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				Preface

				“For I know the plans I have for you,” says the Lord. “They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.

				—Jeremiah 29:11

				I know most parents think their children are the best in the world. I’m not ashamed to say my youngest daughter, Orlandra, is the absolute best. She’s smart. She’s pretty. She’s outgoing. When I look at her, I still marvel that God would give me another chance by giving her to me. Although I’d failed so badly at motherhood, He actually entrusted this precious little girl into my keeping. Sometimes when she’s not looking, I look at her, and I can see the mercy and grace of God in her face.

				I take her to school, and I am humbled by God’s graciousness, because He has allowed me to send her to one of the best private schools. When I travel I take her with me, and I am speechless as I watch her holding intelligent conversations with lawyers and doctors, who are impressed by her inquisitive nature and her personality. Sometimes I look around and say, “Is this real? Am I the same Tonier Deneen Johnson Cain? This is not me.” Sometimes I actually pinch myself to see if I am going to wake up and discover this is a dream because I haven’t forgotten that, ten years ago, I was living on the streets of Annapolis.

				Now I travel around the country training college-educated professionals about how to help people. I’ve met former presidents, corporate leaders, senators, and governors. I’m a homeowner with bills to pay. I’m living the American dream. But this dream didn’t come without many nightmares; rather, it came as a result of tremendous cost and great sacrifice.

				[image: 260.jpg]

				On January 31, 2013, when Orlandra was in second grade, I took her to school as I always do. But this particular morning, I was having separation anxiety because I was waiting but not waiting. Orlandra looked up at me as I held her hand, and she said in her best big-girl voice, “Okay, Mommie. I can go by myself. I’m a big girl.” She was right—she was getting so big and so independent. I looked down at her, and all the love I’ve ever had came pouring out. Tears came to my eyes, but I knew not to cry. Instead, I gave a little nervous laugh.

				“I know,” I said. “I just like holding your hand.” And I started swinging her hand back and forth in a little game we play. She gave me that wonderful smile, and my heart melted. When I looked at her, I was once again reminded of the awesomeness of the Lord.

				Just as we got to the classroom door, she dropped my hand and ran to her seat. “Orlandra!” I called. She turned around and ran back to where I stood just outside the door and gave me a quick hug. Then she quickly ran back to her seat. I still stood there frozen. Even though Orlandra is my sixth child, this motherhood thing was still new to me. Eventually, she looked back and saw me still standing there, and she shrugged her shoulders as if to signal me to leave.

				She was right. It was time for me to leave. I had things to do before I went to work. But this morning I couldn’t tame the uneasiness in my stomach. Orlandra was my anchor to reality. I was waiting, but I didn’t want to appear to be waiting. Despite everything I’d lived through, I could still be disappointed, and I didn’t want to be disappointed.

				I remember thinking, If I could just stop my mind from racing. As I looked at Orlandra sitting at her desk talking to the little girl beside her, I wanted to cry. I felt the tears, so I blinked real hard. I got as far as the parking lot before the floodgates opened. I’d never done much crying when I lived on the streets, but now I cried if the wind blew in the wrong direction.

				I left the school parking lot and headed to the gym. For the eight years I’d been sober, my sanctuaries have been God and exercise. I sweat and pray and recite my favorite Bible verses. That morning, I was pounding away on the treadmill, repeating in my head, Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart . . . Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart (Psalm 37:4, NIV). I kicked the speed up to 5, so I could get a brisk jog. I kept praying this scripture while listening to Marvin Winans singing, “Let the Church Say Amen.”

				After finishing my workout, I was still too wired up, so I called my cousin, who is also my stylist, and asked if she had an appointment available. To my great delight, she said, “Come on over!” Getting my hair washed would be a great distraction to take my mind off what I didn’t want to acknowledge. When I arrived, the shop was filled with its usual group of stylists and clients talking the usual kind of women’s talk—other people’s business. This morning, my cousin, another stylist, and one of the clients were discussing Olivia and Fitz from the TV series Scandal. As I sat down in her chair, she asked the other stylist, “Girl, did you see last week’s show?”

				“You know I did. My kids and my old man know not to bother me when I’m watching Scandal,” she replied, as she applied perm solution to her client’s hair.

				“Did you see Fitz and Olivia? That white man can’t get enough of that black woman. It was hot the other night! Oh Lawd!”

				“Tell the truth! Uh!” They were laughing and having a good time, but my mind was elsewhere.

				“Tonier, you don’t watch Scandal?”

				“Oh, no,” I said. “If I’m not traveling, that’s Orlandra’s bedtime, and I’m trying to get her down. Don’t have time to watch other people living in sin.” We all laughed.

				My cousin defended me by saying, “Tonier’s always on the go. Let’s go to the dryer.” As I sat under the dryer, I put in my earbuds and cued up “Be Still” by Yolanda Adams. I closed my eyes and listened to the words of the song, as they spoke to my heart. I must’ve nodded off, but suddenly the music stopped and my phone rang. I put my glasses on and looked down. My heart skipped a couple of beats because I recognized the number. It was the Maryland Department of Social Services. I pressed the green button and said, “Hello?”

				The voice at the other end said, “Good morning. Is this Tonier Cain?”

				“This is she.”

				“Mrs. Cain, this is Cindy Root from the Department of Social Services. How are you this morning?”

				“I’m fine,” I said as I got up from the dryer and moved outside, so I could hear and talk freely.

				“Well, I have good news. He said yes to a reunion.” I held the phone away from my face and mouthed, “Thank you, Lord. Thank You! Thank You! Thank You!” At that moment, I knew God had answered my prayers, and the Holy Spirit in me said, “Delight thyself in Me, and I will give you the desires of your heart.” Once again God had shown Himself mighty on my behalf. Somehow I managed to say thank you and get down the particulars. I wanted to shout but instead I wrapped my arms around myself and said aloud, “God, You are good all the time. And all the time, You are good. Thank You!” Then I went back into the salon to finish letting my hair dry.

				The thing I’d been trying to avoid thinking about all morning was now a reality. For months I’d been working with the Department of Social Services to arrange a reunion with my youngest son, Joshua. It had been a long and involved process. But it was worth every phone call, every inquiry, every conversation, every prayer. Joshua had agreed to meet me.

				♦ ♦ ♦

				My journey to this day had been a long one. It started in a prison in 1994 when I laid before God and asked Him to help me. I’m sure my experience wasn’t much different from a lot of other desperate people who come to God in times of need, but, in that cell, praying to a benevolent God, was a drug addict and prostitute who had been living on the streets of Annapolis, Maryland, for nineteen years. I’d been severely abused as a child and experienced severe trauma, and, as a result, I’d developed self-destructive behaviors.

				When someone said I should write a book about my life, I smiled. I hadn’t considered doing that, but, as I prayed about it, the Lord encouraged me to put my story in writing because it might help someone else and set them on the path to healing. So I write this book as the old song says, to “help somebody as I pass along; so my living is not in vain.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				“Miss Cain. Kin I speak to you?”

				“Sure. Tell me what’s happening with you.” I walk over to a young woman dressed in gray prison garb. I am at the Maryland Institute for Women, where I’d been an inmate. I’m here now as a featured speaker to discuss trauma-informed care. As I approach her, she begins to cry.

				“I lost my five children to the system. And I need help. Kin I attend your session?” Just the mention of a mother losing her children touches my heart. I know that pain. So I ask the warden if this woman can be a part of the small group session tomorrow evening, and she agrees.

				I hug the woman and promise, “If you allow me, I’ll help you. I won’t leave you.” I know the feeling of helplessness when the system designed to help fails. I know the despair when no one steps up to help you. It’s one thing to be down, but it’s another when you see no possibility of getting up, when being down becomes a way of life. I knew both. I’d been there.

				The next evening in a small group session, this inmate tells me of a life of abuse that includes drug use and all that goes with it. As she cries and pours out her heart to me and the other women seated in a circle, I hear my story, or at least a form of my story. And I think, But for the grace of God, I could still be here or dead. I connect this inmate to a program that will allow her to get the assistance she needs to regain control of 
her life. The program includes trauma therapy, which will help her identify and acknowledge the things that had been done to her that contributed to her behavior.

				This is my life now. I travel the country telling policy makers Neen’s story. Neen is a form of my middle name that my family called me. It represents a past that almost destroyed my future; however, because of the intervention I received through trauma therapy, I emerged from that life and from the cycle the women I now speak to live in. Now I am committed to helping others break free from the shackles of secrecy that surround the abuse often caused by traumatic events.

				Neen’s story is not pretty. It shines the light of truth on the shady side of life in America. Much of it takes place in the dirty places of a beautiful city. It’s about the smelly people you turn your head away from on the street corners and the ones you never think could be you or the ones you love. While the sad reality of Neen’s story is that it continues to be repeated across this nation, there is hope for a happy ending. Because I broke the cycle and emerged stronger, I am able to offer a message of healing for others. No matter where you are on your journey, the message is: “Where there is breath, there is hope.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Rough Beginnings

				Beware that you don’t look down on any of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels are always in the presence of my heavenly Father.

				—Matthew 18:10

				“Life happens” is more than a bumper sticker; it’s a reality that I know all too well. Life happened to me, although I didn’t realize it at the time. From a very early age, people did things to me. I don’t know if they singled me out or if I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I do know that, almost from the beginning of life as I knew it, things were done to me. As I grew older, I began to realize that the things that were being done to me were bad, but I was powerless to stop them or to get away from them. So “life” continued to happen, and I kept living as best I knew. Life was not always easy.

				I’m not asking for sympathy; I’m simply telling the truth. I didn’t have a good childhood, my teenage years were a drunken blur, married life was a disaster, my relationship with my mom was whacked, and the list goes on. I’d failed at so many things. I’d even failed at motherhood. But in the midst of all these happenings, I never gave up, because I believed that, as long as I had breath, there would always be a chance that my life could change.

				There were times and places in my life when I thought my life would end, and, given the way I was living, it should’ve ended. I’ve been beaten and raped, almost had my head smashed in, used dirty needles, and smoked enough crack cocaine to heat a small third world country, but Someone kept me, and something kept me going. I didn’t grow up in a churchgoing family, but I believed that, even in my lowest moments, there would be a better tomorrow. It was what kept me going in the midst of having things happen to me that were so horrific that, to this day, I am ashamed to speak of them; not because of who I am, but because of what other people did to an innocent child who couldn’t defend herself. What happened to me was a “low-down, dirty shame.”

				I was born and grew up in Annapolis, Maryland, home to the U.S. Naval Academy and the capital city of the state of ­Maryland. It’s a beautiful city, but Annapolis is a city of opposites: rich and poor. On one side of town are the wealthy ­people with yachts and big homes. On the other side of town are the projects. Strangely enough, one exists without seemingly knowing the other exists. When I was growing up in the projects, it was all I knew. For me it is the place of my birth and the beginning of my life of pleasure and pain.

				There are many things from my childhood that I just don’t remember. When I first became aware, I was about four years old. I was Tonier, and I lived with my mother, Barbara, and my father, Oatmeal, whose real name is Vernon Johnson. I had a sister named Bridget, and two brothers named Vernon Jr. and Carlos. We lived together in a two-story apartment in the projects.

				Since I didn’t know any other life, I accepted what I saw and heard in my mother and father’s house. Sometime early in my childhood, I learned the sounds of living. No one taught me. No one said, “This is how you should live,” or “This is how you shouldn’t live.” I became accustomed to how my parents treated each other and how they treated us. To me, “normal” was a life where people had fights and cussed at each other. I accepted what was because it was all I knew.

				Oatmeal and Barbara fought a lot. It was one of the sounds I learned to recognize early on. Oatmeal would slap Barbara and push her down, and she’d scream at him. The sound of screaming, cussing, and hitting scared me and made me feel like there were butterflies in my stomach. I’d start to shake, the feeling would move into my chest, and my heart would start to beat really fast. Then the sound of fighting would move into my head. It wasn’t a loud sound, but it made my heart beat even faster, and it filled my ears. Years later when I listened to a conch shell, it reminded me of that sound. Sometimes the sound took my breath away.

				I remember screaming, “Stop! Barbara! Oatmeal!” But Barbara couldn’t hear me above her own voice or Oatmeal’s sounds. I’d be crying; everyone would be crying. But the crying didn’t stop the beating, so I learned to hide from the sound. I learned to crawl into a ball and hold my ears. It didn’t help. I could still hear, and so I cried and hid because Oatmeal was hitting Barbara. I learned when the talking became the sound that started the fight. It’s strange what little children quickly learn.

				“I ain’t scared of you, Oatmeal! You can’t make me do nothing. I still don’t know why I married your sorry ass.” That was Barbara’s voice. Oatmeal said something back. Then Barbara said, “You can go now. Here! Take your shit and get out. Here, I’ll help you. Take your ring. Naw. I tell you what, I’ll put it where you can go—in the toilet.”

				“Go get it!” Oatmeal’s sound was so loud.

				“Get it your damn self. You want it.” Then Oatmeal dragged Barbara down the hall to the bathroom. He had her by the back of the head, pulling her by her hair.

				“You gone get it out of that toilet, or I’ll flush you down behind it. Now get it.” I guess Barbara couldn’t get the ring because Oatmeal tried to put Barbara’s head down the toilet. She was screaming; he was screaming. But this time even my screaming didn’t make him stop.

				There were a lot of scenes like this when I lived with Barbara and Oatmeal. Usually, they made up, followed by a lot of hugging and kissing. Then life went back the way it used to be until she made him mad again, and the sound would lead to another fight. I remember once we were at my grandmother Mil’s house and Oatmeal punched his hand through a glass trying to hit Barbara. Years later when I learned about abuse, I knew that I’d grown up watching my father abuse my mother.

				Once the sound of them fighting made me so sick, I couldn’t breathe. They stopped fighting, and Barbara took me to the window and held my head outside so I could breathe. It was hot, and I couldn’t stop throwing up. Nothing Barbara did made me better, so she took me to a doctor, who said I had asthma. When I woke up, I was in a big white tent. Looking for a window to breathe out of, like I did at home, I couldn’t find one through the plastic. Scared, I yelled, “Barbara!” No one answered. “Barbara!” I was really scared because I couldn’t remember where I was or how I’d gotten there. There were other beds in the room, but I didn’t know who was in them. I kept calling for Barbara to come and get me. I wanted her to take me home. With all my four-year-old being, I wanted Barbara.

				I never called Barbara “Mama” or “Mommie” or “Mudear,” like the other children called their mamas. She was always Barbara. I don’t know why, but my brothers, sister, and I always called her by her first name. I know now that names are important, but I was never taught to call her “Mama” or call Oatmeal “Daddy” or “Dad.” All I knew then was that I was in a strange place, and I wanted Barbara.

				“Barbara! Please come get me!!” But no one came to answer my call. I couldn’t understand why Barbara would leave me. Didn’t she love me anymore? “I love you, Barbara. I love you. I’m scared. Please come get me.” After a while, I learned that no one would come when I cried, but it didn’t stop me from crying. Why were they doing this to me? Why?

				I don’t remember how long I was in the tent or who finally answered my call of distress. As one day blended into another, I got accustomed to being there. I got used to the strange people around me. Then one day I woke up and Barbara was there.

				“Neen. Neen! Wake up.” I was so glad to see her.

				“I wanna go home, Barbara,” I pleaded.

				“I know, Neen, but you gotta get better first.” Barbara laid her hand on my head to see if I had a fever. Then she held my hand until I went to sleep. Once when I woke up, both Barbara and Oatmeal were there. On another day, I called for Barbara, but instead Sharon, my mother’s sister, was there. I loved her and felt safe when she was there.

				“Do you need to go to the bathroom? Come on, I’ll take you.” She took my hand and walked me down the hall to the bathroom. I remember thinking it was a strange bathroom. It wasn’t like the bathroom at Barbara’s house. I’d never seen a bathroom like this before. It was a large room with a lot of little rooms. I remember walking on the cold floor, and everything was white. Sharon took me to one of the little rooms and opened the door. Inside was a toilet with a hard black seat. She pulled down my panties and gently sat me on that hard, cold seat. I was scared that I was going to fall in, but I didn’t say anything. I just held on to that hard black toilet seat and tried to do my business. As I sat there with my skinny legs dangling over the edge, I was so glad Sharon had come to see me. And I felt at peace.

				 When I finished using the bathroom, Sharon took me back to the big room where I slept in the tent. There were other children sleeping in beds like mine. I didn’t realize it was the public hospital where poor people went. I still couldn’t understand why I was there. Then I remembered my brother Carlos, who had died. In my four-year-old mind, I couldn’t understand why if I were so sick, no one came to see if I was feeling better. No one ever came to hold my head out of the window like Barbara did when I couldn’t breathe, and I missed and longed for Barbara, because at least she knew how to take care of me. I remember thinking, I hope I don’t die like Carlos because, when you die, the police come and put you in a black bag. Then I wouldn’t see Barbara, Oatmeal, Sharon, Mil, or any of my family anymore. I was scared that I’d die in that white tent.

				I didn’t really understand what happened when people died. I knew my sister Carla had died of an infection before I was born. I knew Carlos, my younger brother, had died of pneumonia. One day before I came to sleep in this tent, I remember hearing Barbara screaming, but she and Oatmeal weren’t fighting. And she wasn’t hollering at me or my sister or brothers. I remember sneaking up to the door of Barbara and Oatmeal’s bedroom and looking in. She was standing by the little bed that Carlos slept in. Her sister Carol was there. It was one of the few times that I saw any of Barbara’s family actually touching her. Carol had her arm around Barbara’s waist.

				“Oh God. I did the best I could. Oh! Carol, that’s my baby. Look at him.” It was Barbara, and she was talking to Carol, pleading for Carol to understand. And Carol did.

				“He’s in a better place now, Barbara. Don’t nobody blame you,” Carol said.

				“I took him to that clinic. I did everything they told me. Ask Oatmeal. He was just too weak. Oh God! Help me!” Barbara was crying. She had her arms across her body like she was holding something. “Carol, you know I done my best!” Barbara cried.

				“Barbara, you got to get ahold of yourself. You got other children to take care of. God don’t make no mistakes. He took Carlos back to be with Him. The Lord gives, and the Lord takes away.”

				Barbara and Carol were standing over the bed, and Carlos was just lying there. I looked in and saw dried blood under his nose. He wasn’t moving or crying or coughing. Barbara told Carol, “Don’t pick him up. Leave him alone! Don’t touch him, Carol.” She just kept crying and crying. Eventually, Barbara went downstairs and told Oatmeal that Carlos was dead. I don’t remember him screaming or crying. He just got up and left. Then, after a while, the police came, and some people picked up Carlos and took him away. He never came back. I thought that might be why Barbara was crying. She knew Carlos wouldn’t be coming back. Then I heard that sound that made my stomach feel funny—it was in my chest and my ears. I saw Barbara crying. So I cried, too. It was one of the few times I remember seeing Barbara cry about anything while she was sober.

				So now here I was in the hospital sick, and I was scared because I was alone. But when Sharon came, I felt better. She’d sit and hold my hand until I fell asleep. Then when I’d wake up, she’d be gone. But I never saw her leave.

				 There wasn’t much to like about being in the hospital. I couldn’t play with my sister, Bridget, or my brother, Vernon. The one thing I liked about my stay in the tent was these little packets of grape jelly. I remember someone opening those packets and squeezing it on my toast. I loved grape jelly. It was purple and sweet. After all these years, I still love grape jelly.

				When I got better, Barbara sent me to her mother Mil’s house, so Mil could take care of me. I loved my grandmother, but going home with Mil made me think that Barbara really didn’t want me. Why was Barbara sending me away again? I loved Barbara. I wanted to go home with her so bad. I remember thinking if I could get better, she’d want me. Please, 
Barbara. I won’t get sick anymore. I won’t get the asthma anymore. I promise. Please take me home. You can hold my head out the window if I can’t breathe. Please don’t leave me. Barbara! I need you. I love you!

				I didn’t say anything because no one ever heard me, and a part of me wanted to go with my grandmother because, after Barbara, she was the one person in the whole world that I truly loved. She was also the only person who made me feel really safe. So I went to live with my grandmother, so she could take care of me until I got better. I was happy to be going home with her, but in my heart I longed for Barbara. And deep down inside I wanted to know why she didn’t want me. That question plagued me for a long time.

				My grandmother’s name was Mildred, but we all called her Mil. I always felt happy when I was with her, and she kept me safe. At her house, I was the baby, which meant everyone had to be especially nice to me. When I’d wet the bed and my aunt Sharon would complain, Mil would say, “Leave that baby alone. And you’d better not hit her. She just a baby.” I was actually five years old at this point, but I was still the youngest.

				I thought my grandmother was the most beautiful woman in the whole world. She was the color of strong coffee, and her skin was so smooth. She wasn’t skinny, but she wasn’t fat either. In my eyes, she was exactly right. And, oh my goodness, did she smell good. I loved to sit in her lap and look at her skin. She’d smile and hug me. I knew she loved me. I could feel it. When I lived with Mil, I forgot the sound of Barbara and Oatmeal fighting. I learned the peace and safety of my grandmother’s house.

				 At night, Rowe, who was Mil’s husband, bought butter pecan ice cream for me and Neapolitan for Mil. I’d lie on the foot of her bed, and Rowe would sit beside the bed in a recliner. He’d take his bottle of Pepsi and pour peanuts into it. We’d eat our ice cream, and he’d drink his Pepsi as we all watched The Carol Burnett Show. And Carol Burnett would sing, “I’m so glad we had this time together, just to have a laugh or sing a song. Seems we just get started and before you know it, comes the time we have to say ‘so long.’” Mil would smile and say to me, “You my girl.” And I knew I was safe and protected.

				Mil’s house was a good place in my five-year-old life. I had my cousin Deitra to play with and my aunt Sharon to worship and my uncle Butchey who made all of us laugh. While I missed Barbara, being at Mil’s house was almost like being with my mother. The difference was that I had a clean bed and lots of good food to eat. I even had a friend named Tia who lived in a townhouse at the end of the row in Eastport Terrace Projects. Tia and I played together. She was the only friend I can remember from my childhood.

				One day, Tia and I were playing in the street pushing a cart someone had taken from the local grocery store. Mil came to the door and called for me to come home. “Neen! Neen!” I heard her the first time, but we were having a good time, and I wasn’t ready to go in. She came back to the door and called me, “Tonier Deneen Johnson.” Now, everyone in our neighborhood knew if your mama called both your names, she meant business. I knew better than to ignore that call, but I stomped my foot because I was having too good a time to leave. Unfortunately, Mil saw me. I didn’t know my grandmother could move so fast. Before I knew it, she had come down the apartment steps and grabbed me by the arm. She pulled me back up the street to the apartment.

				“Did you stump your foot at me? No, ma’am. I know you didn’t stump your foot at me. I’m going to give you something to stump your foot about, missy. Come on in this house.”

				“I’m sorry, Mil. I won’t do it again.” I was beside myself. I was crying and pleading at the same time.

				“Oh, I know you won’t do that again. You got the devil in you, and I’m going to beat him out. Stump your foot at me? I don’t think so. Next you’ll be talking back, and I don’t tolerate no talking back in this house. Ask your mama what I did to her. Too grown-up to live in my house, the door can hit you where the good Lord split you.”

				I’d never seen my grandmother so angry with me. She really did beat the devil out of me. She held me by my arm and beat my backside and legs with a switch she’d pulled from a bush that grew beside the front door. I tried to grab her, but she’d push me away from her and continue to administer that switch around my legs. I thought it would last forever, but she finally stopped. Then she made me sit down on the sofa.

				I’d had whippings before but not like this. Mil had beaten me. I couldn’t stop crying. Mil had beaten me. Mil didn’t let anyone beat me. After a while she called from the kitchen and said, “Stop that whimpering or I’ll give you something to whimper about. I ain’t gonna tolerate no hardheaded child. Not in my house. I’m shame of you. Neighbors seen you stumping your feet at me like you some grown woman.” I sat there on the sofa sniffling. Eventually, I went to sleep because there is nothing like a good whipping to put a body to sleep.

				When I woke up, Mil was sitting beside me on the sofa. “Come here.” And she pulled me into her lap. “Do you know why Mil beat you?” I nodded my head yes. “I beat you ’cause I love you, and you have got to learn to mind. When I tell you to do something, you got to do it. I wouldn’t never do anything to cause you harm. Do you understand?” I nodded my head yes.

				“Mil?”

				“Yeah.”

				“I’m sorry. I love you. I won’t be bad no more.” I wrapped my arms around my grandmother’s neck, and I held on for dear life. At that moment, I would’ve jumped off the tallest building in the world for my grandmother. I just wanted her to know I loved her so much, and I was truly sorry for the way I’d acted.

				“I know you love me, baby, and I love you. Now don’t cry no more. Guess what Mil cooked for you while you were sleep?” I could already smell the wonderful aroma coming from the kitchen.

				“Pork chops!” I screamed in delight.

				“That’s right,” Mil said as she stood up with me, my arms still wrapped around her neck and my legs wrapped around her body. “Pork chops ’n’ mashed potatoes ’n’ collard greens ’n’ cornbread. Just for you!” I remember squealing for joy. Then Mil called the rest of the family, “Butchey, Carol, Deitra, Rowe. Y’all come on and eat. Dinner is ready.”

				My grandmother was the best. One Saturday, she took me downtown to a department store in Annapolis. I was so excited. I’d never been to a store downtown, and it was a big deal that we rode the bus. There was so much that I’d never seen before. We got on some steps that moved. I held on to Mil’s hand because, although I was scared, I was with my protector. She held my hand and smiled down at me. I thought I’d died and gone straight to heaven. There were so many people.

				There were racks of beautiful clothes. I’d never seen such a sight in my life. I could barely breathe. This was a truly wonderful place. I was so excited that I forgot to tell Mil I needed to go to the bathroom. I was afraid if I stopped to go to the bathroom, this magical place would vanish. So I didn’t tell her. By the time I started holding myself and dancing, it was too late, and I wet myself. I was a bed wetter, but I’d never wet myself during the day. I was so ashamed, but Mil didn’t get upset or beat me. She just finished her purchases and took me home. I went to sleep on the bus ride back. I guess shame also made me sleep.

				One of the happiest days of life at my grandmother’s house was the first day of kindergarten. Mil had bought me this beautiful all-white jean outfit. The night before she’d washed my stubborn hair and straightened it in the kitchen. Getting my hair “did” was always a major event. Mil sat me on a stool beside the stove in the kitchen. She’d part off a section of my hair and apply some Old 97 Hair Grease. Then she’d take the metal straightening comb that had been heating on the stove and pull it through my hair. The problem was the sizzling sound the grease made, and the heat on my scalp made me flinch and dodge. That made Mil pull even more and made me dodge even more. It always ended with her burning me and me screaming. It was a painful experience for both of us. Eventually, however, she’d succeed in pulling all the natural curl or “nap” out of my hair, and it would lay straight and long down my back.

				I thought I was so pretty. My hair was long and straight. Mil just beamed when she looked at me. I don’t think I slept at all that night. I do remember that I didn’t wet the bed that night. The next morning Tia and I walked hand in hand to the bus stop. I was so happy. Life was truly good.

				My grandmother didn’t work, so she was always home when I came home from school. Most days she’d be in the house cooking and watching her “shows.” But sometimes her friend Miss Louise would be at the house. Some days when I came home from school, Mil and Miss Louise would be sitting on the stoop drinking Coca-Colas. They’d be talking, and I could smell cooked food coming from our house.

				Miss Louise would always ask me the same thing: “Neen, did you learn all the teaching in school?” I’d grin and shake my head. Then Mil would say, “Don’t shake your head, baby. Answer Louise.”

				“No, ma’am.” Then I’d turn to my grandmother and ask in the same breath, “Mil, can I go play with Tia? Pleeze?”

				“Go take off your school clothes, and you can go. But play on the sidewalk, so I can see you. And what I told you when you go to other people’s house?”

				“Don’t eat nothing even if they offer.” I remembered that because Mil reminded me every time I went to Tia’s house. I was never sure why I couldn’t eat there, but I knew I couldn’t, and I didn’t!

				I liked living at my grandmother’s house, although I did miss Barbara and my sister and brother. Sometimes Mil would try to get me to go spend the weekends with Barbara, but I was so comfortable. And as much as I missed Barbara, I’d settled into the routine at Mil’s. Life was so good that I didn’t realize changes in my grandmother. She still cooked; Rowe still bought us ice cream. I still played with Tia. Butchey made wonderful bracelets out of forks. Deitra and I still shared Sharon’s room. But something was happening to my grandmother, something no one explained to me or Deitra.

				One day Barbara showed up and said she’d come to take me home. I was about nine years old. I cried because I didn’t want to leave my grandmother, and I didn’t want to leave my best friend, Tia. I loved my life. Mil made me feel safe. Aunt Dorothy also came and took Deitra home. They just said that Mil was not well. She didn’t look sick, but I’d learn within the year just how sick she really was.

				I remember asking her, “Mil, do you have the pneumonia?”

				“Naw, baby. Mil just got a little something-something going on right now. I’ll be okay. I’m in God’s hands.”

				“Why I can’t stay with you? I’ll make you better,” I pleaded.

				I didn’t know it then but my life was about to change in ways that I couldn’t imagine. I also didn’t know that I’d only see my grandmother alive a few more times, and she’d be so changed. The last time I saw Mil, we’d all gathered at my aunt Dorothy’s house for a cookout. All Barbara’s sisters and brothers were there—Charles, who we called Jumbo, Carol, Butchey, and Sharon.

				What struck my heart was my grandmother. She was so changed. It had been maybe a year since I’d moved from her house. When I left, she stood at the door and waved at me. Now she was sitting in a wheelchair, too weak to walk. No one had told me she was sick. No one had prepared me for what I saw. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how. She didn’t cook those wonderful smothered pork chops I loved so well. I remember thinking she looked so tired.

				Mil, I love you. I’ll take care of you. I can come back and live with you, and me and Rowe will take care of you. Mil, what can I do? Does it hurt? I’ll be good. I promise. Just get better. That is what my heart said, but my mouth said nothing. I just stood beside her chair all day and held on to the arm of that chair trying to connect to the only person with whom I had always felt safe and loved.

				Going back to Barbara’s house was so different. All the things I’d taken for granted and become accustomed to at Mil’s house were gone. I’d lost my school friend, Tia; I’d lost the clean, safe haven I had with my grandmother. All the good food was gone. By the time I went back, Oatmeal was gone, too. I never knew where or why, but he wasn’t there. In addition to Bridget and Vernon Jr., I now had another little brother named ­Terance and a baby sister named Teli. It was just us and Barbara. And I learned new sounds, like the sound of being hungry because Barbara would sell the food stamps. I learned to be afraid because Barbara would leave for days. She’d lock us in her hot apartment and go wherever grown people went. What was surprising is we never went out looking for her, and no one reported we were left alone.

				We knew better than to leave the apartment. Because I was the oldest, I learned to be the provider. One time she left us, we were so hungry. So I tried to open a can of the government meat with a knife, the way Barbara did. I put the pointed part of the knife on the can and hit the handle with my other hand the way I’d seen Barbara do. Something went wrong and my hand slipped. I was cut and bleeding. Blood was everywhere. I started to scream. The other kids started to scream. I was scared I’d bleed to death. For once I broke the rule, unlocked the door, and went to look for Barbara. Sure enough, I found her at the apartment where she’d hang out. When she came to the door, she was eating a fried chicken sandwich. Although I was in pain and bleeding, I remember looking at her eating while she’d left us hungry and locked in her apartment. At that moment, I realized Barbara really didn’t care whether we ate or not, and, if we ate, it would be our responsibility.

				I remember another time we were so hungry I asked Barbara if she could call Mil to come fix us some pork chops. “I ain’t got to call no damn body. I kin cook.” So she went into the kitchen and opened a can of green beans. Then she mixed in some mayonnaise. It smelled bad; it was nasty. So I refused to eat it. That made her mad. I heard the sound that usually meant I was about to get a real beat-down.

				“You too good to eat what I cooked? Huh? You too damn good? Well, you kin go hungry.” With every word, she started poking me in the side with a butcher knife. I’d been beaten before, but I was really scared Barbara would kill me. If I died, who would look out for my brothers and sister? Mil wouldn’t know until it was too late. There was nobody to care about them. I kept hearing this sound in my head, even as I screamed and fell off the chair. I thought she’d stabbed me, but she’d just been poking me with the handle of the knife.

				Life with Barbara was hard. I loved her so much, but she seemed to be in her own world. Most of the time she just ignored us, but if we managed to get on her nerves, which we often did, it would mean the worst kind of beating. She’d hold the end of the belt and beat me. I quickly learned to answer when she called.

				“Neen! Neen! You hear me calling you.”

				I heard her. I didn’t want to hear her. So I buried my head under the covers. Oh man, somebody peed last night. Now the sheets were not only stinking, they smelled like old and new pee, and I was wet. Oh, please let me go back to sleep and wake up at Mil’s house. Please let me go back to sleep. Please. I squeezed my eyes shut, pulled the covers back up, and went back to sleep. I think.

				I had to be asleep. I was having the most wonderful dream. I was not in Newtown Twenty Housing Projects. I was back at my grandmother’s house. I was sleeping in the room I shared with Sharon and my cousin Deitra. But none of them were in my dream. It was just me and my grandmother.

				“Come on, baby, get up. I done cooked you something special this morning.” It was my grandmother’s voice. She pulled back the covers, and I was clean and I didn’t stink from pee. “Come on, Tonier, get up. Deitra! Get up. The morning is flying by. Get up and go wash your face.” Mil picked me up in her arms and carried me down the hallway to the bathroom. I was dry. Sometimes I’d wet the bed, but not last night. My T-shirt and panties were both dry. She washed my face and smoothed my hair.

				“Lawd, girl, I don’t know where you got all this hair from.” She laughed as she smoothed down my stubborn, nappy hair. “After breakfast, I’m gonna put some more grease on it and replait it. That oughta help.”

				Then we were at the table where Mil had set out fried sausage, scrambled eggs, and toast with butter on both sides. She spread some wonderful grape jelly on the toast and gave me a slice, which I started to tear into.

				“Just a minute. We got to thank the Lawd for this meal.” In Mil’s house, you never ate a meal without saying grace, and you never went to bed without saying your prayers.

				“Okay. Bow your head. Can you say the grace?” I nodded my head. “Okay. Let’s say it together.” So I bowed my head and put my hands together like Mil had taught me.

				“God is great and God is good. And we thank Him for this food. Amen!” I was so proud because I remembered the whole grace. And my grandmother was pleased.

				“You gone be a Christian yet. Now eat your food.”

				And eat I did. I always ate all my food. I was always hungry, and Mil always cooked the best food in the whole world. My favorite meal was her smothered pork chops. She’d fry those pork chops and sauté onions and bell peppers, then she’d make a gravy and put those pork chops back in the gravy. Oh, Lord! Then she’d cook these buttery mashed potatoes. It was oh so good. One thing God had given my grandmother was the ability to cook!

				When breakfast was through, she combed my hair. That was always an ordeal because I had a head full of “stubborn, nappy Negro” hair. That is how my grandmother described it. And I was tender-headed, which made a bad situation even worse. But Mil was gentle.

				“I know, baby. Mil gone take her time. But I got to untangle this mess. Do you want to look like Angela Davis? Great big ol’ Afro.” I didn’t know who Angela Davis was or what an Afro was, but it made Mil laugh, so I laughed, too.

				Then she rubbed some Old 97 Bergamot on my hair, parted it in the middle, and combed it out so she could make little bushy ponytails. I ducked as best I could, but she held me between her legs and worked on my head. In about twenty minutes, I looked like the other little girls in the neighborhood. I had four big bushy ponytails. Mil said I looked “beautiful.” And I believed her. She hugged me. She smelled like sausage and coffee. I loved Mil.

				“Neen! Dammit! I know you hear me. Um gone to beat the natural black off you!” I was awake now. I was hot, and I was back in Barbara’s apartment in Newtown Twenty Apartments. It was always so hot because Barbara’s apartment didn’t have air-conditioning. So the heat was stifling. Added to the heat was the smell of living: body odors, stale beer, urine, and sweat.

				I jumped up just as the door to the bedroom I shared with my brothers and sisters opened. There was Barbara. At one time I think my mother was probably an attractive woman, but now she looked tired, probably from the drinking and from last night and all the children she’d had but didn’t take care of. I still thought she was beautiful.

				“Neen! Git up and git these chirren ready. You going to school this morning.”

				I didn’t say anything. I seldom said anything in reply to a demand from Barbara. I didn’t want to run the risk of “pissing her off” because I knew that meant a real beat-down. So I just jumped up and started shaking my brothers and sisters. As I ruffled through the mounds of clothes on the bed and the floor to find something, Barbara called one last time.

				“Come on, let’s go. The bus gone be here in a minute.” I rushed them into their clothes. I couldn’t tell if they were clean or not. It didn’t matter; Barbara was letting us go to school. It was a good day! I loved school. Then she opened the door and walked into the mess that was the bedroom I shared with my siblings.

				“I smell shit. Did you change the baby?” As I turned to gather up the baby and change her diaper, I didn’t see Barbara’s hand. She hit me in the back. Thud!
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