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I am fortunate to have known Kem for some time and have been, like many, mesmerized by his talent. Share My Life is a compelling, candid examination of a great artist that is both surprising and inspirational. The reader learns more about Kem the public figure but, more importantly, Kem the man is revealed.

There is an honesty, a purity in Kem’s body of work. This book tells us why. It is a story that begins with dysfunction and failure and then, through discipline and faith, ends with achievement and hope. Kem shares with us, in an honest and riveting way, his life journey from disabling addiction to widespread artistic and commercial success. I see more clearly now the connection between that journey and the music for which he is better known. Great art too frequently comes from those who have experienced great pain. Great artists use that dislocation to inspire them and to brand in a unique way the work that is theirs. I often wondered what the source of Kem’s artistry was. After reading this book, it is now clear to me. There is a direct line between his life and his art.

In becoming familiar with the painful parts of Kem’s narrative, I’d like to think that that component of his life is unique to him. Unfortunately, it is not so. Too many—particularly people of color—struggle with a society that is too often unfair and unjust. Too few have the discipline or the opportunities to overcome the impact of that which is ingrained in this nation. This is not to make excuses. Kem does not. There is the need for individual responsibility. He accepts that, as I do. But there is also the need for societal responsibility; the country must maximize the chances of success for all its citizens by fairly making opportunities available to all. Our society must also recognize that a life is not solely defined by actions that, while negative in nature, can be ameliorated by understanding and second chances. A person cannot only be defined by his worst. We all must be given the chance to be our best.

That is the strength of Share My Life and the man whose story it tells. It is a redemptive tale and one that should serve both as inspiration to those in need or distress, and a call for support from those more fortunate. I’d like to say it is a uniquely American story, that Kem’s ultimate success was preordained. It is not. His journey mirrors the lives of too many others. Not adequately nurtured as a child, making bad choices on his own, he led a life that could have gone in a completely different direction. For too many others—forgotten by us—that is their fate. Kem’s drive, combined with the talent we have all come to know, made his journey, unfortunately, a unique one. There is value in understanding this. There is the need to find ways to support those less talented, but who desire to lead productive lives. To see who the troubled young boy who Kem was become the Kem we are moved by today is a life lesson for America. His life is a demonstration that positive change is almost always possible. It is never likely, however, where people are defined too soon and consigned to lead lives based on early dysfunction.

Share My Life is a story of hope, of redemption. As honest and searing as it is, it is not a story that is only personal in nature. My hope is that as we now listen to the artist in full bloom, we will also hear the young boy and young man whose voices we are exposed to for the first time in the book. They are one and the same person. So are so many others. America must come to know this.

—Eric Holder
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I had dropped out of high school. After I had disappeared for weeks, my father wouldn’t let me return. He was permanently kicking me out to protect my mother, who was a recovering alcoholic. My presence would only make her worse. She didn’t want to see me. That was hard to hear, but it was even harder to argue with—so I didn’t. I stayed silent. I had no defense. I was drinking and drugging and had no intention to stop.

My friend Sam slipped me into the basement of his house, where he said I could sleep in a crawl space under the stairs, so that if his folks came down, they wouldn’t see me. The basement had a beige linoleum floor. On the walls were family pictures, including Sam’s dad in an army uniform. On the rear wall was a large mirror, the perfect backdrop to their neatly arranged full-service bar. Glass shelves were stocked with brand names like Johnnie Walker and Jack Daniel’s. There were multicolored glasses that suggested another era. Sitting on the bar itself was an oversized bottle of Canadian Club.

I went right for it. Hard liquor was a rare treat. I was usually stoned on cheap wine and malt liquor. I downed the whiskey in no time and headed for the crawl space. My small frame adjusted to the tight quarters. The booze flooded me with warmth. I had to rearrange some boxes to squeeze into the space. My brain was barely functioning. That was my aim. Quiet the confusion in my head. Descend into darkness. Numb out. Get through the night so the next day I could find something—beer, wine, or weed—to beat back the monotony of doing nothing and going nowhere.

As much as I appreciated the space Sam provided, survival meant going somewhere else. Since I was broke, the next step up from the crawl space was a rescue shelter. Over the vast landscape of urban and suburban Detroit, I lived in a dozen such places. Even there, I managed to mess things up. No one was willing to put up with my unruly behavior. Forced out of one shelter, I flopped to another.

My spirit had been drained dry by defeat. I hadn’t graduated from high school. My senior year had been an emotional, alcoholic fog. I’d gotten nowhere with the one talent I seemed to have: music. The only thing I excelled at was undercutting myself at every turn. My relationship with my parents was in ruins and my only friends were pretty much like me—outliers living on the edge. My social life consisted of nothing more than hanging out with winos and potheads. I couldn’t imagine having a girlfriend. I was in absolutely no condition to maintain a romantic relationship. I stole. I lied. I’d become a full-time conniver, sinking into a quicksand of self-loathing.

One morning in early spring, I woke up in a park with the hope of getting high. I went to see a guy I’ll call Fletch, a fellow addict I had met at a shelter who had managed to move back into his folks’ home. He was a friendly man, mentally challenged and hooked on crack. Our mission was to cop. To do so, he took the keys to his mother’s New Yorker. He knew a blood bank where our blood would yield enough cash to satisfy his dealer. We were joined in this effort by one of Fletch’s associates—another crackhead. As we drove through the city streets to the blood bank, I realized I had a problem. I had no driver’s license. I had lost it because of DWIs. In fact, I had no ID at all. That meant no giving blood. And no giving blood meant no dope.

“No worries,” said Fletch. “Stay in the car while we cop. We’ll get enough for you.”

He and his buddy entered the blood bank and sold their blood. I waited for them to return. Ten minutes. Thirty minutes. An hour. Clearly, they weren’t coming back. When I went to find them, I spotted a rear exit and understood what had happened. Rather than share the fruits of their labor, they’d run over to the crack man without me. In fact, Fletch was in such in a hurry, he had forgotten to take the car keys. So, in a state of righteous indignation, I got behind the wheel and peeled off.

I consoled myself by downing a bottle of Richards Wild Irish Rose, nicknamed “bum’s brew.” The wine lit me up. The day had turned gray; the sky was covered with low-hanging clouds heavy with moisture. When the rain came down, I opened the sunroof. The rain felt great. I felt great. I was speeding along the Lodge Freeway, leaving down-and-dirty Detroit and flying high to the evergreen bliss of Bloomfield Hills, the fancy burb where I’d try to buy more wine. But how could I do that? I was broke, but like most addicts I didn’t let that unfortunate fact bother me for long. All that mattered was the feeling of the rain hitting my face and the smooth ride of this plush New Yorker. I didn’t know what time it was. Didn’t know what day it was. Didn’t really care. Fueled by the bum’s brew, my brain was running a million miles a minute. I exited the freeway by making a couple of crazy turns. Before I knew it, I was slamming into a car and careening into a ditch. I was trapped inside a stolen car; being drunk didn’t help. The rain got heavier. My heart was hammering to the point of explosion. I closed my eyes, hoping it was all a dream. But the scream of sirens interfered with my fantasy. The woman driver in the other car was bruised but alive. I was hauled off to jail.

As I rode in the back of the cop car, the title of one samba-swaying Brazilian song, “A Day in the Life of a Fool,” hit home. Except that fool was too kind a word. Fuckup was more fitting. The drunken car wreck, the injured woman, this catastrophe—all of it pointed to the collapse of my character. Maybe it was strange to have a song pop up in my head during a disaster, but music had always been there as a far-off light in the fog. Now, though, the fog had only thickened.

The first twenty-three years of my life are the hardest to decipher because I was emotionally unconscious. To render my story effectively, I need to revisit the past. The crazy dysfunction of my early life has always troubled me. I find myself wanting to see through the misery and mystery of that dysfunction. I want to understand why and how it all happened. When I imagine the process of wading through those years, I see myself back at the keyboard, sitting for hours on end in search of the lost chord—or lost time.

I’ve gone from being a painfully shy kid bent on self-destruction to being someone who performs original songs in front of an arena overflowing with appreciative fans.

My story is a tale soaked in the blues.

My blues, like everyone’s blues, begin in the long ago and far away.

They connect to my mother’s blues, and her mother’s blues. Those connections are rhythmic. That rhythm is deep and historical, a rhythm without end.
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My mother, Elizabeth, known as Liz, is the daughter of Katherine Owens.

My grandmother was a survivor. A force of nature. Angry. Powerful.

Her past was a mystery. She never discussed it with any of us. Before marrying Mom’s father, Tom (nicknamed TO), there was another man with whom she had five sons. My mother never knew her half brothers. They were lost in the mist of a story that remained untold. Secret lives. Secret losses. Secret traumas. Secrets inside secrets. The fact that my grandmother gave birth to five children before birthing another eight with TO astounds me. Today, at seventy-three, Mom expresses empathy for her mother, a pretty young girl who had no protection from the wiles of men. She suffered greatly, and in suffering her only refuge was silence.

Katherine couldn’t stay in one place for long. Sharecropping in rural Tennessee, the family moved from one man’s land to another’s because she would not tolerate disrespect from anyone. She talked back to her abusive bosses. She stood tall. What does it take for a single mother to raise a brood of children and not fall apart? Her faith was greater than her fear.

My grandmother’s faith was rooted in Pentecostal principles. In the country, those principles remained unchallenged. They were all the family knew. Mom’s dad had been studying to be a Baptist minister. But that made no difference to my grandmother. She refused to leave the Pentecostal church. All eight of their children, including my mom, were forced to attend Rock Temple, where, she was convinced, the Holy Ghost manifested the one and only true God.

One of the telling descriptions of my mother’s childhood came in a four-word saying she often used:

“Silence has a voice.”

That sentence struck me deeply. I might say that this book speaks with the voice of silence.

I am a person prone to silence. So is my mother. And, according to her, so was my grandmother, who lived to age ninety-four. I come from a long line of people who are far more comfortable with silence than with the spoken word. Silence adds to our mystery, and maybe even to our allure. But this profound and abiding silence, which marks the generations of my grandmother, my mother, and myself, also serves as a mask. Facts remain hidden. Feelings are suppressed. Communication is stifled.



My mother’s life began in the spring of 1950 in West Tennessee, where she, her seven siblings, and TO and Katherine worked the land outside the tiny village of Bells.

Mom loved the land. It was her version of the Garden of Eden. No poverty, no fears, no sense of a world beyond the one she saw. Her innocence was complete. If evil existed, it was far off.

She remembers the first seven years of her life as a time of peace: misty sunrises and golden sunsets, the sensation of changing seasons—the warmth of summer, the chill of fall, the frost of winter, the fresh blossoms of spring. Nature’s steady rhythm brought security. The fragrance of wildflowers, the taste of fresh corn, the sounds of sparrows and bluebirds. An idyllic world. The reality of the economic exploitation inherent in sharecropping might have been brewing in the minds of her older brothers, but Mom was just a child who found delight in the natural world.

Rock Temple was a Pentecostal congregation where blood-washed believers let the gifts of the spirit flow freely. The full-throated gospel was preached from the word and expressed in song. Through the faithful, the Holy Ghost spoke in tongues. My mother drank it all in. It served as a source of comfort. She accepted these practices as God-given. Certainty gave her strength. Night followed day. Sunshine followed rain. My mother and grandmother went on worshipping God one way and one way only.

The extreme restrictions of the Pentecostal faith had no immediate impact on the Owens family, who, living in the country, were already detached from urban America. They were not allowed to dance, but even if they had been, there were no dance halls or nightclubs to frequent. Popular music was off-limits, but who had money to buy records or a radio? Movies were prohibited, but the closest cinema was in Jackson, sixteen miles away. Besides, who had money for a ticket?

TO never lived with Katherine and the children. My mother called him the Mystery Man. His absence was a disturbing fact of her early life. She also knew that her father had been married before. The kids from his first marriage would sometimes come by to visit their dad’s second wife. It was strange and unexplained. When TO did show up, it was usually for the holidays. His comings and goings became part of the routine of Mom’s young life. Katherine Owens assumed her role as matriarch. By necessity, she was a strict disciplinarian. By conviction, she was a fervent believer. She felt directed by God to obey his commandments—and make her offspring do the same.

And then, in 1957, when Mom turned seven, everything changed. The family moved from the country to the city.
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For Elizabeth Ann Owens, Jackson, Tennessee, her family’s new home, was east of Eden. She had been expelled from the garden, not through any fault of her own, but because of her mother’s restless and enigmatic nature.

That critical move to Jackson came without warning. In the middle of the night, with the help of a relative, all the family’s worldly belongings were loaded into the back of a pickup and off they went.

Was there a dispute between my grandmother and the landowners? Was there an ugly confrontation? Mom wasn’t told. She couldn’t ask because asking wasn’t allowed. All she could do was scramble to pack up and, with her mother and siblings, head out into the night.

They arrived in the city of sixty-five thousand, where they settled into a small duplex. The contrast between rich soil and cold concrete was startling. There was no garden, no green fields yielding food. Instead, only frightening uncertainty. My grandmother found work as a domestic, holding down two jobs at once.

In Jackson, Pentecostals worshipped outside the mainstream, meaning that Mom found herself doubly ostracized. She was a Black country girl living in a segregated city ruled by whites. She was also set apart in the Black community, where her mother would not accept the predominant Baptist denomination of her own husband.

Every Sunday, Katherine transported her children twenty-five miles back to Rock Temple, the small sanctuary that remained their spiritual home.

In the city, the kids were left to fend for themselves. Everything was different. Mom was afraid but couldn’t say so. Children were to be seen and not heard. There was a new school, a radically new environment, in an urban setting she’d never seen before. How to cope? Her older brothers were long gone. Her remaining siblings were all girls except their younger brother. Mom was the fourth youngest and the child the closest to Katherine, who may have sensed Liz shared her resourcefulness. That coping mechanism had everything to do with using sheer determination and self-reliance to overcome obstacles. She may have also known how closely my mother watched her. At the same time, my grandmother was neither affectionate nor inclined to praise her children. Like all kids, Mom hungered for affection and praise. Katherine’s main concern was protecting her brood.

And yet the single thing that traumatized Mom most—and perhaps traumatized Katherine as well—was something for which there’s no protection: poverty. This was the ugly and inevitable fact that, for the first time, Mom had to face. Living in the country was all about abundance. Living in the city was all about scarcity. Suddenly there wasn’t enough.

My grandmother, my mother, and her siblings stayed in Jackson only two years before heading out to Nashville. There was no advance notice. But there was, at least, an obvious explanation. For the first time in Mom’s life, her parents would be permanently living under the same roof. Except the permanence was short-lived.

The year was 1961. A Freedom Riders’ bus was firebombed in Alabama, where the governor declared martial law. The Ku Klux Klan acted with impunity. Newly elected, President Kennedy promised to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade. And Ray Charles topped the charts with “Hit the Road Jack.”

In Nashville, eleven-year-old Liz Owens knew none of this. Mom was still prohibited from going to the movies or listening to any music the church did not sanction. Although Nashville is the capital of and largest city in Tennessee, her life remained closed off to current events and political considerations. Rock Temple, the country Pentecostal church, was replaced by King’s Temple, the city Pentecostal church. The Baptist church, where my grandfather had begun to preach, was off-limits, even to his own children. Grandma would have it no other way.

All children want Mommy and Daddy to be together. Mom was no different. She prayed for her reunited family to stay reunited. But because her father was as secretive and stubbornly silent as her mother, hope was all Mom had. Hope didn’t last long. Unspoken rage hung over Katherine’s and TO’s heads like dark clouds. The storm was always about to erupt. Where was the anger coming from? Was it the phone calls Granddad was getting from women in his congregation? Was it because his wife was working two jobs at once and came home every night tired and cross? Mom didn’t know what to think, but she knew what to say. Nothing. Just keep quiet and observe. Then came the evening that Mom saw something that stayed with her forever.
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Mom looked into the small room where her parents slept. Grandpa was sitting on the side of their double bed. He was wearing an undershirt and boxer shorts. Grandma had scissors in her hand. She took the scissors and, like a seamstress, carefully cut around the band of his shorts until they fell away from his body. For a moment, Mom wondered if Grandma was going to stab him with the scissors, but the threat of violence wasn’t there. My grandmother had already committed a murderous act to his manhood. She had stripped him bare. He simply sat there. He didn’t utter a word. He was rendered powerless. Although Mom didn’t really understand the dynamics behind what she was witnessing, one thing was clear: it was her mother, not her father, who possessed the power. Right then and there, the relationship between my grandparents, always fragile, collapsed.



The very night of the clothes-cutting incident, Katherine took Mom with her to search for a place to live. She was leaving her husband and taking the kids. They found a single room with a kitchen and stayed there until she was able to rent larger quarters. Never again would my grandmother even entertain the notion of reconciling with my grandfather.

On Saturday nights my mother sought solace at King’s Temple, where she helped prepare Sunday meals for the congregants. It was a safe place, until it wasn’t. The minister’s son, a married man with three children, was interested in pretty little Liz Owens. He was not shy about expressing that interest. He made overtly sexual advances toward her that went on for months.

Mom finally found the courage to tell Grandma the ugly truth: Reverend’s son wouldn’t leave her alone. He’d tried coaxing her into his car to take her to a motel. He kept grabbing her, feeling her, threatening her if she wouldn’t give in.

Grandma listened carefully. After a long pause she told Mom not to mention it to Reverend.

Mom was flabbergasted. Wouldn’t Reverend want to know what his son was up to? And wouldn’t her own mother want to protect her from a predator?

Yet all Katherine told her daughter was to keep her mouth shut and mind her own business. Suddenly the one spot that had always been safe—church—became a spot that put her in danger. She couldn’t go back, and she didn’t. No more Saturday nights spent preparing Sunday dinners. She wanted her mom to say, “I’ll go to Reverend and give him a piece of my mind. I’ll set things straight. No daughter of mine needs to go through something like this.” But she never heard those words. Instead, she absorbed a dangerous idea: my grandmother’s words made Mom feel she wasn’t worth protecting. She felt “less than.” It was a feeling that shaped the rest of her life.

My grandmother never brought it up again. Consequently, Mom suffered in silence. Her only real friend, a boy named Robert, was someone she could confide in. Robert was cool, but he was just a kid like Mom. They had a natural brother-sister rapport. He could commiserate with my mother’s dilemma, but he could hardly take on the preacher’s son who was making her life miserable.

School was another place of struggle for my mother. When she got to Pearl High in Nashville, class became an issue. Many of the students were the children of doctors and lawyers. Because Liz Owens was both pretty and smart and often singled out by the teachers as an exemplary student, she was bullied by her female classmates.

She didn’t see herself as pretty. When she was in eighth grade, she was in a car accident. Her head smashed into the windshield. Stitches were required. That’s when one of her sisters said, “Liz, you’re not pretty anymore.” Even though there was no disfigurement, Mom took those words to heart. She saw herself as homely.

The bullying continued. Some of the girls teased her for wearing unfashionable clothes. Some resented her for being reserved. Because her Pentecostal upbringing had excluded all popular culture, she had little in common with the other girls. What did she know about Sonny and Cher or the Supremes? What could she say about The Sound of Music or Doctor Zhivago, movies she was prohibited from seeing? What did she know about sex?

Mom’s sexual awakening was hardly an awakening at all. It was an act of defiance. It happened with an air force cadet who was eager to fly. Mom wasn’t eager. Just curious. And after years of being dominated by her mother’s heavy-handed orthodoxy, she was more than ready to rebel.
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It was my mother’s second sexual encounter that brought me into this world. The circumstances surrounding my birth on July 23, 1967, were scandalous.

Mom and her sister Tina were working at an A&W restaurant as waitresses. Mom was sixteen. She didn’t mind the job. Even as she rebelled against the dogma of the Pentecostal church, she maintained an ironclad work ethic. Mom saw work as a good thing. Mostly, men didn’t mess with her. She was barely a hundred pounds and didn’t see herself as sexy. But one man did.

Turned out that man was an algebra teacher at Pearl High, where my mother would be a senior the following year. His name was Jesse Nance Jr. He was thirty-two. When he ordered his burger and fries, he was exceedingly friendly. He returned a few days later, and then a few days after that, each time growing friendlier. His intentions were obvious. He seemed nice, but Mom wasn’t interested. After all, he taught in the same school she attended. That put her off. But nothing could deter Jesse. He had no wife or children and lived with his brother. He assured her everything was all right. His father was a minister. He himself was college educated. He was also soft-spoken and a man of few words. That made Mom comfortable, since the other people in her life—especially her own parents—were hardly big talkers. And even though she knew it was wrong to give in to the advances of a man twice her age, not to mention a teacher at the school where next year she’d be graduating, she followed his lead.

He was smooth. He was determined. He was insistent. He got Mom over to his house on a day when his brother was gone. Later in her life she described the experience as passionless. It was an act of rebellion, a way for Mom to flout her own mother’s strict rules.

It was not her intention to carry on with Jesse. When she saw him at school, she nervously looked the other way. Other times, when he saw her walking in his direction, he avoided her. Jesse wanted nothing more to do with her. As she’d expected, once he made his conquest, he never sought her out again. Mom thought things would go back to normal. Except they didn’t. All hell broke loose.

When Mom found out she was pregnant with me, her sister told their mother, who flew into a rage. She insisted that Mom march into King’s Temple, stand before the congregation, and confess her sin. Liz refused. If she had sinned, that was her business. And besides, she didn’t see it as sin. She saw it as an older man who had seduced a young girl. Katherine saw it as shameful, and while Mom might have beat back the notion of sin, shame was something she couldn’t escape.
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During the early months of her pregnancy, Mom heard her mother speaking to her sister about a schoolmate.

“At least she’s not stupid like Liz,” said Katherine.

The thought made Mom furious, while her mother grew more furious with her. That fury, true to the Owens family style, remained unspoken. It was Katherine’s scornful looks that expressed her anger. But then, during Mom’s sixth month of pregnancy, her mother couldn’t contain her rage and forcibly struck her daughter with her hands.

That night Mom moved out and went to her father’s home. By then Grandpa had a new wife, Martha, who had brought her three children to the marriage. Without a single question, Grandpa gave his daughter shelter. She spent the night on his couch, crying her eyes out. The next morning her mother came to fetch her. Grandma refused to venture inside her ex-husband’s home, but Mom saw her sitting in a car by the curb. She went out to see her. Her mother was weeping. No words were spoken, no apologies given. But, again through silence, Mom was made to understand that her mother, despite everything, would help her through the rest of her pregnancy. Mom went back to her mother’s home.

When the school confronted Jesse, he lied and claimed that Mom had shown up at his house one day to seduce him. The principal believed him. To demonstrate his gallantry, Jesse offered to marry my mother. She flat-out refused. The last thing in the world she wanted was to marry a man she didn’t love. She knew Jesse had no love for her. His proposal was a ruse, a sly maneuver to free him of his guilt and allow him to play the part of a stand-up guy.

For all my grandmother’s wrath at the notion of her sixteen-year-old daughter giving birth out of wedlock during the summer of 1967, the same summer of smoldering civil unrest, it was my grandmother who cared for me as my primary parent.

As soon as I was old enough to talk, I would call my grandmother “Mother” and her daughter “Mom.”

Both women bathed me in love. Obviously, as an infant, I had no awareness of the conflict between them.

Mother wanted to raise me as her own. She liked to say, “This is my child.” She even filed a statutory rape charge against Jesse. The suit was dropped when Jesse sent a little money, but those payments soon ceased. Jesse vanished from our life. Mom heard about him only through others. He suffered from heart disease and underwent a double bypass operation. He was also imprisoned for molesting a minor. During his incarceration, his heart gave out and he passed away. He was fifty-nine. Mom decided there was no good reason for me to ever know the identity of my biological father, and I can’t say his presence was missed. I was under the care of two conscientious women, Mother and Mom.

Mom couldn’t go back to Pearl High because of their policy against the admission of single mothers, but she was adamant about pursuing her education. She knew it was the key to her future as an independent woman. Of course, given the gender inequality, the high school had no policy against the admission of young men who had fathered children. Either way, Mom didn’t want to go back to Pearl. Pearl was the scene of the scandal surrounding her and Jesse Nance.

In spite of that scandal, Mom doubled down. She enrolled at Central High and graduated with a 4.0 and an honors degree. Her plan was to go straight to college. Because Grandpa’s job as minister of Hopewell Missionary Baptist Church came without a salary, he worked at Vanderbilt University in maintenance. He wanted Mom to attend Vanderbilt, but no one could afford the tuition. Instead, she enrolled at Tennessee State.

Katherine Owens didn’t understand her daughter’s obsession with school. My grandmother was the only member of the family not to attend Mom’s high school graduation.
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My mother was smart, curious, and alive with ambition. Working at a local hospital, she met Michael, whom she considered her first real boyfriend, a musician who viewed life creatively. Mom was living at her dad’s while Mother was keeping me. Mother forbade Mom to date. Her father was far more liberal.

Later in life Mom discovered a passage, Mathew 11:29, that, as translated by the Message Bible, says, “Learn the unforced rhythms of grace.” Michael showed her the unforced rhythms of romance.

Around the same time, Mom enrolled at Tennessee State and majored in accounting, where she met fellow student Erick Hardy, who pursued her relentlessly. Michael, who liked to play the field, proved to be unfaithful. Erick proved to be loyal. Erick also had ambition. He was locked into his major in engineering. Erick was Mr. Responsibility. Mr. Dependability. Mr. Intellectual. When Mom stepped away from Michael, Erick stepped in. They started dating in September of 1969 and married three months later.
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