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Our book Uprising is dedicated to GOD for blessing us with this opportunity. It could have been someone else, but he chose us, two black women from North Carolina, Diamond and Silk. God didn’t make a mistake. He was so clever, and it was all in his plan, not ours.

In 2008, I had a vision board in my office. It was one of those wooden framed bulletin boards. I would cut out pictures of whatever I wanted in life and pin it to my vision board. One day, I was looking to purchase an office chair and I came across this amazing red wine–colored chair. It was the big, elegant-looking chair that Donald Trump sat in when he starred on The Apprentice. The chair looked so comfortable, but I couldn’t afford it. So I cut out the picture of the chair with Donald Trump sitting in it and pinned it to my vision board. I said, “One day I will be able to afford to purchase this chair.” Not realizing that I would be standing on the same stage with the man sitting in that chair seven years later. While I had my eyes on the chair, God had his eyes on something much bigger for me and my sister’s life.

If you think that’s something, think about this: What are the odds that this same man who was sitting in that chair would be the forty-fifth President of the United States at the same time and in the same year that Diamond and Silk were both age forty-five? Some may call it luck, some may call it a coincidence, but we call it Divine Order.






Foreword From Mom and Dad


We are so proud of our daughters and excited about their success. We’ve raised them to believe in God and live by faith, no matter what. We’ve taught our daughters to be loyal to whatever cause they choose to embark upon and be the best at whatever they set out to do.

We’ve prayed for our daughters to make something out of themselves; we just didn’t know that it would be anything like this. Looks like God heard our prayers.

We can remember back in 2014, Diamond came to us and stated these words: “I want to change the world.” She said it with so much boldness, and she was direct. We are so thankful to God for empowering us with the knowledge to instill in our daughters, the powerful tools that equipped them for such a time as this.

—Elder and Evangelist Hardaway

Diamond and Silk’s parents






Introduction

The roar of the crowd was deafening, but we could hear exactly what was being said. People leapt wildly for joy, arms flying in every direction, high-fiving and bear-hugging other people they didn’t even know. Chants of “USA, USA, USA” were shouted from every angle of the room. Media cameras and cell phones flashed so constantly that they seemed to create their own blinding light in our eyes. American patriots who had fought hard to see this day come to pass were unified in hopes of seeing a great America, but the most visible patriotic symbols in the room were the red Make America Great Again hats.

It was November 8, 2016. Finally, it was official: Donald J. Trump had become the forty-fifth President of the United States of America.

We had been stumping for Donald J. Trump for more than a year. We understood the true heart of America because we saw it almost daily. We saw people who had a love for this country, people that had never voted before in their lives, getting registered to vote. We saw people switching their party from Democrat to Republican to vote for Trump.

Leading up to this extraordinary moment, we had worked very hard at mobilizing and energizing Americans to get out and vote. When the naysayers said that Donald Trump would never be president and that we were crazy for supporting him, we only felt liberated. People would come up to us crying, they were so afraid of what would happen to America if Donald Trump lost. Our response to that fear was always, “Y’all, we got this; we are going to win!” We were sure of it, without a shadow of a doubt. This was about much more than one man; it was about a movement to put a person who was willing and able to make changes and fight for the American people into the White House.

From our modest upbringing in the Tar Heel State of North Carolina to standing onstage with the President of the United States, it was like a rush of euphoria, a charge of excitement, and a sense of relief. We did it, and there wasn’t anything that anybody could do about it.

Our critics—who claimed to be civilized and more enlightened than us deplorables—called us coons, Uncle Toms, and sellouts. They marginalized us, criticized us, stigmatized us, and when that failed, they tried to assassinate our characters and ruin our reputations. Through it all, no matter how they tried to hide us or get rid of us, Diamond and Silk weren’t going anywhere. We were a force to be reckoned with.

So imagine how tickled pink we were when Donald Trump won; we knew that it was time for the Left and the left-wing media to start eating crow.

Y’all, I’m telling you, we had no plans for this.

You know, if you ever want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans. If you ever want to make God mad, try going against His plan. He will put a series of events into action that will wheel you around to what He wants you to do, not what you want to do.

We didn’t have any plans. We were just going along with our lives as usual, then we were thrust into this political arena all because we dared to speak out and speak up for what we believed. It’s like we’ve transitioned from one place to another place. Now, we are here. So let us take you back to how it all began.






Chapter 1 We Were Created for Such a Time as This: Where We Came From


When we started stumping for Trump, we needed no one’s permission or validation. We couldn’t have cared less about what anybody thought, including family. We weren’t looking to score brownie points; we were looking to shed light on the naked, nasty truth!

As long as we can remember, we’ve never had any emotional attachment or connection to my father’s side of the family. They’ve always treated us like we were the dirt under the bottom of their shoes.

Mm-hmm.

In their eyes, we were nothing, and we were never going to be anything. Our mother was treated like she was trash because she did not live up to their expectations, and, as children, we felt the brunt of it.

Oh, gurl, I can remember that so vividly. We weren’t invited to a lot of the family reunions either; we only heard about them after they were over.

So when we started stumping for Trump and people told us we’d stop getting invited to the family reunions, we said, “Hell, we were never invited to the family reunions anyway.”

Our mother’s side of the family always told us we acted and talked like we were too proud. They would say we thought we were better than everybody else.

Yes, they would.

That was the furthest thing from the truth. Our parents raised us to keep our heads up, no matter our circumstances or struggles.

That’s right.

Our mother taught us from a very young age about faith: if you believe it, you can achieve it! She wanted us to have more than what she had; she wanted us to have the best.

Oh, yes, she did! And I can remember Mother saying, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen.”

That was followed up by our father saying, “Having faith as small as a grain of a mustard seed is all you need.” He always demonstrated how tiny that grain of mustard seed was. It was like the tools for life: having the faith and working the faith.

Our mother was raised in Raeford, North Carolina. Her parents were sharecroppers. Sharecropping is a form of farming in which a landowner allows a tenant to work the land, tend crops, and develop a harvest. To pay for this use of the land, a share of the crops produced on the sharecropper’s portion of land is given to the landowner.

In reality, sharecropping was just a form of undercover slavery and a way to exploit and take advantage of poor uneducated people, especially black people. Sharecropping was not about a fair and equal system, and it was not about giving black people a fair shake or making sure they received their forty acres and a mule.

Mm-hmm, it was a form of systemic racism.

But during the days of Jim Crow, it was the only sense of refuge and source of survival for black people. Back then our mother was not living the American dream; she was living in an American nightmare. Our mother grew up in extreme poverty. Being the oldest of five children, she had to drop out of school to help our grandmother and grandfather pick cotton and sucker tobacco.

That’s right. Back in the day, harvesting tobacco was done by pulling individual leaves off the stalk as they ripened. As the plants grew, the tops of the tobacco flowers were removed—this is called “topping.” At the same time, they would prune the leaves that were unproductive—this was called “suckering.” This process helped ensure that most of the plant’s energy focused on producing the large leaves that were harvested and sold.

Thank you, Silk.

You’re welcome.

Mother would always tell us the story of how her family lived in a two-bedroom shack on Lentz Farm with no lights and no running water. They used an outside toilet, pumped their own water from a well, and cooked their food on a wooden stove.

They also heated their house, which was nothing more than a shed, with wood in the fireplace.

The floor of the house was made of wood planking with gaps or holes throughout. Mother could literally see the ground beneath the home. It was nothing for them to see chickens and snakes running up under the house. The roof of the house was made out of tin and wood. When it rained, it literally poured. They would have to put out buckets and pots to catch the rainwater.

That’s right. Mother told us that when they would lay in their bedsteads, which were made of iron, the holes in the roof were big enough for them to see the stars.

She talked about how they would work all week long and how Grandfather was only given a little money by the farm owner. Grandfather was uneducated; he had dropped out of school in the first grade; he could not read or write; he signed his name with the letter X.

Wow. Yes, he did.

He took what they gave him, even though they were cheating him. There was nothing he could do about it back in those days; his only option was to continue working and hope for something better during a hopeless time.

According to our mother, he knew he was being swindled out of what he was supposed to get, but that was the life that he and other blacks were dealt. This was the only life they knew. The system was put in place by Democrats who thrived on cheap labor. At the time, Southern whites nearly all voted Democrat.

And guess what, Diamond?

What?

It looks like they are trying to put those same measures back in place.

When you think about it, Grandfather was probably just happy he and his family had a place to lay their heads. He took what they gave him, even if they were cheating him out of what he was supposed to get.

Yeah, I doubt that he was the only one; back then it was about survival or starvation.

Mother told us how at the end of the week they would only have enough money left to buy a bag of beans, a slab of fatback, and a jar of molasses.

Oh, and don’t forget about having enough money to purchase flour to make hoecake bread to sop the molasses with.

In case you are wondering what hoecake bread is, it was nothing but flour, water, and lard mixed together and fried in a cast-iron skillet.

Mm-hmm.

Our mother grew up with nothing. They could not even afford the bare essentials like toilet paper; they used cotton from the cotton field. They washed their clothes with lye soap in a washpot. She tells the story about how Grandmother would build a fire under the washpot to heat the water. Once the water started boiling, she would put the soiled clothes in the pot, take a stick, and beat the clothes and stir them around to get the dirt out of them.

Then, using the stick, she would take the clothes out of the washpot, put them in another washtub, and use a scrubbing board to scrub them to make sure they were clean. Finally, she would take the clothes out of the washtub, put them in another washtub with clean water to rinse them, then wring them out and hang them on the clothesline to dry.

Around Christmastime, they were lucky if they got a little doll or even had food to eat. It was rough!

Yes, it was!

Our father grew up in Enterprise, Mississippi. He was the fourth child out of nine children. He often talked about how his mother didn’t play. She was unique, peaceful, and she made the best bread pudding. She later passed away during childbirth. Our grandfather, who was a schoolteacher, was very firm and structured. He was always direct and to the point. He later remarried and continued to raise his children. Our father learned valuable lessons from his father, and he was able to pass those lessons down to us. He would tell how, back then, those were some hard days. With three older siblings, when things got down to him, he always got the least of what was left.

The thing that we admire about our father is his brilliance. He knows how to take nothing and make something out of it. Growing up, we would always hear our father say, “Use your head so that you can save your arms and legs.”

Mm-hmm. Little did we know, that was the same thing that our grandfather used to say to Daddy.

Though his family was poor, he was not brought up in severe poverty. His grandfather, our great-grandfather, owned land, and they grew everything they needed right there on their land.

Mm-hmm. That’s right.

Our great-grandfather, Will Hardaway, lived in Enterprise, Mississippi, through the days of the Great Depression. He would tell our father about how most days he went to bed hungry—so hungry that he could feel his backbone touching his ribs. He suffered!

Our great-grandfather was an ox tamer. An ox tamer is a person who tames and coaches oxen on how to pull and plow the fields. He even kept honeybees.

Mm-hmm.

He also had a smokehouse. His land was filled with corn, peanuts, vegetables, and potatoes. He had his own sugar mill where he made molasses. Back in those days, they didn’t have deep freezers to keep things frozen, so he taught the older children how to can vegetables. Our great-grandfather had fruit trees on the land. He would always tell our daddy, “Don’t ever plant a tree that doesn’t have any value.”

Wow. Look at all of that wisdom.

Mother worked as a sharecropper from age thirteen to sixteen. Her first real job was when she was hired to work at the five-and-ten-cent store on Main Street in Raeford, North Carolina. She also did domestic work, like babysitting, for a white family while they worked.

Our mother’s father moved his family from Lentz Farm to Upchurch Farm, where they still didn’t have any running water or lights; they lived on that farm while Granddaddy worked at Sandhills Furniture Factory in Aberdeen, North Carolina. When Mother turned eighteen years old, our grandfather got her a job working at the same factory.

Despite being poor, our mother always wanted the best for herself. After she started working at Sandhills Furniture Factory, she moved off the farm and out of the house that had no lights and no running water. She then rented a house in Raeford, North Carolina, where she had lights and running water.

Mm-hmm. That’s right.

Our grandmother was very upset when Mother moved out. Perhaps she may have felt that our mother’s focus should have been on helping the family instead of helping herself.

Perhaps.

But Mother was tired of being poor. She didn’t want to be another black person with nothing. She didn’t want to be another statistic or another hopeless cause. She saw a way that she could get on her feet and make her way without being dependent on the farm and stuck in the days of sharecropping.

She didn’t want to be a victim.

Right. She wasn’t looking for someone to pat her on the head and think that they were doing her a favor by giving her a place to lay her head. Mother was able to furnish her two-bedroom home because working at the furniture factory allowed her to get her furniture “on time.”

In case you don’t know what “on time” means, allow me to explain: It means that as long as you have good credit, you can obtain the item without paying for the item up-front. You had to pay off the balance of what you owed by making monthly payments until the balance was paid in full.

Like all young men of that time period, our father was drafted into the military when he turned eighteen. He was stationed at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and he served in the Eighty-Second Airborne.

He met our mother in Raeford, North Carolina, while he was out with a friend who was dating my mother’s sister. Once our parents met, they were inseparable. They were like a hand in a glove; Mother had the yin, and Father had the yang.

They balanced each other; Mother was always fiery, and Father was always calm.

Hahaha. Sound familiar?

They both wanted the same thing. Daddy had a home in Detroit, Michigan, and a new car; he admired our mother because she had no children at the time and she was renting a nice home filled with beautiful furniture. He was intrigued by her ambitious attitude. He knew that they could have something together, and they did.

Silk is the oldest of six children, born January of 1971, and I’m the second oldest, born on Thanksgiving Day 1971. We would often hear Mother and Father talk about how they had cooked up a lot of food on that Thanksgiving Day, only for Mother to go into labor and Father to rush her to the hospital.

Diamond wasn’t waiting on nobody. She was actually born premature.

After Daddy got out of the military in 1972, he moved all of us to his home on the East Side of Detroit, Michigan. We lived in a small, brick home on Keystone Street with pea green siding. Silk and I shared a room, and our mother turned the third bedroom into a den, which was where we lounged and watched TV. Mother would not let us sit in the living room.

That’s right; Momma didn’t play that.

Another thing that our mother didn’t allow: we could not run through the house and mess it up.

No, ma’am, we sure couldn’t.

In 1973, Mother had two more children who were ten months apart: my brother, who is the third oldest, and my sister, who was the baby girl. All four of us are ten months apart.

Yes. We were considered stepladders. Eight years later, Mother and Father gave us another brother. He was the baby boy. About five years after that, Mother and Father adopted a girl, which gave us another sister. That made me the oldest of four girls and two boys.

When Silk turned five years old, she went to school while my brother, sister, and I stayed home with Mother. On that day, our father decided to cook oatmeal for everyone before Silk left for school. I never got the chance to eat any of the oatmeal because once I saw the expression on Silk’s face, I didn’t want to eat any of it. Silk is the reason I don’t eat oatmeal to this day.

Hahaha… yes, you are right. I love to eat, but it has to have some flavor. When Daddy sat that bowl in front of me, I didn’t know what it was, but one thing I did know is it didn’t look good at all. It was lumpy and very thick. Everyone was waiting on me to taste the stuff before they would eat it. Finally, I braved up, opened my mouth, and tasted a little bit. Oh my, it was horrific. Was my daddy serious? How did he expect me to function in school with that awful gook in my stomach? My face had a sour look on it, and my sister knew that it was a big fat no to oatmeal.

That oatmeal had nasty all in it. It looked nasty and it definitely tasted nasty. I think Daddy may have forgotten to add some sugar or honey—something to sweeten it up. From that day until just a few years ago, I wouldn’t dream of trying to stomach oatmeal. Now, I only eat instant oatmeal with raisins, dates, walnuts, berries, and sliced bananas.

Silk is also the reason why I don’t have buckteeth today. As a baby, I sucked my thumb. When Silk was five and I was four, she said, “Don’t suck your thumb; suck your baby finger.” It was my saving grace. I still suck on my finger today, but I don’t have buckteeth.

So I guess you can call me your dentist because I helped save your teeth. Hahaha.

Mother was a stay-at-home mom. She made sure the house was clean and food was cooked. I remember how, at the age of four, I would follow her around to try and help her clean. All I was doing was getting in her way. I remember one day Mother was sitting in the den, eating her Honey Graham crackers and watching the soap opera, I believe it was The Edge of Night. I was staring at her, and she said, “Why are you gazing at me? Do you want a cracker?”

I said, “Yes.”

And she replied, “When you want something, you don’t gaze at it; you ask for it.”

I was four years old, and I’ll never forget that. It was a defining moment.

When Daddy got home from work, all he had to do was wash up, have a seat, and eat.

Yes, he did. And I remember when Daddy would sometimes stop by the garage to drink him a beer. Out of respect, he made sure that he took his sip outside of the house. He would not drink inside of the home; Momma wasn’t having that.

By this time, Momma had given her life to God, and she didn’t want any drinking going on in front of her or her children.

So this one particular time, I remember jumping up in my father’s lap to get a hug. The hug was a little, clever cover-up to see if I could smell alcohol on his breath. Sure enough, I did, and I yelled out, “Momma, he’s been drinking again.”

Daddy was so undone; it wouldn’t surprise me if that was one of the reasons why he stopped drinking beer.

We had some memorable times when we lived on Keystone. I remember when our grandmother—our mother’s mother—came to visit us in Detroit. This particular day, Grandmother had to babysit us because Mom had an appointment.

Yes.

So she allowed us to go outside to play, and while we were outside playing, a group of children came on our side of the street to start something.

Yes, I remember.

We went into the house and told our grandmother what was happening outside, and she was like, “Not my grandbabies.”

She found a few wire coat hangers, opened them up like sticks, and sent us back outside. We went back out there like superheroes, and let’s just say that it wasn’t a good day for the other side. They didn’t cross back over to our side of the street again.

Hahaha, yes. We showed them, didn’t we?

We sure did.

Our father worked at Kroger Bakery, which was a factory that made bread. He made good money and got paid every week. It was nothing for him to bring home $600 or $700 a week, which was good because it was needed to take care of a family of six.

After staying at the house on Keystone for a few years, our family had outgrown our 898-square-foot home, so my father and mother purchased another house, on the West Side of Detroit, Michigan. I remember when he drove us to the house; it looked really huge. It was totally different from the three-bedroom home we had been living in. We had a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, and a kitchen nook. A slew of steps led to the four bedrooms and one bathroom upstairs. It was bigger than what we were used to living in, and it was beautiful.

Yes, gurl, I remember. It was the year 1976. The house was a 1,649-square-foot home, on a 4,792-square-foot lot, built in 1951. We thought we were the Jeffersons. We had moved on up, but it was to the West Side from the East Side.

It was totally different from the smaller home. Everything was bigger, including the backyard. A few years later, Daddy even put up a pool for us. And let’s not forget the basement, where the washer and dryer were, down the stairs that led from the kitchen. The house even had a laundry chute: you could put dirty clothes in it from upstairs, and they would slide down the chute and drop into a wooden cage in the basement.

We had moved from a single-level home to a three-level home, and the change for the better was drastic.

The wallpaper was made of velvet and painted with designs; the house was carpeted all the way through; the gas stove was built into the counter; and the oven was built into the wall.

That’s right.

Silk, my baby sister, and I slept in the pink room, with pink paisley wallpaper. Mother bought us all new bunk beds with beautiful linens. Silk had her own bed, I slept in the top bunk, and my baby sister slept in the bottom bunk.

Yep.

My brother slept in the blue room, where he had his own bed, and my parents had the master bedroom. The last bedroom was turned into a guest room.

Mother had the house decked out. She bought all-new furniture for the living room, dining room, and kitchen. She had everything in its place, nothing was out of order, and the house was so immaculate that she did not allow us to walk inside with our outside shoes on.

That’s right. You had to take off your shoes at the door. Mother didn’t care who you were.

Mother was so thrilled about her new home; she and Father were now proud homeowners. It was a big step up for Mother because it was a long way from living in the shack house with a wooden floor, the tin and wooden roof, and no lights or running water.

Daddy was still working at Kroger and, although he could work as many hours as he wanted, he wanted more for himself: he wanted his own business. He had never owned a business before. He and Mother did not know the ins and outs, but there’s an old saying, “Nothing beats a failure but a try.” So he was on the hunt for a business venture.

One day, in 1978, he was riding down Fenkell Road in Detroit, Michigan, when he saw an old-looking laundromat. It had all of the washing machines and dryers intact, but the place looked run-down. So he inquired about it.

After speaking to the rightful owner, he realized the place was being mismanaged and had become a drug den for addicts and dealers. Father asked the owner if he was willing to sell it, and the guy said yes.

Father was shocked and excited at the same time. The owner agreed to $7,000 for the equipment: $3,000 down and $200 a month until it was paid in full. Father also agreed to take over the lease and pay an additional $200 a month. The deal was done, and Mother and Father were the proud owners of a laundromat, which they named “Freeman’s Neighborhood Laundromat.”

Yes, that was the name.

I don’t know about Silk, but I loved the laundromat.

Well… I didn’t have a problem being at the laundromat, but there was no love lost here. But continue on…

It was interesting seeing people wash their clothing using quarters and needing dimes to dry them. I was infatuated with watching people put dimes in the dryer to start them. Hearing the dimes go into the slots and the knobs being turned was like listening to the sound of making money. The smell of Tide detergent and Downy fabric softener sheets bombarded my nose. The yellow dryers, which looked like machinery with windows, were lined up on both sides of the wall, and all of the washing machines were in the middle. The laundry tables, where customers were able to fold their clothing before leaving, were set on the sides of the washers.

Mother and Father also opened a pick-up store for dry cleaning inside the laundromat. Customers could drop off clothes to be dry-cleaned and then come back in three days to pick them up. Everything was convenient and at the customer’s fingertips.

There were also snack and drink machines. The snack machine held up to nine items; all items were twenty-five cents. The snack machines back in those days were simple to operate, and we would get a kick out of putting our quarter through the slot, pulling the knob outward, and watching the candy be released. If we were good during the day, Daddy would let us get a snack and soda pop.

I can remember being outside and we were all playing behind the laundromat when, out of nowhere, this boy started picking on us. We didn’t know who he was. Father came outside to check on us, and the boy continued to taunt us. My father told the boy to leave, and he wouldn’t.

The next thing I knew, the boy threw something at us and took off running. Our father ran right after him; we didn’t know Daddy could run that fast. The farther Daddy ran, the shorter Daddy looked. He brought that boy back to where we were, talked to him, then he let the boy go.

That day, our daddy was our hero.

After closing, Father would show us how to assist him with cleaning out the dryers and washing down the washing machines. We would help sweep the floors and wipe down the chairs. He would have us clean the windows on the dryers and take the lint out of the lint traps while he took care of the bathroom.

This is what it took to make sure the laundromat maintained a certain quality that was inviting to customers.

We would follow Daddy to every washer and dryer, watching him empty out the coin box—the box that catches the coins when they go through the slot—into a bucket. The coin box was always locked, and Father kept the master key. In order to get into the coin box, you had to unlock it with that key only.

I remember that funny-looking master key. It wasn’t a regular key. It was flat at the top and round-shaped at the bottom, with a little, funny edge. The key only fit in that one lock.

The dimes would go into one bucket, and the quarters would go into another bucket. He would use coin rolls to roll the dimes and quarters, and sometimes he allowed us to help. Fifty dimes in a coin roll equaled five dollars, and forty quarters in a roll equaled ten dollars.

Mm-hmm. I bet you the average Millennial today would look at you as if you were crazy if you asked them to roll some coins. It’s small learning curves like this that are missing from today’s society.

Our mother and father taught us at an early age how to appreciate a business by showing us that cleanliness is next to godliness and to make sure to keep things clean.

Yes, they sure did.

Mother and Father didn’t make a lot of money in the laundromat. It was a way for them to get their feet wet and experience being business owners. Though Father was always grateful for his job at Kroger, he was tired of working twelve-hour shifts and not being able to spend enough time with his family. He would pray to God to bless his business so that it could become his full-time job.

Be cautious about what you ask for because you just may get it.

You got that right.

It was 1979. The laundromat had been open for almost a year when Daddy received a phone call that made his heart drop and put him in panic mode.

Mm-hmm.

A friend from the job by the name of Hendrick called him to let him know that Kroger was closing for good and going out of business.

It seemed to our father that our lives flashed before his eyes: there was his new home, the new business that was not pulling in a lot of money, and now he was about to lose his biggest source of income—his full-time job.

There was nothing Father could do; he prayed that God would bless his business so that it could become his full-time job. God did one better: He fixed it where it would become his only job. Mother and Father had only one person to lean on—and that was God—and one thing to rely on—and that was faith.






Chapter 2 Defining Childhood Moments


We have to say, our upbringing had a lot to do with what we’re able to handle today. We always felt a little bit separated from the crowd. Even though we all stood in the same line for the same Focus Hope cheese, other people thought we had more.

Our earliest memories, without a doubt, revolve around the holidays.

That’s right.

We never missed Christmas, Thanksgiving, or Easter.

Mm-hmm.

Growing up, Mother and Father made sure we had beautiful Christmases…

Oh, yes, I do remember the beautiful Christmases: the tree, the lights, the snow. Yes, I do remember…

Father made sure we had a live Christmas tree every year; I can remember the fresh smell of pine. Once Father got the tree into the house, he would stand it up on the tree stand, then Mother would pull out the ornaments to decorate it.

Strings and strings of one-color Christmas lights would be bundled together, like a necklace with knots. Our job was to help Mother unravel the lights so that she could plug them in to see if they still worked from the year before.

Yes, she would. One string at a time, one bulb at a time. I remember plugging in the string of lights to see if they flickered. If they did, that meant that the string was live, but one bulb was loose. I would have to twist each bulb to make sure it was screwed in tight enough for the rest of the lights on the string to stay lit. Twist, next; twist, next, until the weakest link was found.

Of course, if I plugged the string of lights into the socket and got nothing, that usually meant one or more bulbs on the string needed to be changed. This was a bigger challenge for me, but, 99.99 percent of the time, I figured it out one string at a time.

After the lights were sorted and put on the tree, Mother would allow us to help her hang the ornaments. Afterwards, she would place garlands around the tree and then put the star on top.

And, just like that, the tree decorations were complete.

Christmas was always a great time. Leading up to the big day, Mother would demand that we be good because Santa Claus was coming. If we didn’t behave, Santa would pass right over our house.

Mm-hmm.

We would start practicing how we would get up on Christmas morning and sneak down the stairs to see what Santa had brought us.

We sure would.

We would go to our bedrooms, and Silk would practice how she would wake me up, then I was supposed to wake my baby sister up. Slowly and quietly, we would move to the blue room and wake my brother. We all snuck down the stairs by sitting on them one at a time and lifting ourselves onto the next stair without causing any squeaks or making any noises. After the practice run, we had our routine perfected, and we were ready.

Yes, we were.

On Christmas Eve, we would start preparing for the arrival of Santa Claus. Father would make cookies.

Oh, my… I do remember the sweet smell of those cookies.

He would bake cookies for us and Santa.

Mm-hmm. He’d tell us Santa was going to be eating them too, so we would sit there and watch him make them.

Smelling the cinnamon settling in the air made us so giddy, we couldn’t contain our little selves. We were always overexcited. We would take our baths while the cookies were baking—I think Father made that rule to calm us down.

After our baths, Father would let us taste the cookies, which were always baked to perfection so that they would melt in your mouth.

After our snack, it was time for bed.

We didn’t want to go to bed.

We never wanted to go to sleep.

We were so eager for Christmas morning to arrive that we were too anxious to go to sleep.

Don’t forget about the thought of Santa coming down the chimney. And, guess what? We had a fireplace with a chimney.

And that’s how Santa was going to bring our presents. We had it all figured out. Of course, it never dawned on us how Santa got a bicycle down the chimney. We just prayed that the chimney was big enough for him to fit in without getting stuck.

Remember the time we woke up, and you told me that Santa had kissed you on the cheek?

Gurl, yes. He kissed me on my right cheek. I woke up just slightly and saw his white beard and red suit.

You were so excited about that kiss, you made me excited too. So, you can imagine the disappointment we felt when we found out there was no Santa. Didn’t matter to Silk. She still believed that was Santa who kissed her on the cheek.

Of course, years later we found out it was really Mother and Father, but just thinking about that moment now, I guess that started the dreaming process for me. You know, being able to dream, being in the magic of it all, I realize it all started with Santa.

As sure as the sky is blue, there we’d be in the wee hours of the morning, just as we practiced, sneaking downstairs to see what Santa had brought us.

Mm-hmm.

After getting down the stairs, we’d all stare in unison over to the right where the Christmas tree was. All of the toys that Santa had brought us were there: baby dolls, bikes, you name it, we had it.

Finally, Mother and Father would come down and watch us open our gifts.

Wow. Those were the days. Mother and Father outdid themselves every year.

On days like Christmas and Thanksgiving, food was always plentiful: turkey and dressing, candied yams, ham, chitterlings, collard greens, macaroni and cheese, baked beans, sweet potato pies.

And don’t forget the banana pudding. Just thinking about it right now, makes me want to eat.

Yes. And it was all about family and love. We were a close-knit family because, even at a young age, we knew all we had was each other.

That’s right.

The spirit of believing in Santa also brought in the faith aspect.

The faith, yes…

Because we were preparing for what we wanted, we felt happy. We were feeling as if it was going to happen, as if it had happened. Then when we walked down the stairs with our little selves in the morning, there it was.

Yes. We felt it, we knew it, and it happened.

I can even remember when we were little, in order to complete our chores, we would compartmentalize. If we were doing laundry and putting clothes away, we would play cleaners; when we had to do dishes, we played restaurant; when we had to do homework, we played school. We were the schoolteachers, and we had imaginary students that we had to teach our homework to. We literally wrote on the wall with chalk to teach our imaginary students. One day, Mother told us to stop washing the walls with Ajax. Little did she know, it wasn’t Ajax; we were writing on her walls with chalk!

We also made up imaginary friends who were rich. One of them, Jackie-Ackie-Fackie, was getting married. Silk was the flower shop owner and made the flowers out of toilet tissue. Our job was to bring him these flowers. He lived out of town, so we had to make plane reservations.

We would actually call the airport and make reservations, using our imaginary names.

The upstairs steps served as the airplane taking us to our destination. We would pack our little bags, go sit on the steps, and pretend to travel.

We never realized that was preparing us for what we do today.



It was in elementary school that I remember getting my feelings badly hurt for the very first time. I was in the second grade, and my favorite teacher, Ms. Jones, yelled at me. I was a very sensitive child and always clung to my mother. Mother babied me, and she never hurt my feelings, so I didn’t understand why Ms. Jones had hurt my feelings.

But why did she yell at you?

She was sore with me because I wasn’t moving fast enough for her. I guess I had worked her last nerve, and she yelled in such a loud tone, “Hurry up, Hardaway.” The pitch of her voice scared me to the point that I became embarrassed.

I call it a defining moment because that was when I learned, in one hard shot, to stay in my place and do what I’m told. If I didn’t, people would get ugly.

Hmm.

Now, in fairness to Ms. Jones, she may have been having a bad day, but as a little girl I didn’t understand that; all I saw was that she didn’t like me anymore because she had yelled at me.

So, now, thinking back to that stage and age in my life, I would say that one of my defining moments was being in class and having to solve math problems.

The teacher’s name was Mr. Williams. He was kind of a heavyset guy, and he didn’t like to stand up a lot. I can see him, always leaning back in his chair.

This one day, he wanted the entire class to play this game. To me, it was more like a challenge. I had to go head to head with another student to see who could give the teacher the correct answer to the math problem first. Mr. Williams was clever in the way he got us to learn. He would pull out money, like pennies, nickels, and dimes…

Wow…

And he would tell us that if we answered the problem right, we would get this nickel or dime.

When the game was over, I was the winner. I won the challenge. Though I was giddy about winning, I was more excited about being able to be in a challenge to see what I could do.

Silk has always been the competitive one.

I don’t know if I want to call it competitiveness. I think that it was just the thrill from the challenge of competing against my own self and saying to myself: I know this; I got this; I can win this.

Today, I really don’t like being in competition with other people because I feel like everybody should have an equal playing field. You do you, and I do me—with the same tools.

But the one thing I notice about you is that if there is a problem, you’re going to get to the very bottom of it, even if it takes you all night.

Oh, yes.

At times, I’ll get annoyed with you, but that’s how you are, and that is the gift that God gave you.

You’re right, because I’ve got to do my research. I’ve got to dig in and see what this is; I’ve got to see what that is; I’ve got to make sure that it’s right. I feel like there is a science to everything, and the challenge is to find the key ingredient that makes everything work.

That’s Silk. You can call her Inspector Gadget and me the Mouth of the South.

Gurl, yes, I’ve got to figure it out.



By the time I got to the third grade and Silk got to the fourth grade, Mother and Father were on to another venture. The lease was up on the laundromat, and the building owner, a man by the name of Goodson, wanted to raise the rent.

Mother and Father didn’t have a problem with him going up on the lease; they had a problem with him tripling the rent.

Sometimes building owners will raise the rent every year or every two years, but they shouldn’t go up so high that it feels like they are darn near price gouging.

Because Goodson saw a steady flow of customers and that Freeman’s Neighborhood Laundromat was being patronized by the community, he thought that the business must be raking in the money—but that was not the case.

By the time you figured in the lights, water, and gas to heat the place, Mother and Father were barely breaking even. So when the landlord raised the rent so high, Father had no choice but to move out the machines and close down the laundromat. It was a sad day for the community because the laundromat was leaving, and they would have to find somewhere else to do their laundry.

But it was really a good day for Mother and Father. They may have been down, but they weren’t out. When one door closes, a big old window will open, but this time my parents had to leap through it by faith!

Yes. So, one day, Father was driving in the heart of Detroit when he saw a man setting out dry cleaning equipment. He pulled over, got out of the car, and asked the man why he was setting out the equipment.

The gentleman turned to him and said he could not pay his lease, and he had only so many days to move the equipment out.

Mm-hmm.

My father asked if he would like to sell it, and the man said yes. My father offered him $500, and the man accepted. Father gave him $100 down and agreed to pay him $100 a month until it was paid for in full.

The man looked at Father as if he were crazy. The equipment weighed about 3,000 pounds, and he couldn’t figure out how Father was going to move it.

Oh, but what that man didn’t know is that our father had a plan. He called a friend by the name of Elder Vie, an elder at a church we often visited. Elder Vie was experienced in moving heavy equipment. He and Father moved all of that heavy equipment to our garage, where it sat until Mother and Father found a building.

We knew it was just a matter of time before God opened up another door for Mother and Father, and that door was about to swing wide.

Mm-hmm.

It wasn’t long before Father was out riding down Plymouth Road, in Detroit, Michigan, when he saw a building up for sale. He said, “Hmm… that would be a good spot for a dry cleaner.”

He whipped his car around in the middle of the street and landed in front of the building in order to look it over. After giving it a good inspection, he hightailed it home to let Mother know what he had seen.

Father was so excited. When he walked through the door, he rushed up to Mother to tell her what he had found.

Mother said to him, “How are you going to pay for it?”

When Mother said that, Father was crushed—but his spirit was still intact.

Yes. That’s when he walked upstairs and disappeared into his bedroom. We didn’t know what to think.

Here’s what happened when he locked himself in that room, as he tells the story: He sat on the edge of the bed and began to pray. He said to God, “If this building is for us, touch my wife’s heart and let her see the vision that I see.”

Mother finished cooking dinner, and Father came downstairs to eat. After dinner, Mother looked at my father and said to him, “Let’s go and see that building you were talking about.”

Father says that his heart almost jumped out of his chest. He couldn’t believe his ears. He had just prayed to God, and the sun hadn’t even gone down. Mother was showing some interest in his vision.

They immediately jumped in the car and drove to the building. Thereafter, our parents were the proud owners of Hardaway’s Dry Cleaners.

Diamond and I had an opportunity to visit the building back in 2018. It was abandoned, but here’s the crazy thing: On the sun-damaged, faded-out green awning, you can see remnants of wording from when our parents owned it—and also the word “Silk” left over from the services the next set of tenants had offered.

That felt like a boomerang moment.



Mother got tired of us being in the public school system. Because she hadn’t been able to finish school, she wanted us to have the best education possible, so she put us in a private Catholic school.

Right!

I was in the fourth grade and Silk was in the fifth grade in our first year at St. Casimir, where Father Gene and Sister Leonard ran the school.

That’s right.

Another significant and defining moment came from my fourth grade teacher, Ms. Jeffries, who was a black teacher. Now, I’m going to be honest, I just was not applying myself. But instead of pulling out what was in there with encouragement and recognition, this teacher’s answer was to divide the class into sections based on how smart we were. The smart kids sat in the front sections; the ones that may have been a little smart were next, in their own section; then came the next group, who were just a tad less smart; and then came the kids who just did not grasp it, and they were put in the back. I was one of the girls that sat in the back.

Hmm.

The teacher may not have thought that I knew how I was being labeled. But I did, and I was an impressionable young person. I may not have caught on to her teaching methods, but I had enough intelligence and instinct to see what she was doing.

This is when I totally checked out of the fourth grade. If I was going to be labeled “dumb” and be put in the back, why should I apply myself?

Mm-hmm.

If she felt like I was not applying myself, then it was her job as the teacher to find out why.

Right.

From that day, all the way through high school, I felt separated from my classmates.

But back to St. Casimir: My second year there brought me to the fifth grade. And it was in that year that there was a defining moment that actually altered me and propelled me into my calling.

My teacher’s name was Ms. Mosley, and her classroom assistant’s name was Ms. Houston. Ms. Mosley was skinny and had a caramel complexion. Every day she wore pantsuits; we never saw her in a dress.

My fifth grade year was great all the way up to the time Ms. Mosley and Ms. Houston decided to have a fruit party for the class.

For reasons of her own, my mom didn’t buy fruit for me to take to school that day. So while the fruit party was going on, one boy and I couldn’t participate because we had not brought any fruit. We were told to put our heads down.

Why was this such a significant event? Because as my head was down on the desk, it was down in shame because I didn’t have what was needed to participate. This is why today, as an adult, I’m so passionate about advocating for people that don’t have. During that time when my head was down, though I felt ashamed, I decided—you know what?—I want to advocate for people that don’t have.

I have such a big heart for those in need, and this defining moment is one of the reasons why. I don’t ever want anyone to feel ashamed because they don’t have something. I’ve been in grocery stores and have paid for the person’s groceries in front of me if they didn’t have enough money to pay for them. I’ve helped people that needed to eat who didn’t have the money. I’ve helped people who were homeless to try to give them a fresh start.

If I know of someone in need, I’ll see if I can figure out how to help them. Because I don’t want—now I’m about to cry—that was embarrassing and that was humiliating, and you should never do that to a child.

That was a defining moment.

Wow, sis. That was so profound. As you were telling the story, it was as if you were reliving it all over again, with such emotion. You’re passionate about people who don’t have, and your response is always, “Let me see how I can help you.”

I am like that; I’ll give my last.

Because at times you could be standing in a line, and if somebody has a problem, you would get involved.

Because every time I think about it, I feel that same humiliation I felt back then. No one should ever do that to a child, make them feel like they can’t participate. Because maybe the parent forgot, or maybe the parent couldn’t afford to buy fruit for thirty students.

Right, right, right. Well, unfortunately, that’s how it was back then. It’s important to see how that defining moment prepared you for today.

Right.

Just like that time when we were standing in line at a restaurant waiting to give our order, and a supervisor was scolding his employee in front of everybody. It was you that stepped up and got that supervisor straight. You didn’t know the girl or the supervisor. You just knew that there is a right way and a wrong way to talk to a human being, even if you are their supervisor.

That is why I advocate for people who don’t have and speak for people who can’t speak. They’re telling you that you can’t have; I’m telling you that you can have; I’m telling you that you can come up, and you can be more.

Right. Hmm… that was a huge defining moment, it surely was.

As moments like that go, I vividly remember one time when I was sitting in class, looking at the teacher writing on the chalkboard. The words looked like a lot of letters scrambled together, and none of it made sense to me. I sat there and tried to figure it out because I was too scared to ask questions, in fear that the rest of the class would pick on me.

When we would have to do an assignment, I would just put down any old answer and turn in my paper. Yup, I got my big fat “F,” written in red ink. No worries. I thought the teacher was the one who had the problem.

Now, it’s at the end of the quarter, and it’s time for parent–teacher conferences. No shame in my game; it was the teacher who didn’t know how to figure out a way for me to understand what she was talking about.

Well during the conference the principal of the school told my parents that I would never be able to learn and that it would always be hard for me to comprehend, and that was something they would have to accept. Again, no worries. I let it roll right off of me. I didn’t get offended at all because I knew that something was definitely wrong with the teacher, not me. Hell, I wasn’t getting paid to teach her, she was getting paid to teach me.

As I continued to pass to each next grade by learning how to teach myself, I saw things in a different manner and from a very different perspective. I heard things a particular way that didn’t make sense to anyone else but me. I had to learn how to remember, go and get a book, read it, and compare what I read to things that I could relate to or to things that were very simple.

I had to actually develop my own system of how to comprehend things myself, especially before I took a test. Now, did I cheat? You bet your bottom dollar I did. It was better to cheat than to repeat.

If I really had to explain my methods to someone else, they wouldn’t get it. I can’t learn it their way, so I’ll learn it my own way because my way is the right way for me.

Here’s an important life lesson from this particular defining moment: I understood that someone was trying to label me, but I didn’t agree with them. The teacher was the adult; I was the child. She was supposed to be there to teach me, and if I wasn’t getting it that meant that she wasn’t doing a very good job at teaching.

To this day I still use all of the skills that I developed for myself. In fact, my dog-on-bone research has become a very important part of what we do. I find it fairly easy to break down the most complex issues by using a level of common sense that resonates with our everyday life.

Now comes our third year at St. Casimir. I move into the sixth grade, and Silk is in the seventh grade. While everyone was going back to school happy about their summer vacation, I was returning with my skin all broke out because I was coming into puberty. I looked like a hot mess; my hair was falling out; I was really stressed out.

So, now, this was the perfect opportunity to get picked on and bullied because my hair was not long enough; my skin was not good enough. So I felt insecure. I didn’t feel confident at all, not in the sixth grade, and this made the bullying all that much worse because I believed the things my tormentors were saying.

Now let me point out one thing: it was not white children bullying me; I was harassed by people with the same skin color as me.

Right!

What my classmates didn’t know was all of the stress we were experiencing at home. Our homelife had become so stressful that my hair started falling out in patches. It got so bad, Mother went and bought me a small wig.

So, after the Easter holiday break, I returned to school wearing a wig, not because I wanted to but because I had no other choice. Of course, the bullying got worse; I was bullied relentlessly.

Yes, I remember.
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