1997. It was the summer before my first fall semester at TSU, and Anitra and I went out to a club in Nashville to celebrate her twenty-first birthday. At the end of a fun and uneventful night, the two of us and a few of our friends exited the Music City Mix Factory downtown and were waiting to cross the street to get to our car. The road in front of the Mix Factory was packed with people spilling out from all the clubs nearby. They came from every direction, weaving between the slow-moving cars that were also trying to make their way through the crowds.


Seeing us waiting to cross the street from inside his own car, C paused to let us pass, and as we did, he called out to me to come over to his open window. We exchanged hellos and how are yous, and as much information as we needed to know that we were both interested in talking more.


“C,” I learned, was the nickname he often went by, his full name was Myron Seymore Armstrong. He was cute: clean-cut, light-brown skin, light eyes, a little older than me—twenty-four, he said. He told me he lived in Memphis, where he had grown up, but was staying in Nashville for the summer for an internship he was doing. Plus, he added, he was doing some work in town for the pager and cell phone business he had started with his cousins—“Beepers Plus,” they called it. I decided that I liked his vibe; C was different from the guys in Franklin I was used to, more put-together maybe, and I didn’t hesitate to give him my number that night when he asked.


We talked a few more times throughout that summer—surface level, getting-to-know-you conversations that now blend in with so many other activities happening in a typical, busy nineteen-year-old’s life: working, staying out too late, going out too much with my friends, and preparing for the start of a new year at a new school. We continued to chat a bit once my fall semester at TSU began, but by that October the communication between us had fizzled; C stopped calling, and I got too swept up in the pace of my day-to-day to really care.


I entered TSU as a psychology major, and my days were a constant balancing act of gen-eds and psych classes and statistics requirements, and working retail full-time at Cool Springs Galleria, a mall in nearby Cool Springs, where I’d had different clothing store jobs since high school. I organized my class schedule around my commutes back to Franklin, switching between my role as student and the comanager position I held at the Body Shop.


Opting out of the workforce was never an option for my siblings and me. I got my first job at fifteen, bagging groceries at the local Kroger to earn my spending money. All of us had to work—our parents didn’t pay for much; they couldn’t even if they wanted to. Both of them worked various jobs to pay the bills—their bills—which meant that once my brothers, sister, and I were old enough, we each had to do the same. To be able to put gas in our cars, we had to work. To buy clothes, food while we were out—anything we wanted—we had to work. When I got to college, I paid for tuition with loans I took out myself. I paid for my own school books and supplies. I got my first car—a used forest-green Dodge Neon—with a refund check from my student loans. Anything my siblings and I had, we had to get on our own, however we were going to get it. This meant there was little time left for the typical college life.


TSU provided a completely different environment from Columbia State. I went from attending classes at a quiet, zero-activity community college to being immersed in a bustling, lively HBCU (historically Black college or university). There were people everywhere—traveling in groups from class to class; migrating from the student center or cafeteria to gather in the big courtyard between the two buildings, where DJs spun music on certain days—the fraternities and sororities on full display, especially during Greek week. I hung out at school whenever I could—definitely during homecoming and after class if I had time to kill before work—but a lot of the campus activities remained in the background for me because work ate up so much of my schedule.


The cycle of my life continued this way: school, work, school, work, school, work, school, work—broken up occasionally by nights out with friends, whenever I wasn’t completely tied up with my other two commitments. And then, in early 1999—a full year and a half after I last heard from him—C called me out of the blue. “Hey, we met at the Mix Factory. This is C,” he said when I answered the phone.


“C?” I replied after a minute. “Oh yeah, I remember you.”
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During that phone call, C explained that he was hoping we could pick back up again where we left off. “I was wondering if you’d still be single,” he said to me. I thought I could hear him smiling over the phone. I was surprised—and pretty flattered, really. That kind of undivided attention from someone you’re interested in is alluring at any age, but especially for a now twenty-year-old whose relationship experience up to that point had amounted to only a couple of dates here and there. Nothing exciting to report. But then, here comes this guy—nice, older, with his shit all-the-way together, it seemed—who was popping back into my life with the specific intention of pursuing me, when he could have pursued anyone. It wasn’t long before I fell for him.


With C a little over three hours away in Memphis, the telephone became our lifeline. Talking before classes and after work, during lunch breaks and commutes, while getting ready first thing in the morning and settling down for bed at night, the connection between us grew. We were both from big, tight-knit families—he only had one sibling, a sister, but his cousins were like brothers to him. He was a preacher’s kid; he didn’t go to church like I did, but he knew what it was like to grow up with it closely tied to your everyday life. He had a young son who lived with his mother in California but who visited C and his parents during most summers.


He liked the ambition in me; we talked a lot about my goals, my desire to become a criminal psychologist, and the way I supported my education by juggling my full course load with my job at the Body Shop. C, for his part, was ambitious too—working at a bank in Memphis along with working at the beepers and pagers business he’d mentioned starting with a few of his cousins when we met that first summer in 1997. In the time since we last spoke, they’d opened another store location. C and his cousins now had a Beepers Plus kiosk inside a mall in Memphis, he told me, in addition to a brick-and-mortar shop in Nashville, over on Murfreesboro Road.


The facts of our lives seemed to add up nicely together. But just like the Franklin I personally experienced versus the more complicated one that was never discussed, here, again, we have only one level of truth. Layered on top of this one is what I would come to find out only years later. That when C and I first met outside the Music City Mix Factory in Nashville during the summer of 1997, he was in town for business. But that business, at least in part, was selling marijuana. Beepers Plus, as C had mentioned, was in fact a family-run enterprise—but the full picture was that it was an enterprise that allowed the cousins to funnel drugs from California, where C’s cousin Travis lived, to Tennessee, where they would then distribute them between Memphis and Nashville. And when the calls between C and me fizzled out that October, and I didn’t hear from him again for over a year, it was, in part, because our lives got busy. But what I did not know was that during that same month in October, C had been arrested in a police raid at the house of a dealer they were working with. He spent a couple of days in jail and was eventually sentenced to probation. Things settled down for a while, and then C and his cousins began discussions about starting up the operation again. This time, they set Nashville as the center of their activities.


It was with this crucial layer of truth hidden from my view that C picked up the phone and called me again. 
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“A timely and inspiring book about a subject that could not be more important.”

—ERIC SCHLOSSER, New York Times—bestselling author of Fast Food Nation
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