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TO MY MOTHER AND MY FATHER, who coped so valiantly with a child as rebellious as me! But there are no regrets. If anything had happened differently, I would not be who I am today, able to impact others and set an example for what is possible when we choose to believe in ourselves.


I also dedicate this book to my four children, Mikey, Destiny, Damien, and Angelina. None of what I accomplished would have been possible without each of you. You are my strength and inspiration for it all… love you.










FOREWORD BY RYAN BLAIR


WHEN I FIRST MET Jennifer Hernandez, I saw in her eyes the same fire that once consumed me—a relentless desire to rise above circumstances, to shatter the glass ceilings imposed by society, and most importantly, to make the world a better place. Over the years as her mentor in both business and life, I’ve had the privilege of witnessing her grow from a woman burdened by her past to an unstoppable force of nature.


Jennifer is not just another entrepreneur; she’s a visionary. Her journey, as you will read in the pages that follow, is nothing short of miraculous. It’s a testament to the indomitable human spirit, the power of resilience, and the transformative magic of relentless self-belief. I’ve mentored many people in my life, but few have taken the teachings to heart the way Jennifer has. She doesn’t just listen; she applies, she evolves, and she conquers.


In the business world, Jennifer has shown an uncanny ability to adapt and thrive. Whether it was navigating the treacherous waters of the mortgage industry or building a team that reflects her own drive and commitment, she has proven time and again that she is a leader in every sense of the word. Her achievements in business are not just about financial gains; they are about ethical victories and proving that success can be achieved without compromising on one’s values.


What truly sets Jennifer apart is her spiritual journey—her quest to find a higher purpose in life. As her spiritual mentor, I’ve seen her grapple with the existential questions that plague us all: Why am I here? What is my purpose? How can I serve? And I’ve seen her find her answers, not in the material world, but in the realm of the spirit. Her deep-rooted desire to make a positive impact, to leave the world better than she found it, is what makes her story so compelling and inspiring.


Jennifer’s life is a masterclass in transformation. It’s a story that proves that no matter where you come from, no matter what obstacles you face, you have the power to dictate your own destiny. As you delve into her narrative, I hope you find not just inspiration but also the courage to take control of your own life, to break free from your limitations, and to strive for a world that reflects the beauty of your dreams


In the end, Jennifer’s story is not just her own. It’s a story that belongs to all of us, a mirror that reflects our collective potential to transform, to love, and to heal. And for that, I am incredibly proud to have been a part of her journey and to introduce you to the extraordinary life of Jennifer Hernandez.


Here’s to the unstoppable spirit in all of us.


Ryan Blair, CEO, AlterCall


#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR










PREFACE Family Split Apart



IN A WORLD FULL of battles, the biggest one you’ll ever face is the one within you.


My life is a testimony to the fact that you can survive and even thrive as you recover from setbacks that seemed impossible to overcome.


My early childhood story was one of suffering, sacrifice, and family trauma. Yet with perseverance and resilience, I ultimately found a path toward prosperity and a happy family life. I consider this turnaround the ultimate triumph. But it wasn’t easy getting there.


As you’ll read, my life was plagued by sexual promiscuity, drugs, guns, alcohol, and gang violence. It was a dark existence of self-sabotage and self-degradation. I could easily have ended up with my name in an obituary.


The odds were certainly stacked against me.


It was only when I got pregnant at nineteen that I finally knew I had to make a real change to protect the life of my soon-to-be-born baby. Yet even then, because of the choices I had made up to that point, I found it incredibly difficult to change my habits and get away from a self-destructive way of life.


What happens when you are all alone with no one to turn to? Do you crumble and fall? Or do you stand up and fight? For me, the only way I could possibly survive was to fight back. So instead of giving in to defeat, I fought for my baby’s life—and for my own. Fighting for yourself—and not giving up—is the hardest battle ever.


But because of my baby, I instinctively knew I had to pull myself together; I soon realized that if I was still living, I must have a purpose.


It was in that moment of realization that I began to change my ways.


Thankfully, I found a power within me that kept me strong enough to keep on fighting. With nobody to turn to, I turned within, but that was a lonely path. I eventually began reaching out to others, and once I did, my life began to transform.


This is a preview of what is to come—a story of strength and determination, a testament to hope, even when there was nothing left to hope for, even when I gave everything and still had nothing.


For those reading this today who may feel overwhelmed, or unworthy, or too weak to overcome life’s challenges, I hope this book will give you enough strength to stay strong and keep trying.


As I’ve learned, perseverance trumps every obstacle. Where there is faith, there is hope. Where there is darkness, there is a possibility of light.


Can you do it?


I am here to tell you that you can. If I can make it through with the odds stacked against me, then you can do it too.


Here is my story.










Part One










CHAPTER ONE Helium Wonders



October 20, 2010


New Lenox, Illinois


I JUST CAN’T… I cannot do this anymore, I thought as I began to cry.


At age thirty-two, my fears had overwhelmed me. And the only thought that came to my mind was that there must be more to life than this—more than such a profound sense of sadness and defeat, feeling so lost and alone. How could this be?


After all, there I was, sitting in a half-million-dollar house in suburban New Lenox, a beautiful home my husband and I had built five years earlier. In the background, I could hear the laughing voices of my four-year-old twins playing in the other room; meanwhile, my husband was outside with the neighbors, having drinks and playing bean bags as if everything was okay.


But it was not okay at all. Everything felt wrong. The conflicts and dilemmas within were tearing me apart. And it seemed as if nothing was ever going to change. My life was at a standstill.


It felt as if a storm had been brewing inside me for months. And on this day, that storm erupted, with tears pouring from my eyes. I couldn’t see straight, and my head was pounding. My sobs were so wrenching that I couldn’t catch my breath. I thought, Is this really how my life is supposed to be? After everything I have overcome, is this the result? Is this really it?


I hung my head in shame for even entertaining the extremely ungrateful thoughts that were consuming me. I felt lost and alone, overwhelmingly sad and defeated. In fact, at this point in my existence, I was so consistently depressed that I would often sit on the floor and just cry. I was so dysfunctional that our house was chronically dirty. In my state of mind, I just couldn’t keep up with it.


And that’s when I saw a yellow spiral notebook, casually left on the kitchen counter by one of my children. It looked as lonely and abandoned as I felt.


I reached for that book, intending to write a letter to my kids about what I had been through and how much I had overcome. I wanted to explain to them why I was having such a difficult time handling my day-to-day emotions. Though the material circumstances of my life were now so abundant, I couldn’t shake off the ripple effects of my past, which is why I wanted to write out my thoughts and feelings. I would do this as much to inform them as to console myself.


I grabbed a pen. It felt as if my past had come back to haunt me in more ways than I ever could have imagined. Even though I had tried to set up my adult life for success, I felt that I was now doomed for failure.


I finally put pen to paper and started writing about my life from the beginning. It’s funny to think that when I was a child, the worst thing that had happened to me was my parents’ divorce. That monumental event had started me on a path of unforgiving resentment. And it impacted my ability to have healthy relationships. That early rupture in our family felt like the root to every problem I faced thereafter.





1981


Memphis, Tennessee


I can’t remember much about the divorce itself. At just four years old, I was too young to understand it and had no idea what was happening, nor could I possibly imagine that this single marital event would change my life in the most profound ways.


As a four-year-old, I thought I had the best parents in the entire world. What other kid in Memphis, Tennessee, could say they got to go to carnivals on a weekly basis and were given an unlimited number of balloons to play with? No one could except for me and my older brother, James, who looked just like me, both of us innocent and happy-go-lucky.


Our parents, James and Wanda Braglia, had gotten married in 1975, both of them quite young, my mom eighteen and my dad twenty-four. Together, they owned their own special events business, which sold Mylar balloons, head bobbers, and blow-up plastic toys—perfect for carnivals, parties, and community events. And they advertised their products by dressing up as clowns at the numerous county fairs in our area.


It must have been a successful enough business, as we lived in a spacious, five-bedroom split-level home, complete with an orange-themed living room with felt wallpaper, decor typical of the seventies.


Thinking about those balloons may seem a little silly now. But to kids everywhere, they were helium wonders. We loved holding them in our hands or letting them go and watching them fly above us—floating away into the atmosphere. As a four-year-old, those balloons were symbols of joy—the best life a kid could have!


Like most little kids, I idolized my parents, depended on them, and loved everything about them. My mother looked like a fashion model with long brown hair, a beautiful smile, and a perfect figure. Dad was quite tall and handsome, well-built with thick brown hair and a mustache. They were a striking couple for sure. And in my eyes, they could do no wrong.


My mother was always the calm one in the house, very business-minded, the salesperson in the marital team. She had been working in and out of retail stores and sometimes hosted home parties where she sold sexy lingerie.


On the other hand, my father, raised by his 100 percent Italian family, was quite stubborn and hotheaded, and far more impulsive than my mother. He didn’t communicate very well and easily lost his cool, which led him to swearing a lot. My father was a man who didn’t offer a lot of compliments. He wasn’t a bad person, necessarily, but he didn’t know how to communicate, and he lacked skills to nurture or validate any of us with his words. I became aware much later in my own adult life that he parented in the way he had been parented. He modeled what he saw in his own childhood.


One day, we were all getting ready to accompany my parents to a full day at the carnival. My brother, my uncle Marvin, and I were helping get things situated as usual when something out of the ordinary happened—an event that would change our lives forever.


As we arrived at the carnival grounds, there was an exceptionally high feeling of excitement in the air. Though that kind of buzz was common, it seemed especially invigorating on that day.


With the unmistakable smell of popcorn wafting through the air, we threw ourselves into the swirl of all the people laughing and milling around. Children squealed with joy on the amusement rides and young couples held hands as they played games, competing for the giant stuffed panda prizes. To a kid, the carnival was everything it was supposed to be and more.


As always, my brother and I were enjoying the VIP life of carnival kids who got free tickets to all our favorite rides, including Tilt-A-Whirl. We had a blast.


So how could such a wonderful day turn into a life-changing trauma, a day that I would despise for the rest of my life?


That afternoon, after my parents finished working, we all went home. But it wasn’t long before they changed clothes and began getting ready to go back out again, this time without me and my brother. They told us that they were leaving to have some alone time and that Uncle Marvin would take care of us.


Much as we loved my mother’s brother, he wasn’t necessarily our first choice for a babysitter. Uncle Marvin was a fit bachelor who looked a little like Elvis Presley. He was always dating beautiful women and focused on his own personal life. He had no clue about kids and possessed no domestic skills. He didn’t even know how an oven worked, much less how to cook a meal, so he made most of his meals in a microwave.


That night, as we were starving for dinner, our parents assured us that our uncle would feed us well. But given his skills, that was questionable. My parents then gave my brother and me tight hugs and kisses, told us they loved us, and left the house.


We turned to watch Uncle Marvin rustling through the refrigerator to find something to make for dinner, and he eventually found a frozen dinner that he could heat up for us.


Meanwhile, my brother and I began to play with the leftover balloons my parents had placed in the living room. After about a half hour, as we pushed the balloons into the air, we began to smell something cooking. Maybe it was because we were so hungry, but the aroma of whatever Uncle Marvin had made was actually quite appealing.


Plates were set on the table and our uncle called us over to eat. It was a frozen veal parmesan, our favorite. My brother and I dug in enthusiastically. But after the first bite, we quickly realized there was something awful about this food. The problem was that the dinner had not been cooked all the way through, which meant our uncle couldn’t even follow instructions on a frozen food package!


“Yuck! This is nasty!” I yelled as I spit the veal back onto the plate. My reaction pissed off Marvin, and he began to scream at me: “Eat your food!” His harsh tone stung us, and my brother then began to cry.


I was defiant: “I don’t want to eat this.… It’s making my stomach hurt!” Uncle Marvin’s anger turned into a look of confusion as he took a bite of the veal. “Oh shit, this is nasty!” he agreed. “Come on, we’re going out to eat.”


My brother and I were only too happy to get our jackets and leave to get some real food. As it turned out, my uncle took us to Burger King, which had a delicious veal parmesan sandwich on its menu. It was our favorite. As we ate together, we all laughed about how nasty the food was that Uncle Marvin had made. Afterward, we were happy to head back home, extremely tired after what had been such a long, happy day.





We got back home around the same time my parents did, which was a nice surprise since we didn’t think we would be seeing them until morning.


At that point, as Uncle Marvin went up to sleep in the spare room, my parents told me and my brother to change into our pajamas and then come in their bedroom. They wanted to talk to us before we went to sleep.


As we both climbed into the bed with them, we could see from their expressions that something was not quite right.


Even at age four, I knew that something bad was happening, and I could do nothing to stop it. There was a tension in the atmosphere that you could cut with a knife.


As my mother spoke, tears began rolling down her cheeks. I understood the emotion, but her words made no sense to me at all. My father then stepped in and explained, “Your mom and I love you both very much. But things are about to change a little. We are going to spend some time apart from each other, which means you and your brother won’t see me as much as usual.”


He finished by announcing, “We’re getting a divorce.” The mention of that word led both our parents to start crying together. Then James and I began to cry, too, even though we had absolutely no idea what that word divorce even meant. None of it made any sense to us. The only thing that was clear was that my father was going to leave the house and that our lives were about to drastically change.


It was a traumatic night, a total blur beginning with the announcement, then the tears, and my own confusion and panic. Children are obviously bonded to their parents, and any change like a temporary separation (much less the threat of a total absence) is life-shattering. My brother and I cried ourselves to sleep that night. And when we woke up the next morning, our father was gone. My stomach was in knots because I instinctively believed that Daddy was never going to come back.


Much later on, as an adult, I found out that my father had been emotionally and verbally abusive to our mom. And she had tolerated it for five years. Why? The reasons are not surprising. As a naive girl who had married so young, she didn’t know any different. But eventually, as unhappy as she was with Dad, she had an affair. Since my father was her first and only sexual partner, she may have been curious. And she was certainly eager to be with somebody who would treat her better than my father did. It was true that my dad had built her a brand-new house as a wedding gift, and on the surface he treated her well. What she didn’t recognize, and neither did we as children, was Dad’s explosive temper and cutting remarks had slowly added up, turning into emotional damage for my mother. My dad allowed people to disrepect us and treat us as though we were not good enough. His family treated him this way, and he carried that treatment over to us. We know not what we do.


In any case, her actions precipitated the split. Dad was, of course, both shocked and infuriated by what she had done. And being hotheaded to begin with, there was no way he was going to stay at home to work it out with her. So after my father found out about what she’d done, he didn’t fight to stay; he just threw in the towel and left as if we were not worth fighting for. It was the end.


Mom told Dad that she wanted a fast divorce and that he could keep any personal belongings he wanted as long as she had full physical custody of us. She inadvisably agreed that he didn’t even have to pay child support. She was only 18 when they got married. There was no way everything was going to be perfect. But I still wonder why he didn’t fight for his family, why it was so easy for him to walk away.


My mother agreed to this raw financial deal because she just wanted to keep us in the house with her. And maybe her acquiescence was partly due to her guilt for having an affair in the first place. In any case, the agreement was that Dad would come take us for visits with him every other weekend. And that was it. He got us everything we needed, and we never went without.





After my father left, Uncle Marvin, who helped run the balloon business with my mom, moved in with us permanently. The idea was that he would support her around the house while also helping out with paying the bills.


With my father gone, Mom seemed to be doing just fine without him. But it was very sad for me and my brother. We were used to having breakfast with our dad every morning and missed him so much.


Meanwhile, seemingly the next day, my mom’s close friend Mindy came to visit us. She was a party girl and really funny, someone my mother enjoyed being around. And Mom needed someone to confide in during this difficult time. It wasn’t long before Mom announced that Mindy would also be living with us temporarily, until she could find a place to stay of her own. Everything was changing fast.


We now had a new family unit—Mom, Uncle Marvin, my brother, me, and Mindy. Although the house was full, it still felt empty without Dad. Then one day, out of the blue, another guy showed up at our house, who was introduced to us as Mindy’s boyfriend, Justin.


Something seemed very odd about him. He was a skinny guy who didn’t talk very much. He was quite serious and always depressed. And he was a big drinker, too, which was probably his way of dealing with depression.


Despite his moodiness, it seemed that Justin was way nicer to my mom than he was to his supposed girlfriend, Mindy. Sometimes, it didn’t even look to me like Mindy cared about her “boyfriend.” It turned out that the explanation of Justin being Mindy’s boyfriend was just a cover. My mother felt it looked bad that she was dating another man so quickly, so she attempted to hide it from us.


But I noticed that Justin would hug and kiss Mom the way Dad used to hug and kiss her. I could see that my mom was happy anytime Justin was close to her, so I was happy for her, too, even though I still missed Dad.


My mom decided that it was time for all of us, including my dad and Mindy’s “boyfriend,” to move back to Illinois, which was where my parents had grown up and where we were born and had lived for a short time. I don’t really remember when my parents uprooted us to Tennessee. Now, we were all planning to move back and start over, whatever that was supposed to mean. Too many things were already uncharted, unknown, and unclear.










CHAPTER TWO Papa Don’t Preach



1983


Crestwood, Illinois


DURING THIS STRANGE overlap of relationships, with my mother separated from my father and now intimately involved with Justin, and all of us moving to Illinois, my whole world seemed unstable. Within months of moving to Illinois, my mother and father officially divorced. Everything seemed like it was happening so fast.


We moved to Crestwood, where my father got a factory job. He had a small apartment just down the street from us and picked us up every other weekend for visitation. He also showed up at every one of our school events, never missing out on anything. James and I always looked forward to those visits with our dad because at home there was Justin. We didn’t like him, and we knew he didn’t care much for us either.


Justin was down and irritable a lot of the time, filling our house with tension. He always claimed his depression was because he hated Illinois and that my mom “made” him move there to be with her. Justin drank a lot, probably to numb himself, and was often not very nice. It seemed like he hated his life. And I can tell you that he certainly had no interest in being a father figure. We didn’t want any relationship with him either, so we stayed as far away as we could.


The only thing we wanted was for our dad to come and get us, to rescue us. When he did come to pick us up, we would do fun things together, like making cinnamon rolls in his kitchen, going to the movies, or just hanging out around the house and talking or watching a favorite movie like John Travolta’s Urban Cowboy.


These were the kinds of diverting things my mother never had time to do with us anymore. She was so weighed down, trying to raise kids while working long hours in women’s retail clothing to make ends meet. Plus, she had to deal with relationship issues with Justin. It wasn’t easy for her.


Dad became the “fun” parent. So being with him was just hang-out time. Of course, unlike my mom, he didn’t have to deal with homework, getting us to school, or bedtime. But we preferred his company since mom was suffering, clearly not in a happy relationship, and hence more difficult to be with. Things weren’t about to get any better.


Soon after arriving in Illinois, my mother sat us down and told us that we were going to be “a big brother and sister”—she was pregnant!


And after that announcement, it seemed like Justin was out all the time, while mom cried a lot at home.


My father had no clue about the pregnancy, though he was soon fully apprised of it. I think he might have been jealous, but he said it didn’t bother him at all. Meanwhile, he had a girlfriend, too, so everybody was romantically occupied in our dysfunctional little group.


As for me, though I couldn’t fully understand a lot of what was happening, I did grasp some things. My new little baby brother or sister was Justin’s child, not my father’s.


Although I might have felt angry about this odd family situation as a teenager or young adult, I was still too young to be upset. Nor did I understand how this new baby would affect our family. For a little girl who loved playing with dolls, I was just excited there was going to be a new baby in the house. And I couldn’t wait to be a big sister.


Justin, however, didn’t seem as excited as everyone else about my mother’s pregnancy and the impending arrival of a baby. In fact, he never seemed to be very thrilled about anything. He continued to be grouchy and moody. He almost never said anything nice to me or to my brother or to any other kids who came over to play with us. Justin made me believe that he didn’t like me or my brother and that he wasn’t going to like our new baby brother or sister either. The more unhappy he seemed about the baby, the more my mom toiled with her unstable emotions.


My mother was immensely overwhelmed, which to James and me looked like unhappiness and filled our house with sorrow. How could she still want to be with a man who made her cry all the time? I just didn’t get it.


One day when my dad dropped me and my brother off after our visit, he came inside to find my mom alone and crying. He went over to her and asked her what was wrong, while my brother and I just stood there, wondering the same thing.


My mother told me and James to go to our rooms so that she could finish talking to Dad alone. We left the room but made sure to peek around the corner and try to hear what was being said. We couldn’t really make out the specifics, but we saw our mother break down in tears. And then our father comforted her by giving her the tightest hug and whispering in her ear.


This sign of affection was all my brother and I needed to give us hope that Justin would leave one day and our dad would come back home again. From that moment on, for every birthday I had, my only wish was that my parents would get back together again. That was all I wanted, and it was all I needed.


That day when Mom was so upset, as we watched our parents talk for what seemed like forever, our hopes grew that he wouldn’t leave at all. Unfortunately, that moment was short-lived, and our dad drove away.


And regrettably, Justin came back into the house. A little while later he was having yet another fight with our mom. I felt helpless over the situation. It was miserable for everybody, hardly the life my mother had hoped for.


If I had known what depression was, I would have thought that I was for sure. But as a five-year-old, I couldn’t possibly absorb the meaning of what was happening all around me, even though it was victimizing me and my brother.


How could Mom not see what we wanted, which was for our dad to come back home again? Did she even care how we felt?


More to the point, did she care about herself?





As time passed, with Dad paying no child support and Justin drifting from one low-paying job to another, we were forced to downsize on everything. The stress on Mom must have been incredible. It’s painful for a child to see a parent continually upset. And I remember seeing my mother cry constantly.


Many childhood memories that are fuzzy on facts remain emotionally distinct. I understood that my mother was now in a compromised situation—living with an unpleasant man who was abusive, and supporting herself on far less than what she had earned when she owned the balloon business with Dad. That euphoric time of life was now just a distant memory as Mom’s stomach got bigger and bigger.


Before we knew it, my family was downsizing into a two-bedroom apartment located in Tinley Park, a suburb southwest of Chicago. My brother and I had to share a bedroom. This place was much smaller than the one we used to live in, but it was all my mother could afford.


As though money issues and the pregnancy weren’t enough reasons to be worried and stressed, she was constantly dealing with Justin. As far as I could see, he was the real reason for her despair.


I began to hate him. As I’ve mentioned, he would yell at my mom frequently and reduce her to sobs by saying the meanest things. Ever since Justin entered the picture, the only thing I could see was Mom constantly trying to hold it together and fake her happiness. You could tell by the way she’d suddenly start smiling when we came into the room, while her eyes convyed sadness. We could tell when she had been crying; she couldn’t mask that with a flimsy upward turn of her lips.


With our family finances strapped, Justin luckily got a new job, but it was in Romeoville, a tiny town southwest of Chicago near Interstate 55. So we had to move yet again. They found a three-bedroom house, but it was still cramped which made things even more miserable. The fights between my mother and Justin were even worse than before. She would beg him to stay home and not go out again; he would tell her to shut up and mind her own business and that she didn’t own him. Even when they weren’t fighting, you could feel the tension in the house.


I sometimes wondered if they had argued this much before and we just hadn’t heard them. But now we could hear them loud and clear.


My brother and I were huddled together like prisoners, praying for my dad to return home and save us, as if he were a knight in shining armor. Although it is many divorced child’s dream to have their parents reunite, that dream totally dissipated with the birth of my baby sister, Melissa. With her birth, I felt as if there was no hope that our father would ever return.


Of course, he wasn’t going to return anyway.





When we relocated to Romeoville, my mother decided to send me and my brother to a Catholic school for the remainder of our elementary education. This new school was much more advanced than the regular public schools we were accustomed to. The homework had been easy for us then, but now, just keeping up with the assignments became difficult. In fact, James and I began to fail in every subject area.


Due to our poor performance, the school decided that we were not ready to advance to our proper grade levels (third for me, fourth for my brother) when it came to certain subjects like cursive, so we were both placed in the first grade classroom for a couple of hours each day so that we could begin to catch up with our classmates. Being bumped out of our class for even a couple of hours made us feel stupid, like losers. Being the new kids in class didn’t help us either. We were outsiders, displaced from the friends we had just begun to make in our previous school. But we didn’t want to ask anyone for help. My mother noticed we were struggling, and she realized that if we didn’t get it together, the school was going to fail us. She preempted that possibility by pulling us out of the school to spare us any more embarrassment.


One day after coming home from our new school, my mother said she wanted to speak with me and James. That night at the dinner table, she announced that we would now be moving to a public school in Romeoville. I think she thought this would make us happy. James and I did not mind to move to another school because we hated wearing uniforms and our grades were failing. However, we did not want to lose the few new friends we had already made.


That night, Mom made sure to tell us, “Eat your vegetables! They’re getting cold.” She warned us that if we didn’t eat our vegetables, we would sit at the table all night until we finished them. James and I used to think that if we fought Mom on certain issues, she would eventually give in, but that was not the case this time. She made us sit at the table for what seemed like days until we finally finished those nasty carrots. Eventually, our dog, Buster, a chocolate lab, came in from outside and scooted under the kitchen table. Of course, my brother and I fed him the vegetables! Why not?


The phone rang and my mother went to answer it. Perhaps because of our turbulent homelife, James and I had become extremely nosy kids. We always wanted to be “in the know.” So, of course, we tried to eavesdrop on our mother’s conversation. We couldn’t hear what the person on the other end was saying, but we could hear Mom’s end of the call. She looked nervous and scared.


“Hello? What kind of underwear am I wearing? Who is this?”


As my mother turned to catch me and my brother listening to her conversation, she quickly hung up the phone. But as soon as she did, the phone started to ring again.


“Stop calling my house!” she yelled as she hung up the phone for a second time. James and I weren’t actually scared until after the second time Mom hung up. That’s when she started looking through the blinds to see if anyone was outside; she next checked the doors to make sure they were all locked.


Clearly, Mom was terrified, with nobody there to protect her. As always, Justin was absent; he seemed to spend all his free time at the bar. No doubt, his drinking contributed to his unpredictable behavior toward our mom.





1987


Romeoville, Illinois


By the time my stepsister, Melissa, was four years old and I was nine, we had a new addition to our family, a baby sister named Drew Ann. Melissa started sharing a room with me and my brother when we moved to Romeoville. Our room was a menagerie, filled with tons of stuffed animals spread all over our beds and the floor. We spent hours playing together, and I must say that I liked having younger sisters.


But what I didn’t like was waking up every morning soaking wet because Melissa, who was being potty-trained, would pee all over me during the night. (We nicknamed her Melissa Pissa.) I remember getting so mad and screaming at my mother to get Melissa Pissa her own bed because I was sick and tired of waking up with my side of the bed soaked and then having to clean it all by myself. Naturally, because I was older, it was expected that I would clean up after my younger sister.
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