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Chapter One


My name is Shante Clemmons. I was fifteen years old when my life started to unravel. I was skinny; about six feet tall. I had a medium tone, or caramel skin color. I had light brown eyes, with naturally long eyelashes. I had a cute face, or at least that was what people told me. Because of my height, I looked very mature for my age. I was a foster care child but looking the way I did, foster care wives were not really feeling me being around their husbands.


“Get outta my house!”


“Where am I gonna go?”


“I don’t care where you go! Just get outta my house!”


“I ain’t got nowhere to go, Mrs. Redmond!”


“You shoulda thought about that before you climbed into bed with my husband!”


“I swear to God! It was him! He climbed into bed with me!”


Mrs. Redmond opened the door and threw my duffle bag with all of my possessions outside on the ground. I did not move, hoping she would have some compassion for me, but she didn’t. Mr. Redmond stood at the bottom of the stairs in a robe, still wearing nothing underneath, and watched.


“It’s two o’clock in the morning. Can I at least stay until daylight?”


“Shante, please,” Mrs. Redmond said softly. “Just get out my house!”


I walked past Mrs. Redmond and when I got to the door, I stopped in front of her.


“I didn’t do nothing with your husband. And you know that!”


Mrs. Redmond looked away, too embarrassed to even try to pretend that she could hide the truth. But as I was closing the door behind me, she grabbed my arm so that Mr. Redmond could not see, and without saying a word, she placed one hundred dollars in my hand. I realized that Mrs. Redmond did not make me leave to hurt me, but to protect me.


As she closed the door, I could see the tears coming from her eyes. I did not know whether to feel sorry for myself for having to leave in the middle of the night, or for her, for having to stay behind with that bastard. I picked up my duffle bag and walked down the dark empty street.


It was two a.m. and I had to find a place to sleep. I didn’t want to spend the hundred dollars on a hotel because I would have had only a few hours before check-out. I decided to sleep in back of a nightclub where there was a lot of foot traffic until morning, and then I’d get a cheap room. I put my duffle bag against the building and slept sitting up. It seemed like I had just fallen asleep when some gigantic man kicked my feet.


“Hey!” the man said.


I looked up and saw this big, black humongous man standing over me. He had big red pop-eyes with a bald head and rolls of fat on the back of his neck. I was so sleepy I dozed back off.


“Hey, get up! You can’t be sleeping out here like this.”


“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “Can I just sleep here until in the morning? I promise I won’t ever come back.”


“Naw, I can’t do that.”


I stood up and picked up my duffle bag.


“Damn! You slim, but you fine as hell,” he said. “I’m Anthony, but they call me Big Ant. How old are you, babygirl?”


“Fif...” I knew that if I said I was fifteen, Big Ant would have chased me away, so I lied, “Um, I’m eighteen.”


“Eighteen?”


“Yeah, I just turned eighteen.”


“What you doing sleeping out here on the street?”


“I had to get out of my situation at home, man. I can’t go back there.”


“Turn around.”


“For what?”


“You wanna ask questions or do you want a place to sleep?”


I turned around with my arms held out for Big Ant to see my body. “See?”


“Damn, you slim. But I think you might work.”


“Work for what?”


“You wanna make some money?”


“Look, Mr. Big Ant, I just need a place to sleep. I’m not trying to make no money like that.”


“You don’t even know what I’m talking about, babygirl.”


“Well, what you talking ’bout then?”


“Dancing.”


“Dancing? What kind of dancing?”


“The kind of dancing that will keep money in your pocket. You interested?”


“I’m interested, but...”


“Ain’t no buts. Get your shit and come on.”


I grabbed my duffle bag and followed Big Ant into the nightclub, which happened to be a strip club. As we entered I saw the big neon sign with the name of the club shining brightly: Emerald City.


Big Ant led me to a small office in the back of the club. Nobody paid any attention to me as I walked by, but I paid close attention to the beautiful women grinding their naked bodies against the men. When we passed the stage, I nearly tripped watching a lady slide up and down on the pole. Her body was doing things I could not imagine my fifteen-year-old body even attempting to do.


“Mr. Harry, I think I got some new talent for you.”


“Oh yeah,” Mr. Harry said.


Mr. Harry was a round man. I could see his stomach overlapping onto the desk as he counted money. He had rings on every finger. He had very fair skin, balding on top with dark rings around his eyes.


“Check it out,” Big Ant said. “Show him the goods.”


“What you mean ‘show him the goods’?”


“Show that ass, girl!”


“Oh,” I said and turned in a circle.


“Naw, take off your clothes so he can see all of that ass.”


“Wait a minute! You ain’t said nothing about taking off my clothes.”


“Get this girl out of my office!”


“Hold on, Mr. Harry, let me talk to her.”


Big Ant whispered in my ear, “Look, you can make us a lot of money, and you can make yourself a lot of money, too, so stop acting so damn scary and show the man the goods!”


Although I was scared as hell, I was also tired and sleepy. I pulled my shirt above my head and dropped it to the floor. I placed my hand behind my back, unsnapped my bra and let it drop to the floor.


“She got some ripe-ass little titties. How old are you, darling?”


“Fif...eighteen.”


“Damn, you got some pretty titties to be eighteen!” Mr. Harry stopped counting his money and sat back. “Let me see what else you got.”


I looked at Big Ant and then I unzipped my pants and slowly pulled them down my leg and stepped out of them. I had on short-cut boxer-briefs that only revealed the bottom part of my ass.


“Drop them draws, girl,” Mr. Harry said.


“I ain’t never did nothing like this before, so can I practice before I take everything off?”


“What you think, Big Ant?”


“Hell, we can see what she workin’ with right now. She straight!” Big Ant took the back side of his hand and rubbed up and down my thigh. “Look a-here.”


“Yes, Lawd, Big Ant! Look at them damn long legs! Mmm! Mmm! Mmm! We got a star in this one. Can she dance?”


“Dance for the man,” Big Ant paused momentarily to try to think of my name, “uh, what do you call yourself?”


“Uh, I call myself, uh...” I did not know what to say so I said the only name I felt described me at the time. “Butterfly.”


“Butterfly? That’s too soft, baby,” Mr. Harry said.


“But I like Butterfly.”


“Naw, that ain’t gon’ work. How about Climax?” Mr. Harry yelled.


“Hell yeah!” Big Ant smiled and looked at me. “Climax!”


I could not believe they wanted to call me Climax. What the hell did I look like to them? A damn walking orgasm?


“No disrespect, Mr. Harry, but I kinda like Butterfly.”


“It really don’t matter to me as long you make me some money. If you want to call yourself Butterfly, Butterfly it is.”


“Thank you,” I said humbly. “Can I go to sleep now?”


“You don’t have to worry about nothing from here on out, Butterfly. Mr. Harry gon’ take care of you,” Mr. Harry said. “Take care of her, Ant.”


Big Ant took me to a hotel and paid a week’s rent. I slept until noon and I would have slept longer than that if Big Ant had not pounded on my door. I stumbled to the door and opened it.


“Yeah?”


“Time to get up! You got dancing classes to attend.”


“Huh?”


Big Ant walked past me with a bag in his hand and sat in a chair that was way too small for his huge frame.


“Try some of these clothes on,” Big Ant said as he threw the bag of clothes to me.


I opened the bag and pulled the clothes out. “Whose clothes are these?”


“Yours now! Get dressed and let’s go. Mr. Harry wants you to start working tonight. He wants you to come dance for him, so he can see what you working with.”


“Dance?”


“Yeah, dance.”


“Why are you and Mr. Harry being so nice to me?”


“Nice? This ain’t nice, Babygirl. This business!”


I did not ask what he meant by “business,” but did I have to? When we arrived, the club was not open and there were only a few people in the building. I was nervous and did not know what to expect. It was not a difficult formula to figure out, though. The DJ started playing loud music and Mr. Harry made me go on stage and I began to dance. Mr. Harry was not happy with my dancing when I first started.


“Come on now, Butterfly, pick it up,” Mr. Harry said. “I need more sexy; and less Soul Train.”


I moved more seductively and Mr. Harry responded more agreeably. “Yeah, baby, like that. Move them hips. Make me want to give you my money!”


As I watched myself dance in the mirror, I began to turn myself on. I looked like a beautiful, full-grown woman. There were other strippers in the club who stopped and watched me dance. The more eyes that watched me, the sexier I felt.


“How was that?” I tried to catch my breath.


“That was fantastic!” Mr. Harry said. “I’m giving you a spot tonight.”


“Thank you.” I was enthusiastic about having a “spot,” but to be honest, I didn’t really know what the hell having a “spot” meant.


Mr. Harry scheduled me to start at ten o’clock that night and it was a packed house. I sat in the dressing room contemplating if I should go out or not. Not should, but could I go out or not. I put my head in my hands and closed my eyes. When I opened them, there was a lady standing behind me. I could tell that she was much older than me but she was very beautiful. Her skin was dark and smooth, almost without a blemish. Her hair was cut short, but neat. Her eyes were symmetrically oval and light brown. Her body was thin, but toned, even her arms. I think I was most mesmerized by her straight and even teeth.


“Hi, I’m Sparkle.”


“Hi, I’m Butterfly,” I said.


“Butterfly? That’s original.” Sparkle laughed.


“Is Sparkle your real name?”


“What do you think?”


“Well, what’s your real name then? My name is Shante.”


“Never tell anybody in here your real name, even those you think you’re making friends with.”


“Oh.”


“Okay, so what are you? Runaway? Escort? Single mom? What?”


“What do you mean?”


“What brought you here? No little girl has aspirations of being a lifelong dancer. Not this type of dancing anyway. So what brought you here?”


“Different circumstances, but only one really matters...I need money.”


“You seem like a nice girl, Butterfly, so let me give you some advice.”


“Okay.” I spun my chair around and faced her.


“Do what you have to do and get the hell away from here.”


“I’m just doing this to pay back Mr. Harry and make a few more...”


“You don’t owe Mr. Harry shit! You do what you have to do as quickly as possible and get the hell away from here! You hear me?”


“Yeah.”


“Good,” Sparkle said while taking off her clothes.


“I’m scared, Sparkle. I’m scared and I’m nervous.”


“Don’t be. Remember, you’re in control out there. Those men are here to worship you.”


“Nobody has ever worshipped me before. Other than my daddy, I ain’t even had nobody to really love me before.”


“Trust me, Butterfly, you’re about to get more love than you can handle.”


“Well, I guess I better get out there.”


“Here,” Sparkle handed me a glass, “this will make it a lot easier.”


“What is that?”


“Something that will make you feel really good.”


I took a swallow and spat it out.


“What is that?” I shouted.


“Gin and Coke,” Sparkle said. “Do you drink?”


“Nope.”


“How old are you?”


“I’m eighteen.”


“Stop lying!” Sparkle snatched the glass out of my hand. “Now how old are you?”


“Seventeen.”


“You better not be lying to me.”


“I’m not lying. I’ll be eighteen on my next birthday.”


“Does Harry know you’re only seventeen?”


“No, and please don’t tell him. I don’t have nowhere to go, and this about the only job I can do without a diploma that’s going to keep me off the streets.”


“I won’t tell him, but you better be telling the truth. You can get Harry in a lot of trouble and get us girls on the unemployment line. And I’m not ready to quit the business just yet. I have a few more bills to pay.”


“Okay.”


“Come on and get out there and show ’em your goods.”


Sparkle smiled and walked out of the dressing room. I took a deep breath and followed her. I walked around too nervous to ask those men if they wanted me to dance for them. But once I felt that first ten-dollar bill in my hand, I was hooked. After that, taking money from the patrons of Emerald City, men and women, was like taking candy from a baby. Sparkle said I was a natural.


Over the next six months, I turned sixteen and with a little fake I.D. assistance from some anonymous friends, I got me an apartment, I got my driver’s license, and bought me a car.


Sparkle and I became close friends. I turned to her whenever I had a problem and we shared all of our current secrets to each other, but nothing about our past.


Keeping my past a secret, I had fooled Mr. Harry, Big Ant, the clients, and the rest of the girls at Emerald City. It had gotten to the point where I was beginning to believe my lies, myself. However, Sparkle was at the point where enough was enough!


“Okay, so what are you going to do?”


“Do about what?”


“Workin’ at the club.”


“I gotta work, Spark.”


“You can’t keep workin up in that club underage. I’m tellin’ you it ain’t worth it.”


“What else I’m gon’ do? I ain’t got nobody to take care of me, but me.”


“I tell you what. You can come stay with me until you turn eighteen and we’ll go from there.”


“You sure?”


“What did I say?”


“I don’t want to get over there and then you kick me out on the street.”


“If you mind your business, you won’t have to worry about that.”


“Okay, but I got to work these next few nights to put me a little money up, though. You cool with that?”


“That’s cool, but after that, you gots to go.”


“All right.”


Getting out was easier said than done. A few nights later, I went to Mr. Harry’s office at the end of the night when I knew he would be tired and not feel like doing a lot of talking. Mr. Harry had money tied into me, and he was not going to let me out of the business just because I wanted out.


“Mr. Harry?” I knocked, and then opened his door. “You got a minute?”


“Of course, I got a minute for my superstar; what’s up?”


“I appreciate everything you’ve done for me here at Emerald City, but I think I’m ready to do something a little different.”


“What do you mean, do ‘something a little different’?”


“I don’t want to dance no more.”


“Then what you gon’ do?”


“I don’t know, go to college.”


“You? In college?” Mr. Harry laughed. “Butterfly, baby, you were born to do this. From the very first time you stepped on that stage, you were a superstar. You can be the best. Why you want to give up on your dream?”


“This ain’t my dream, Mr. Harry. This is how I pay bills.”


“Have you seen yourself out there? It’s been women who have been at this business for years that ain’t half as good as you. There’s a lot of money to make in this business and you got what it takes to make as much as you want.”


“Thanks, Mr. Harry, but this ain’t what I wanna do.”


“Okay, well,” Mr. Harry paused and gave me a mean look, “what about the money you owe me?”


“I have the money. I can pay you. It’s no problem at all.”


“How much you got?”


“I got enough to pay you back for my hotel and my clothes, and my...”


Mr. Harry interrupted me while I was speaking, “Fifty-thousand dollars! You got that? Because that’s how much you owe me, fifty-thousand dollars.”


“Mr. Harry you know I ain’t got no fifty-thousand dollars. And I don’t owe you no fifty-thousand dollars, either.”


“But I said you do!”


“How do I owe you that much money, Mr. Harry, for a hotel room and some clothes?”


“Interest.”


“Please, Mr. Harry, don’t do this to me. I don’t have that much money.”


“There is another way.”


“What other way?”


Mr. Harry turned his chair to the side and rolled from behind his desk. He unzipped his pants and pulled out his stick.


“Here you go, baby.”


He grabbed his stick in his hand and started to pump it up. I could see it harden right before my eyes. Mr. Harry, himself, was disgusting to look at, but his shriveled-up, nasty, little prick was even more disgusting than his nasty fat body.


“What you want me to do with that, Mr. Harry?”


“Just come touch it.”


“I can’t do that.”


“You wanna pay your debt, don’t you?”


“Not like this, I don’t.”


“Well, you gotta choice. Either you give me some ass, or I’m going to have Big Ant take my fifty-thousand dollars out on your ass! What’s it gon’ be?”


I slowly walked over to Mr. Harry and he made me kneel down. “Please, Mr. Harry, I’ll give you all the money I got, but please don’t make me do this!”


“Shut up!” Mr. Harry grabbed my head and started to lower it toward his stick. I closed my eyes as I got closer to it. I opened my mouth and then he screamed at the top of his lungs, “Oooooo shit!”


Mr. Harry pushed me away from him and fell to the floor with his stick in his hand. Sparkle burst through the door and shouted, “What’s going on in here?”


“She bit my shit!” Mr. Harry screamed.


“She did what?” Sparkle was standing in the doorway when I ran past her. “Butterfly? What happened?”


I kept running out of the club and into my car. Sparkle ran out of the club and knocked on my window. I backed up and zoomed off. By the time I got to the first traffic light, Sparkle was in my rearview mirror flashing her lights. I saw her, but I was not going to stop for her or anyone else. She pulled beside me and honked her horn.


“Stop runnin’ from me, fool!”


I was running scared like the sixteen-year-old child that I was. At that moment I did not want to be an adult! I did not want to be grown!


“Butterfly? Shit! Shante? Will you pull your car over before somebody gets hurt?”


That was the first time Sparkle had ever called me by my real name, and it had a calming effect on me. I pulled into a gas station and parked. I did not know what to do so I cried like a lost child. Sparkle parked her car and ran toward mine.


“Baby, you okay?” Sparkle pulled me out of the car and hugged me. “I told you this business is not for you!”


“That man tried to make me suck his...oh my goodness!” I became so overcome with emotion, I began to hyperventilate. Sparkle did her best to try to calm me but I was hysterical.


“It’s okay! You’re okay! Calm down and breathe, Shante!”


“I...I...I can’t!”


“You’re safe now! You’re safe! Just calm down and breathe!”


“That man...that man...”


“Shante! Shante! You’re with me! I’m not going to let him hurt you, okay?”


I put my head on Sparkle’s shoulder and cried. She held me until I stopped crying and then we went to her high-rise apartment in Buckhead. That apartment was so high I could almost see over the entire city.


“Wow! This is nice.”


“You like, huh?”


“I thought I was making money at Emerald City, but you must really be making a lot of money to afford all of this.”


“I do, okay.”


“Wow! Thank you for letting me stay here.”


“If you want to thank me, tell me your real age.”


“Okay. But if I tell you, you have to promise you won’t be mad at me.”


“I’m not promising shit! Now tell me.”


“Okay, I’m sixteen.”


“You’ve had a birthday since you’ve been working at the club, so that means you were only fifteen when you started working at Emerald City?”


“Yeah.”


“Girl, I need to take my belt off and whoop your tall, grown ass!”


“I had to make some money, Sparkle.”


“But you’re just a child, Shante.”


“I’m not all the way grown but I’m not a child, either.”


“Whatever! Being tall don’t make you grown,” Sparkle snapped. “I need to contact your relatives. I know they’re worried sick.”


“The only relative I know of is my father. He’s locked up and I don’t even know how to get in contact with him. Oh yeah, I have a little sister and a little brother but I don’t know where they are, either.”


“Where’s your mother?”


“She’s dead.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“That’s okay.”


“We have to find somebody in your family because my lifestyle is not role-model material for a sixteen-year-old.”


“Why not? You’re one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”


“I never said I wasn’t nice. I said I don’t live a role-model lifestyle.”


“I don’t need a role model. I just need somebody to help take care of me.”


“That’s what I’m saying, dear; I can’t take care of you like that.”


“You look like you’re doing pretty damn good for yourself to me.”


“I don’t mean financially, Shante. You need guidance. You need someone to put you on the right track so that you can have a successful life. I’m too screwed up for that.”


“Can we try? Just for a little while?”


“Don’t worry, dear. I would never put you out, or turn my back on you. And you’re welcome to stay as long as it takes for me to find you suitable living arrangements.”


“Thank you, Sparkle.”


“Call me Ida.”


“Ida?”


“Yes, that’s my real name.”


“That’s an old person’s name.”


“Well, not that it’s any of your business, but I was named after an old person that I loved very much, my grandmother. Is that okay with you, Shante?”


“Hmm, I guess,” I said sarcastically.
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Chapter Two


The very next morning Big Ant paid us a little visit on behalf of Mr. Harry. Sparkle was coming in from a night shift at a new strip club. She was going to bed to end her night as I was getting up to begin my day.


“How was the club last night?”


“It wasn’t that packed but a few of my regulars from Emerald City stopped through, so I made a little money.”


Knock! Knock! Knock!


Sparkle stopped talking when someone banged on the door. She pulled her pistol from her purse and then gestured for me to go to the bedroom. I stood behind the bedroom door as Sparkle yelled to the person outside of her door.


“Who is it?”


“It’s Big Ant from the club!”


“What do you want?”


“We need to talk.”


“We don’t need to talk about shit!”


“Come on, Spark,” Big Ant yelled, “I know that girl is in there and Mr. Harry wants to talk to her.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“We can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way; it don’t make no difference to me.”


“Okay, wait a minute.”


Sparkle came into the bedroom to try to figure out what to do with me before Big Ant forced his way in.


“Look, we have to get you out of here!”


“How? You’re on the sixteenth floor!”


“Damn!” Sparkle looked around the room over and over again. “Come here.”


I followed Sparkle into her living room and hid in a closet. Sparkle took off all of her clothes and stripped down to her underwear. She put on a robe and then opened the door for Big Ant.


“Damn, what you doing in here?” Big Ant cased the apartment as he walked in. “Where she at, Spark?”


“She’s not here.”


“Uh-huhn. What took you so long to open the door?”


“I was about to get in the shower. How the hell I know you were going to be pounding on my door like a fool.”


The door to the closet was opened barely enough where I could see parts of their bodies as they spoke. My heart was beating so fast I could hear it pounding.


“Yeah, right.”


Big Ant went into the bedroom and Sparkle gestured for me to run out of the closet. I tiptoed toward the front door as she went into the bedroom with Big Ant. On my way out of the door, I heard the sound of a loud crash so I ran back in. I rushed into the bedroom and Big Ant had his knee in Sparkle’s chest with both of his hands around her throat.


“Get off of her!” I screamed.


“Ru...!” Sparkle tried to speak but Big Ant’s grip was too tight around her neck.


“You the one I’m looking for anyway!”


Big Ant jumped off of Sparkle and started chasing me. I turned to run out of the door but he grabbed me and threw me on the couch. But by the time he reached me, Sparkle had reached her gun and she pointed it directly at the side of his head.


“Get off her!”


“Hey! Hey! Hey! You better think about what you doing!”


“Naw, you better think about what you doing, niggah!” Sparkle yelled. “Get your ass up before I put a slug in your big-ass head!”


“Sparkle?” Big Ant said nervously.


“Sparkle, my ass! You think I’m playing with you, niggah?” Sparkle cocked the barrel of the gun and shoved it into Big Ant’s head. “Huh, niggah?”


In the year that I had known Sparkle, I had never seen her that angry. Shoot, I had never seen her angry, period. I guess if you back anybody into a corner, they will either fight or flee. Sparkle did not feel like running that day.


“Back up, Sparkle, and I’ll let her up!”


“Naw, niggah! You let her up and then I’ll back up!”


Big Ant slowly raised his hands in the air and climbed his big ass off of me. Sparkle kept the pistol pointed at him as he backed his way out of the apartment. She followed him into the hallway until he got on the elevator and went down. She ran back into the apartment and screamed at me to move quickly.


“Let’s go! Now!”


Sparkle snatched a bag that was already packed and ready to go. It was as if she knew someday she would have to make an emergency exit. I ran to the elevator and pushed the button, but Sparkle grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the stairs.


“No! The stairs! Come on!”


“That’s sixteen flights!”


“COME ON!” Sparkle screamed.


Sparkle was in great shape because she ran down all sixteen flights without stopping once. I had to take a couple of breathers around the eleventh and third floors. Sparkle cursed me every time I stopped.


“Come on!” Sparkle yelled at me while she was standing at the bottom of the stair. “Get your ass down these stairs!”


“I’m trying!” I yelled back as I leaned on the rail for support.


“If you get us killed, I swear I’m gon’ kick your ass, girl!“


When we reached the first floor, Sparkle pulled out her gun and slowly opened the door to the lobby area. We could see Big Ant and Mr. Harry standing near the elevator. Sparkle tapped me on the shoulder and I followed her through a rear door, which led to the parking lot. We slipped into her car quietly and unseen, but once she started the car, she put the pedal to the metal! She burned rubber speeding out of that driveway.


“I got to find you a place to stay.”


“I have money, Ida. We can go stay at a hotel.”


“That’s not safe, baby. Mr. Harry and his goons will finds us in no time.”


“Well, what we are we going to do?”


“I don’t know, but we have to do something quick.”


Sparkle pulled into the parking lot of a Waffle House restaurant and cut the car off. “I have to take you to DFACS!”


“No! I’m not going back there. I’ll only end up in a foster home.”


“I’m sorry, Shante, but what else can I do? I have to get out of town for a while, and I can’t leave you behind living on the streets.”


“I’ll be okay.”


“Like you’re okay now?” Sparkle looked at me sarcastically. “You’re sixteen years old trying to survive in a world where most adults can’t even make it.”


“I have to do what I have to do.”


“Stop saying that!” Sparkle screamed. “Living on the street is not what you have to do! There are people who can help you, but you have to want them to help you.”


“Those people don’t care nothing about me!”


“Well, you have no choice, baby.”


“I’m sixteen now and I can make my own decisions on where I want to live.”


“Okay, you’re sixteen. You think you’re grown, so where are you going to live?”


I tried my best to think of an adult answer to Sparkle’s question before she hit me with her follow-up response, but I couldn’t.


“That’s what I thought! So, this is what we’re going to do. I’m going to take you to some close friends of mine and they’ll take good care of you.”


“Please, Ida, I know you’re trying to help me, but I don’t want to live with anybody else. I’m too big. They’re only going to kick me out.”


“Not these people. They’re good people.”


“That’s what they always say.”


“I know these people and they will take good care of you. I promise.”


“How do you know they will let me live with them?”


“Because I just know, that’s how.”


“Shoot,” I sighed, “I’m going to have to go through foster care all over again. I can’t stand that shit!”


“Watch your mouth, girl!” Sparkle snapped. “You’re tough. You can handle it.”


“I don’t mean to whine, but you just don’t know what it’s like to be in and out of foster care.”


“I don’t know about foster care? Let me tell you something, Missy...”


SPARKLE’S STORY:


I was born in Saginaw, Michigan, the eighth child of a young mother of twenty-eight. She had my oldest sister, Tiffanie, her first child, when she was fifteen years old. She dated an older man who made her addicted to drugs and him. She pretty much stopped taking care of us. My sister Tiffanie fed me; cleaned me and dressed me so many times I had started to call her mama.


Eventually the state took us away from my mother and split us up. In the state of Michigan, they had three different forms of custody for the children of the state, Relative Care, Child Receiving Home, and Foster Care.


Relative Care was when a relative or close family friend assumed responsibility or guardianship of a child. I never had anyone close enough who wanted to take in my siblings, or myself. But I frequented the other two processes.


Child Receiving Home was a place they took children when they had nowhere else to go. I was there often and it was rough. But it still beat living on them damn streets. They gave us three meals a day and even though they bathed us two children at a time, we still got the chance to wash our asses. We slept two to a twin bed, which was quite uncomfortable, but again, it beat sleeping on the ground with a box as a blanket.


When we were in foster care, they would drop us off and pick us up early so that the other kids would not know that we were living at the Child Receiving Home. You know how children are; they were trying to prevent us from public humiliation.


They would closely monitor us during school hours to make sure we did not run away. They would also privately interview us about our mother’s past situation and our current foster care situation.


On those rare occasions when my mother was allowed to see us, we would have to go to the Department of Human Services, or DHS for short. Those were the only times I saw my mother and my siblings. We would gather in this small room where the DHS staff would watch us through a glass window and they recorded our every move. I was happy to see my mother but it felt strange meeting in such a peculiar manner. At the age of eight, the visits stopped and I have not seen or heard from my mother or my siblings since.


At nine, they gave me the responsibility of caring for three of the younger children in the home. I had to dress them, feed them and make sure they did not get into any danger as if they were my own children. If I did not handle my responsibility of taking care of the babies properly, I was severely disciplined. It is odd because as much as I hated taking care of those kids, I think I craved the attention and love they were giving me.


I was twelve when I had my first menstrual cycle. I did not feel comfortable telling my foster mom, so I told a friend who had just started her first cycle as well. She took me to one of our teachers, Mrs. Glenn, who showed me how to use a pad. Mrs. Glenn was concerned and called my foster mom and told her about the situation. My foster mom was mad as hell because she felt I was telling our family business. When I got home, she whooped my ass. I ran away, and never went back. I ended up staying with a nice family for a while, but then they moved out West, and I ended up back in the Child Receiving Home.


Around fourteen, I went to a foster home with a family who had three daughters and a boy. The girls were my age and younger, but the son was three years older than me. He was cute and I had a little crush on him. We would wrestle when there was no one else around and always end up with him grinding between my legs. One day, I came home early from school and he was the only one there. He was lying on the floor when I walked into the living room.


“Hey, Ida.”


“Hey, Andre.”


I sat on the couch and started watching television. I eventually fell asleep and when I woke up, Andre was on top of me grinding. I was startled and wanted him to get the hell up. We had done this numerous times before, but I was always awake. Finding him on top of me made me feel as if I was being ambushed.


“Get up, Andre.”


“Shhh!”


Although I had a big crush on Andre, I did not want to lose my virginity like that. “Get up!”


“Come on, Ida.”


I pushed his chest with both of my hands but he did not budge. “Get off of me!”


Andre did not respond to me; instead, he held my hands above my head and pulled my shirt up. He sucked my breasts into his mouth and squeezed extremely hard on my nipples. It was anything but pleasurable. I screamed for him to stop but he was like a crazed dog.


He ripped my shirt from my body and then pulled my pants down. I tried to resist him but Andre was a big guy and after a while, I was too exhausted to fight. All that I could do was try and keep my legs closed. He pulled out his penis and tried to force it inside of me. I screamed, cried, fought, but nothing I did was going to stop him from doing what he wanted to do that day.


I squirmed at the point of penetration, and then I felt the total impact of his thrust and I was paralyzed. It was tremendously painful. He was rough and rammed me as hard as he could.


“Please, Andre, stop it! I don’t want to!” I cried.


“You like it? Huh? It feels good, don’t it?”


“No! No, it hurts! Stop it!”


His body was moving so hard on top of me that it caused me bruises. He moaned loudly and then his body relaxed. He rolled off of me and onto the floor. He breathed heavily with his pants around his ankles and private parts still exposed. I balled in the fetal position and cried hysterically.


“What’s wrong with you, Ida?”


Hearing Andre’s voice made me go from the mindset of a victim to an angry-as-hell vigilante, and I ran to the kitchen and picked up a knife. I ran back into the living room, put the knife to Andre’s neck and screamed as loud as I could, “If you ever put your hands on me again, niggah, I will kill you!”


I grabbed my clothes and took a long shower. I packed my suitcase and got the hell out of that house...


END SPARKLE’S STORY


•   •   •


“I never stayed another night in a foster care home. It was me against the world. I won a few times, but the world won an awful lot. But over the years I have met others who have had different experiences with foster care homes. Some were adopted and some just felt, great gratitude for the people who took the time to care for them. I just came to terms that some bad people are going to abuse good situations.”


“Damn, so you were raped?”


“Is that all you got out of my story?”


“That’s enough, don’t you think?”


“No. My point is that everybody has been through something. But if you continue to blame the world, or somebody in particular, it’s not hurting them; it’s hurting you. They’re going to move on and you’re going to be stuck in the same miserable place.”


“But ain’t you mad at that Andre boy for what he did to you?”


“I was. I was mad for a very long time, but not anymore.”


“How can you not be mad when that boy took your virginity from you like that?”


“Time heals all wounds. And for those who cannot forget their painful past, they will forever live in pain. It was more painful for me to dwell on what happened, than it was to finally let it go and start living my life.”


“So you’re not angry anymore?”


“Nope.”


“So what would you do if you saw that boy right now?”


“Get out this car and cut his shit off!” Sparkle and I laughed.


“That’s what I thought.”


“All kidding aside, I want you to do good with these people. Don’t disrespect them and give them a chance to help you.”


“Okay.”


“I’m serious, they’re good people and they can help you.”


“A’ight.”


“No, don’t a’ight me; speak correctly.”


“All right.”


“I want you to promise me you won’t pull any tricks in school and get thrown out.”


“I promise.”


“I’m serious, the only way you’re going to be anything in life is to get an education. I know what I’m talking about.”


“I will, I promise. Now can I ask you a question?”


“Go ahead.”


“Where are you going?”


“It’s best that you don’t know where I am, Shante. I know Harry and he’s going to come after the both of us. He knows all of my spots. That’s why I have to get out of town.”


“Why can’t you come stay with us?”


“I can’t bring my problem to that family.”


“He’s looking for me, too.”


“That’s true. But he doesn’t know anywhere you could be, but with me. That’s why he came to my apartment the last time. He’ll think you’re with me and that’s why I have to get far away from this city.”


“Will I ever see you again?”


“One day.”


“Okay. Can you tell me about these Powell people?”


Sparkle told me when she left Michigan and caught the bus to Atlanta, she had no money, nothing to eat and nowhere to stay. She ended up going to the Powells’ church for help and they took her in. They let her stay with them for a few years until they caught her and their son in the bed together. They were madly in love and wanted to get married but they were too young. Sparkle was embarrassed and moved out on her own. The Powells advised her not to do it, but she did and they were disconnected until she talked to them on my behalf.


I felt better and Sparkle drove me to her friends’ house. She explained my situation to them and they were happy to let me stay. We went to the Division of Family and Children Services, and in no time at all, the Powells officially became my foster parents. Sparkle hung around long enough to make sure I was safe and secure with them, and then she disappeared from my life like everyone else. She did not leave any forwarding information.


Speaking of the Powells, they were a longtime married couple in their mid-sixties. Mr. Powell was a pastor and Mrs. Powell was a retired schoolteacher. Mr. Powell lived comfortably off of his church salary, and he was very devoted. Mrs. Powell went to church almost every night of the week with Mr. Powell and made sure we had three square meals a day. She also set me on the path to speaking and writing grammatically.


The Powells were the exact same age, sixty-six. But Mr. Powell was a mature sixty-six whereas Mrs. Powell was a youthful sixty-six. I appreciated, and learned from them both, for being who they were. They had one grown son, Stanley, who lived in California and rarely visited so I was like a prodigal child returning. They were very nice people and I became close to them, very quickly. I affectionately called Mrs. Powell, Ma, and Mr. Powell, Reb, short for Reverend.


Initially, I suspected two things: one, they were as happy to get the foster check as they were to get me. Two, I was going to have my way in that household with those old-ass people. I was wrong on both counts. A week after I was there, I tried my first stunt.


“Good night, Reb.”


“Good night, Shante,” Reb said as he locked the front door.


I pretended I was going to bed and waited for Reb to cut off all of the lights in the house and go to bed, too. I tiptoed out of my bedroom and down the stairs. I was not going to try to go out of the front door because it squeaked and made a lot of noise when it was opened and closed. Instead, I had left a window unlocked in the kitchen and climbed out.


I went out feet first and by the time my toes touched the ground, my head was also coming out where I could see the outside. I looked both ways; the coast was clear. I closed the window and tiptoed toward the front of the house. As I passed the porch, I heard Reb say, “So where we going tonight?”


He scared the living hell out of me! I stopped in my tracks and I did not move.


“What’s the matter?” Reb laughed. “You look like I done scared the living hell outta ya.”


“I...I...I was just, um...”


“What? You thought the old man was just a pushover, didn’t you?”


“No.”


“Excuse me?”


“I mean, no, sir.”


“So, where you going?”


“I was just going down the street to hang with some of my friends. We weren’t going to do anything, but just hang out.”


“Hang out where, child? Ain’t nothin’ good happenin’ this time of night.”


“It’s only eight o’clock, Reb.”


“Right! God go to bed at eight! So if you ain’t did what you need to do by eight o’clock at night, it ain’t got nothin’ to do with the good Lord!”


“Uh, okay.”


“So what you think we should do about this?”


“About what?”


“About you tryin’ to escape?”


“I mean, I didn’t go anywhere so I don’t think we should do anything.”


“Think again!” Reb stood up and gestured for me to follow him.


“Damn!” I whispered under my breath.


Reb made me sit down while he practiced his next week’s sermon on me. Every time I looked as if I was falling asleep, he would elevate his voice and wake me up.


“And Jesus said, ‘Judge not that ye shall be judged, for with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged!’” Reb screamed.


I almost jumped out of that damn chair! All of the screaming woke Ma, and she came downstairs to find out what the hell was going on.


“What is all this screaming and yelling going on down here?”


“We havin’ church, old lady.”


“We who?”


“Me and the girl.”


“What did you do, Shante?”


“I, uh, I tried to sneak out.”


Ma looked at me and I gave her a look like, please, please help me! But instead of helping me, she went the other way.


“Hmm,” Ma looked at Reb, “preach on, Preacher!”


Ma turned around and went back upstairs. Her approval seemed to inspire the Reb because he turned it up a notch or two.


I tried a few more escapes and Reb caught me every single time. I think he looked forward to catching me as much as I looked forward to getting out of that house. It had gotten to the point where we did not have to speak when he caught me. I would follow him into the living room and just sit in my chair. He would open his Bible and start preaching. In all honesty, after a while, I kind of looked forward to hearing my own personal sermons.


•   •   •


As far as my education was concerned, I became a student of the DeKalb County School System. I went to a rough school. I was tough and from the streets, but these kids were an entirely different animal.


The first person I met was a girl named Keisha Warren. Keisha was short, I mean really short, like four feet eleven or five feet tops. She had a strange hairstyle, like a peacock. At the top, and toward the back of the head, her hair stood straight in the air and it was blue. Yeah, I said blue! She had a brown complexion, not light, or dark, kind of like my complexion. We met my first day when I was trying to figure out how to catch the Metro Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, or what we Atlantans call MARTA, from the school to downtown. I grew up in southwest Atlanta, also known as the SWATS, and I was not quite familiar with DeKalb County or MARTA.


“Excuse me?” I asked.


“What’s up?” Keisha said.


“How do I get to Lenox mall from here?”


“Get on the MARTA train and go west to the Five Points station. You’re going to have to get off at the Five Points station and then catch the North train to the Lenox station. When you get off there, the mall is only like a few blocks away.”


“Can I see the mall from the train station?”


“Yeah, you should.”


“Okay, thanks.”


“I’m about to go to Perimeter Mall so I can show you where to get off.”


“That’s cool.”


“What’s your name?”


“Shante, but they call me Butterfly.”


“Butterfly? That’s a strange nickname. Why they call you that?”


“It’s a name my father gave me when I was a baby.”


“It’s cool, though. My name is Keisha, and they call me Keisha.” Keisha chuckled.


“All right, Keisha.”


We got on the train and Keisha was like a pro. She was not afraid of the weirdos at all. I sat by the window and she sat on the aisle. Keisha decided to get off at the Lenox station with me instead of going all the way to Perimeter Mall. From that day on, she was my official best friend.


•   •   •


For the remainder of my junior year, I was a normal teenager with normal responsibilities and expectations. Reb made sure I legally obtained my driver’s license, but when I did, I became the official gopher for the family. It was a long, black 2005 Cadillac. But I drove that joint like it was a Mustang!


Ma knew how to drive but refused to drive herself with me in the house. So, I either drove for her, or drove her, to all the places she wanted to go. I didn’t mind, though, they truly felt like my grandparents. They disciplined me with love and followed with an explanation for their discipline. They embraced and loved me and never made me feel like an outsider. Oh, and did I mention that they showed me plenty of love? And I loved them just as much.


My friend Keisha introduced me to a few of her friends: Jacqua Dortch, Toya Laury and Janae Johnson. One day after school we were listening to music over Keisha’s house and it got way out of control.
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