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This publication is a memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of her experiences over a period of years. Many names and identifying characteristics of individuals have been changed. Some dialogue has been re-created from memory. Some scenes are composites of events. Events have been compressed and in some cases their chronology has been changed.



This book is dedicated to all the women, men, and especially juveniles serving time in the American prison system. You may have lost all hope and feel like your voice has been silenced and your life doesn’t matter. Know there’s ONE person who sees you.






You, who have shown me great and severe troubles,

Shall revive me again,

And bring me up again from the depths of the earth.

You shall increase my greatness,

And comfort me on every side.

—PSALM 71:20–21 (NKJV)
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My knees shook as I stood in the courtroom. Any moment now, the jury would file in. Twelve men and women had spent the last six hours debating whether I should spend the rest of my life behind bars.

I’d sat in the Davidson County Courthouse holding cell, staring at the cinder blocks, reading the names of men and women etched on the walls. The metal bench pressed into my back, but I barely noticed. My mind was busy playing the same scene over and over… The last five days of testimony went by in slow motion. Did that juror smile at me? I wondered. What were they thinking then? Are they on my side?

I didn’t expect to walk out of that courtroom a free woman. That doesn’t happen when you kill someone—especially when you’re a biracial girl who shot a white man. But I did hope for some sort of mercy.

I was sixteen years old, just a kid, when I thought I’d fallen in love. In my crazy, teenaged head, we were building a future together. He wasn’t a pimp selling my body to fund his lifestyle. Our arrangement was only temporary, just until we could run away to Vegas and start our life. I thought I was making Kut happy when I climbed into a middle-aged man’s truck and agreed to have sex with him for $150. But when the night dissolved into a nightmare, I panicked and shot a man. It was self-defense, I reasoned. I wouldn’t get in trouble.

I had no idea how wrong I was.

Maybe I would get fifteen years, I thought. Almost as long as I’d been alive, but better than a life sentence. Fifteen years and I could be back in my mommy’s house, ready to make a fresh start.

Without warning, the courtroom door burst open. The jury strode in silently, their heads down. I stared at them desperately, hoping someone, anyone, would make eye contact with me. Only one man looked up. We locked eyes for a split second. My heart pounded as he shook his head slowly, imperceptibly, before he looked down again. Maybe he was ashamed of what he had done. Or maybe he’d fought the battle for me and lost. Whatever it was, I knew right then and there I was getting a life sentence.

I stared at the jury, my chest heaving as I tried to slow my breathing. Whatever you do, don’t cry, I thought. I wanted them to feel my anger.

My attorney Rich McGee leaned forward in his suit, his blue eyes boring holes through the jury. He knows it too, I thought.

“Has the jury reached a verdict?” the judge asked the jury foreman.

“We have, Your Honor.”

Tension radiated through the room. I stared the lady down, waiting for her to read the words I’d dreaded for months. Why does she gotta pause like that?

“We, the jury, find the defendant, Cyntoia Denise Brown…”

She paused again for what seemed like hours. Just do it already, I thought.

“Count one, guilty, first-degree murder.”

I flinched. Her words carried the weight of condemnation. I felt like she’d just confirmed I was a monster, a murderer, a whore.

“Count two, guilty, felony murder.”

Pause.

“Count three, guilty, especially aggravated robbery.”

I didn’t have to wait for the judge to read the sentence. I already knew. Everyone did. First-degree murder carries an automatic life sentence in the state of Tennessee.

I was still just a teenager. I’d never had a driver’s license, never been to prom, never voted.

“God,” I said, back in my cell, curled up in my yellow jumpsuit, “if you let me out of here, I’ll tell the whole world about you.”
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When I was a little girl, I would do anything to make my mommy proud. We were attached at the hip, walking around as if it were the two of us against the world. I was a princess in my parents’ eyes, and even though I’d have rather climbed trees and made mud pies, I let them doll me up in frilly dresses and clip bows in my curly black hair.

My big brother and sister, Chico and Missy, were already grown and out of the house, and Chico always complained that I was spoiled. Looking back, he was probably right. Mommy and Poppy ate up every second of having a little kid in the house again, and whatever I wanted, I got. When I begged for my own swimming pool, Poppy made sure my wish was granted. While Chico and Missy had had a whole list of chores when they were little, my only job was to load the dishwasher.

I didn’t have many friends, but I didn’t need them. Mommy was my only playmate, plain and simple. I spent most of my time working to keep us safe, especially from the house fires I was sure would strike as we slept at night. Ever since I heard a boy down the street’s house had caught fire after he put Kool-Aid in an iron, I was terrified that my little brick one-story house would be next. I kept backpacks stuffed with extra clothes and toys, ready to grab at a moment’s notice, and I even held my own fire drills. Mommy and Poppy laughed, but I wasn’t messing around. I wouldn’t let anything hurt my family.

When it was time for me to start kindergarten, I clutched Mommy and Poppy’s hands as tight as I could. I wasn’t scared—after all, school meant I’d finally be able to read my beloved books all by myself. But I was nervous. My parents walked me into the classroom, helped me hang up my Care Bear backpack, and got me settled at my table with crayons.

I was happily scribbling away on construction paper until I noticed my classmates walking in with their parents. Everybody was the same color as their parents, shaped with Momma’s nose or their daddy’s eyes. Not me. My five-year-old world was rocked as I realized my light skin didn’t match my dark-skinned parents. I didn’t look like their princess. I looked like I didn’t belong at all. And everybody noticed.

“Your skin looks funny,” a little boy said, pointing.

“Yeah,” a little girl chimed in. “Are you white or are you black?”

I stared at them, confusion clouding what should have been a happy first day of school. “I… I don’t know.”

“How do you not know?” another kid asked.

My stomach felt sick as Mommy buckled me into my car seat that afternoon. The question swirling through my mind felt stuck in my throat as Mommy carefully backed out of the parking lot and turned toward our home.

All my life, I’d thought nothing of the fact that most of the people around me were black. Now I felt like the guy in The Emperor’s New Clothes, after somebody told him he was naked.

Finally, the words tumbled out. “Mommy, why don’t I look like you and Poppy?”

Mommy was quiet as she paused at a red light. “Well,” she finally said, her eyes on the road, “you’re adopted, baby girl. Poppy and I brought you home when you were only eight months old.”

My brain tried to process Mommy’s words.

“Your momma was so young,” Mommy continued. “She was only sixteen years old. She wanted you but she just couldn’t take care of you.”

My mind raced, trying to take in information too complicated for me to possibly understand. In a way, the news didn’t change anything. Mommy and Poppy were still my parents. I had no doubt they loved me. But who was this lady who somehow belonged to me too? “Who is she?” I asked.

Mommy hesitated. “Her name is Gina. She’s a white lady who used to be a friend of Chico’s.”

I frowned. “So that’s why I don’t look like you?”

“You are your own unique person. You’re mixed, and you’re beautiful,” Mommy said firmly. “Gina is white, and your daddy was black. That makes you special. Just like Mariah Carey.”

Mariah Carey’s music was the constant soundtrack of my childhood bedroom. Music Box blasted from my little stereo over and over as I serenaded my toy poodle Fefe with “Hero” and “Dreamlover.” I couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, she’s beautiful,” I agreed.



I HAD NO MEMORIES OF Gina, knew nothing beyond what my mommy and poppy told me—which wasn’t much, at first. The Browns had taken me into their home before I could walk, and they gave me their family name shortly after I could talk. I never wished I could meet Gina or wondered what she was like. I never quite understood why she didn’t want to meet me or come to visit, but I always pushed the thought aside. As far as I was concerned, the Browns, my mommy and poppy, were my family and that was all that mattered.

In his heyday, my father was an army first sergeant and paratrooper with the 101st Airborne Division. On the weekends, he sat in his chair soaking his feet in peroxide, regaling me with another tale from his days in the Vietnam War. My mother managed a local furniture store until she quit her job to take care of me. By then, my father had retired from the military after twenty years of service. For most of my childhood, Poppy was a long-distance truck driver. Mommy and I were on our own during the week as he drove up and down the southeast states, making it home only on weekends.

Mommy spent most of her days tending the peonies and bleeding hearts in her flower beds—I swear she had at least fifteen different gardens.

I can still smell the Avon Skin So Soft lotion Mommy would smooth on her hands in the car before church Sunday morning, popping in a stick of Winterfresh gum and brushing burgundy lipstick on her lips before she drove us to Ogburn Chapel Missionary Baptist Church. I didn’t pay attention at church much, but our lunches afterward sweetened the deal. Every week, Mommy took me to Ryan’s Steakhouse, where I would tear up the buffet like I was a grown man and not a stick-skinny little girl. I’d load up my plate with a huge helping of spaghetti first, then circle back to the buffet for turkey, chicken, and green beans before heading back for soft-serve vanilla ice cream. Going to a restaurant with Mommy felt like a little date. I felt special as I sat across the table from her, like there was no one in the world but us.

Anybody would have thought I was headed for success. When I was in second grade, my teacher called Mommy to my school to tell her they’d identified me as gifted and wanted her permission to place me in the Program for Academically Superior Students, or PASS, as everyone called it.

“Toia, you should feel so accomplished,” Mommy said, beaming. “You really can excel at anything you put your mind to.”

Mommy’s words made my heart swell with pride. I just knew I’d grow up to be a fashion designer, or a doctor, or whatever struck my fancy that week—my dreams changed all the time. I had it all figured out. I’d get married, get a house down the street from Mommy, and we’d play with my babies on the front porch. But when I looked down at my light skin, I wasn’t so sure. I saw a girl who didn’t belong. Not in our black church. Not in my class. Not in my community.

“You’re white,” someone would say in a tone where I just knew it wasn’t a simple observation.

“Look at her hair,” someone would sneer.

It all reached a boiling point when I was cast in an elementary school production of Tom Sawyer and the Whitewashed Fence. Everybody in my class had to participate, but I had to admit I was a little excited to stand under the spotlight, even if I was only cast as one of the kids who assisted in painting the fence. Mommy even helped me fix up my face, smudging dark makeup on my cheeks. I looked exactly like I’d been playing in the mud. It was perfect.

The audience roared with applause as we took our final bow that night. I curtseyed with a grin and beamed as Mommy applauded, that look of pride I loved so much on her face. Then I noticed a little white boy standing in the audience, pointing right at me. “Look at that dirty white girl,” he said loud enough for me to hear.

My cheeks burned as I clenched my fists and glared. Here I was, trying something new, and still no one saw me as anything but the white girl who didn’t belong. I was furious with him for ruining the moment. I would have loved nothing more than to punch that boy in the nose then and there. Standing onstage, though, with everyone looking at me, I sucked in my breath and told myself not to cry. I wanted to shrink into the floor and disappear. Instead, I stood firm. Don’t let him know he got to you, I thought.

More than anything, I wanted to belong. I wanted to sit down with a group of friends and feel like I was accepted for who I was, that I didn’t have to try to fit in. But it didn’t happen. I felt awkward and alone.

“The other girls don’t like me,” I’d cry as Mommy held me on her lap at night. “Why do I have to be different? I wish I was just like everybody else.”

Mommy wiped the tears from my cheeks and looked me deep in my eyes. “You listen to me,” she said firmly. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re perfect just the way God made you. You just let those girls know, I am who I am, like it or not.”

Her words comforted me in that moment, but they didn’t stop me from plowing through a whole list of extracurricular activities, looking for some place I was accepted. I swung at baseballs. I strapped on cleats and kicked a soccer ball down the field. I waved pom-poms and tied a bow in my hair on a cheerleading squad. I even played the trombone in the band for a few weeks. But I never found a place where I felt like I truly fit.

Sometimes, I’d do something that made other kids not want to play with me anymore. Like the time our neighbor’s granddaughter came to visit. She was just my age and I couldn’t wait to spend the week riding bikes, exploring the neighborhood, and coming up with games off the top of my head.

“Let’s play war,” I said one day. “My poppy told me about it.”

It’s possible the game I described to the neighborhood kids slightly resembled something Poppy had described to me, but I’m sure when he said it, he never pictured me and the other kids standing on opposite sides of the street, throwing rocks at each other. Everyone was running and laughing, having a grand old time chucking stones. I was running along the sidewalk looking for rocks when I spotted it—a giant red rock just begging for me to pick it up.

Wow, I thought. I wonder if I can throw that all the way across the street. Without another thought, I clutched the rock in my hand and hurled it across the street as hard as I could. It hit our neighbor’s granddaughter square in the forehead. We stared at her as blood immediately poured out of the wound.

Uh-oh. In the moments before I threw the rock, it had never occurred to me that anyone could get hurt. I felt sick as I watched the girl stand frozen to the sidewalk without making a sound—that is until she reached up and touched the blood.

Her bloodcurdling scream sent just about every adult in the neighborhood running into the street. Our neighbor grabbed her granddaughter in her arms, holding her close to comfort her before demanding, “Who did this?”

Everyone looked at me. I hung my head. I knew how badly I had messed up and I wanted desperately to fix it. But the damage was already done.

Needless to say, I wasn’t allowed to play with that little girl anymore.

Mommy and Poppy were beside themselves. They paced up and down the room, yelling and hollering, telling me about the butt-whooping that would follow their lecture. I stared at the floor, wishing with all my might that I’d never picked up that dang rock.

“What were you thinking?” Mommy asked in frustration, shaking her head. “Why would you do that?”

I gave them the only honest answer I could. “I don’t know.” Afterward, I replayed the scene over and over again in my head. I didn’t mean to hurt that girl. It was like the idea to throw the rock popped into my brain, and before I could think through what would happen, the rock was already sailing through the sky. Why did I do that?

It was the same when I ripped all the letters off a brand-new sign in the park, and Mommy and Poppy had to foot the bill. And the time when I snatched a friend’s mom’s jewelry—that one cost Mommy and Poppy $500.

“Why would you do that?” was the constant refrain I heard from Mommy and Poppy. And every time, my answer was the same: “I don’t know.”

Why can’t I just be like everybody else? I constantly asked myself. I was sick of standing awkwardly on the fringes of groups of kids, pretending like I was supposed to be there when everyone knew I wasn’t.

After a while, I stopped trying to fit in. If they wanted me to be an outsider, that’s exactly what I’d be. Slowly, a chip the size of Texas formed on my shoulder. When somebody called me white, I didn’t sink into the floor anymore or wait until I got home to cry into my pillow. I snapped my hand onto my hip, looked them in the eye, and told them I thought they and their smart little mouth were stupid.

When I was seven years old and in the second grade, Mommy got used to the almost weekly notes and phone calls from my teacher, all about me disrupting class or disrespecting her. Every note brought another whooping, another lecture. But the worst came when I was kicked out of PASS. The teacher didn’t like the fact that I refused to work in groups, I did my work before it was assigned, and I absolutely did not want help from the teacher. She told Mommy I was downright rude when she dared to stop by my desk.

I could see the disappointment written all over Mommy’s face. That program was everything to her. She’d told me all the time how proud she was that I was chosen, and I knew she’d bragged to all her friends that I might as well be a genius. In that moment I understood what I’d done. All my life, I’d done everything I could to make Mommy proud. Now letting her down felt horrible. I wished that I could go back and just shut my mouth in class.

“But I don’t understand it, Toia,” Mommy said. Her face was desperate, like she really wanted me to give her some kind of insight into what was going on in my brain. “You never act like that at home. Why are you doing this?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I didn’t know how to explain what it was like to feel constantly on the defensive, like everyone was looking for a reason to pick on me. I don’t know that I understood it myself.

Everyone knew I’d been kicked out of PASS when I returned to the regular classroom. I could feel them whispering about me as I leaned over my desk to solve math problems, the weight of their judgment heavy on my shoulders. No one said it to my face, but the message was clear: I was no good.

Their judgment became a self-fulfilling prophecy. If everybody thought I was bad already, what was stopping me from doing what everyone thought I was doing?

It started small. I grabbed a two-dollar choker off a Walmart rack when Mommy wasn’t looking, after she told me it was too grown-up for me. I made the rookie mistake of stuffing it in my puffy coat pocket right before Mommy decided to wash it. She marched me right back to Walmart and made me put the choker back, the whole time telling me I was about to get arrested.

I could see Mommy and Poppy’s dismay and confusion give way to helplessness each time I got caught in another lie. They were well beyond asking what I was thinking at this point. Worry lines were etched in their foreheads, constant tension in their voices. I noticed Mommy and Poppy didn’t talk as much as they used to. Looking back, I knew I was the cause of their stress, but I never admitted it to myself at the time. I was too absorbed in myself and whatever I could get away with next.

Of all the mischief I got into, I never thought a bottle of NoDoz could send me past the point of no return. Missy and her husband lived a few blocks away from Mommy, and I’d found it snooping through my brother-in-law’s truck one afternoon while they were visiting, not looking for anything in particular. I was just nosy and liked to snoop where I wasn’t wanted.

I couldn’t wait to show off my latest find at school the next day. You couldn’t pass me in the hall without me sticking the bottle in your face.

Then, toward the end of the day, the school resource officer motioned for me. “Ms. Brown, you need to come with me,” he said. I’d barely walked into the principal’s office before the officer was frisking me like I was a city crack dealer. He never let on to what he was looking for until I saw him smirk, the NoDoz in his hands.

“What are these doing in your jacket?” the principal demanded, holding up the container the officer had handed her.

I stared at her. “They’re caffeine pills,” I said. “I found them.”

The principal and resource officer exchanged glances before they both turned to me sternly. “Cyntoia, we take drugs very seriously here. We’ve expelled kids for less.”

“But… but these aren’t even drugs!” I sputtered my words as I tried to make sense of what was happening. I felt like I was caught in a trap, like I was being set up. The whole school thought I was the bad kid. Now this seemed like their chance to prove it, to get me off their hands, to let me be somebody else’s problem. I knew this lady wasn’t going to listen to a word I said.

When Mommy walked through the door, I knew I was really in trouble. This was beyond PASS-level anger. This was a new low. Mommy gripped my shoulder in her hand as we walked together into the conference room, where the principal and other angry-looking adults were waiting for us. Their decision, they said, was final. I couldn’t come back to school for the rest of the year. I was expelled. Kicked out of sixth grade for a few caffeine pills.

Mommy barely said a word the whole ride home. Her lips quivered in fury, her disappointment and frustration now turned to anger. Poppy, however, had no shortage of things to say when he learned what I’d done.

“What the heck are you thinking, getting kicked out of school?” he shouted. “Girl, you are twelve years old. You want to be like your birth mother Gina? Keep right on doing what you’re doing.” He shook his head, disgust written all over his face.

A pit formed in my stomach. We never talked about my birth mother. I knew nothing about her except that she was young when she had me. For the first time, I wondered what might be lurking in my genes. Who was this woman who was part of my blood?

“Well, what was she like?” I finally asked cautiously.

“You wanna know?” Poppy was so livid he could barely speak. He practically spat out the words just to get them out of his mouth. My heart pounded as I waited for him to continue.

“That woman,” he hissed, “ain’t nothing. She was a drunk. A drug addict.”

I swallowed hard, forcing down the lump in my throat. I knew he was trying to scare me straight, but hearing that I came from trash made me feel like I was trash too. And he wasn’t done.

“She was so addicted to drugs that she had sex for money just to get it. Gina threw her life away.” He paused and glared at me, pointing his finger at my chest. “And if you don’t shape up, you’re going to end up just like her.”

I stood rooted to the ground as Poppy turned around in disgust. My whole life, I’d felt that I wasn’t like anybody else. Was Gina the reason? I wondered, my mind racing. Was she behind every piece of candy I stole, every smart remark I shouted at a teacher? Was she my future? What if it was only a matter of time?

Getting expelled wasn’t the get-out-of-school-free card I thought it would be. Mommy refused to let me sit at home idle all day. Instead, she enrolled me in our only remaining option—Greenwood Alternative School.

The school was on the other side of Clarksville, so far from our house I’d have to ride the city bus every day, since Mommy couldn’t drive me and make it to work on time. Mommy took a day off work to help me get a bus pass from the depot downtown and decipher which routes to take on my daily commute.

Calling Greenwood a school was a stretch. Imagine a large group of teenagers all deemed too dangerous, too rebellious, too incorrigible to be around other students in the public school system. These teens were left to their own devices several hours a day, without adults or any supervision. Alternative school was not a place where behavioral health specialists or special education instructors cared for kids with special needs. Instead, you were told to tuck your white T-shirt into your blue jeans, tighten your belt, and sit quietly with your back to the teacher as you worked independently through a list of assignments in a textbook. The teachers didn’t teach, and questions weren’t welcome.

If alternative school was supposed to turn me around, it had the opposite effect. Inside the school walls, I was surrounded by an eerie quiet, the silence practically ringing in my ears as not even a whisper was allowed. Outside, it was a free-for-all. The kids who surrounded me had been expelled for far more serious infractions than carrying NoDoz. Before and after school, they roamed the streets, raiding nearby stores and abandoned houses. Once, a group of boys who claimed to be in a gang met up in a parking garage under the bus terminal and took turns beating the hell out of one boy. I helped him dust off shoe prints from his blood-speckled T-shirt. Compared to these kids and their rap sheets, I was practically a good girl by comparison. But that wouldn’t last.

I spent more and more time with a girl named Sarah, who introduced me to Nick and Brett. Nick could have been the twin of Fred Durst from Limp Bizkit, while Brett walked straight out of the pages of The Outsiders, complete with slicked-back hair and a black leather jacket over a white T-shirt. I asked him once if he knew what a greaser was. He just stared at me.

My new friends and I walked from the bus depot to school together almost daily. Sarah suggested we head to her house in Woodlawn one day, about an hour’s walk from the closest bus stop. When we finally arrived, she dug around her purse and cursed.

“I forgot my key,” she said. “But I think my bedroom window is unlocked.”

Seconds later, I was being hoisted through her bedroom window so I could unlock the door from the inside—I was chosen since I was the smallest. Nick and I searched the house for a few hours while Brett and Sarah had sex in another room.

Suddenly, a noise stopped me in my tracks—keys jingling in the front door. Nick and I didn’t have time to move before a forty-year-old white woman opened the door and screamed.

“Get out of my house!” she shouted, frantically grabbing the phone.

Sarah darted into the living room, smoothing her disheveled hair and tucking in her shirt as she tried to explain. Her mom wouldn’t listen. I heard her say her address to the person on the other line and realized she’d called the cops.

I’ve got to get out of here, I thought. I took off running as fast as I could, throwing open the door and sprinting across the lawn. I heard feet slapping the ground behind me before someone grabbed my purse. It was Sarah’s mom.

Tug-of-war over the purse quickly escalated to us swinging fists. Clawing. Screaming. A woman driving by the house even pulled into the driveway to stop the fight. Sarah’s mom didn’t care. She clung to my shirt as I swung and squirmed from her grasp.

I never thought my first fight would be with a forty-year-old white woman. I certainly never thought I would face charges for a fight I didn’t start. Yet a few days later, there I was, sitting in a juvenile detention cell, Poppy’s words echoing through my brain. If you aren’t careful, you’ll end up just like Gina. I stared at the cinder blocks of the cell surrounding me as if I could see my future written on the walls. I’d never felt more like Gina than I did in that moment.
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Poppy could barely contain his fury as he picked me up from the juvenile holding cell. The look in his eyes said it all—I hadn’t listened to his “scared straight” speech. I’d taken another step down the very path he’d told me not to go down.

“Do you have any idea how much your attorney is gonna cost me?” he muttered as we walked to the car. I knew better than to give him an answer.

I had no idea what my charge was until I sat down before a judge. But it was all I could do to keep from popping out of my chair when he said I was charged with breaking and entering, and theft of property over $1,000. I don’t know what that lady claimed to be missing but I knew I didn’t take it, and I was sure nothing in that house was worth $1,000. The judge never mentioned the fact that the woman assaulted me and grabbed my purse. As much as I protested, my attorney thought it would be inappropriate to bring it up. The whole thing felt like a setup.

The judge ordered me to undergo a psychiatric evaluation before he pronounced the disposition of the case. That meant I’d be sent to a Nashville facility called Crockett Academy for thirty days. My attorney explained to me and Poppy that this was standard procedure for a juvenile’s first time in court. But nothing about the word “psychiatric” seemed standard to me. I pictured crazy people roaming the halls, doctors in white coats wrapping me in a straitjacket, injecting me with God knows what. I was terrified.

Crockett Academy may have looked like a campus, but life inside those tall metal gates was like living in a tunnel. The staff led me down a long hallway to my new home for the next thirty days, the walls seeming to grow closer together with every step we took. This was no detention center. This was a full psychiatric facility filled with patients ranging from kids there for the same reason as me to girls who carried on conversations with the air or rocked in their chairs staring blankly ahead of them. One girl seemed completely normal aside from burn scars covering her body. I am not like these girls, I thought. I shouldn’t be here.

I was assigned to a cinder-block room with one window covered in mesh. Two wooden beds filled most of the floor space—one for me, one for my roommate. I sat down to test out the mattress and made a face as I felt springs poking my backside under the thin, scratchy blanket. To make matters worse, they handed me a bottle of soap that was also supposed to function as shampoo. That mess wasn’t going to work for this curly haired girl. Everything in my room seemed designed to remind me that I didn’t deserve the good stuff anymore. I was a delinquent. What did I expect?

This was my first dose of facility life, and it was entirely its own beast. Every morning we had to walk down the hall to rooms that functioned as a school. We had two hours of class before a one-hour break in our dorms, and then we were back for two more hours of class in the afternoon.

No one was allowed to go back to their room unless the staff said you could. The academy had a gym, but we were only allowed there once in a blue moon. On the off chance we got rec time, a doctor or counselor almost always pulled me out to ask me how my meds were working or put me through another analysis. That left us with nothing to do all afternoon but sit in the common room, where a TV played nothing but cartoons all day long.

One day I overheard Miss Diane, a lady on staff, teaching other girls how to crochet. I never had much interest in learning, but now that I was required to sit in the common room from 3 p.m. to 6 p.m., it suddenly seemed interesting. She brought in yarn and needles and taught us the classic granny square pattern. From then on you never saw me without a ball of yarn and a needle. I kept my hands busy stitching granny squares into a little blanket for Mommy, just big enough to cover her lap. I wanted her to see I could make her proud again.

Every time I turned around, some staff person was looking over my shoulder, telling me I couldn’t go back to my dorm or take a second helping at dinner. Getting away wasn’t an option. So I learned to work the system. If I smiled my sweetest smile and promised not to tell anyone, I might get an extra snack or time to myself.

But it turned out I wasn’t the only one who’d learned how to play games inside. I learned that the hard way, when someone set fire to paper towels in the bathroom. Academy staff yanked us out of our rooms and marched us right into the hallway while they ransacked our rooms searching for matches. I leaned against the door frame and jiggled my knee waiting for them to hurry up and finish so I could get back to my granny squares. I could hear the sound of rustling sheets as someone lifted the mattresses. Then suddenly, the noise stopped. My heart dropped into my stomach as the counselor stomped into the hall and thrust a box of matches in my face.

“Those aren’t mine!” I cried. “I swear. I did not start that fire and I know nothing about those matches!”

The teacher stared me down. “Then explain to me what they were doing under your mattress.”

“It wasn’t me!” I could hear the pitch of my voice rising the more I protested. “You’ve gotta believe me!”

I glanced around the hall, looking for someone on my side. All I saw were accusing, disbelieving eyes until my gaze fell on the girl covered with burns. The corners of her mouth turned up as she tried to stifle a snicker.

In that moment, everything clicked. The burns that scarred her body after she set her house ablaze. Her love of playing with fire. That chick set me up, I realized.

Something swelled up inside me that I had never felt before. I thought of the NoDoz incident, the theft charges. No one listened to me. They just assumed I was guilty without giving it a second thought. My reputation as the bad kid took away any credibility in their eyes. This was one setup I would not let stand. My legs seemed to move themselves as I stomped across the hall and punched her in the face. Again. And again. I couldn’t stop myself, even as she screamed and the staff pried me away from her.

I screeched like a wild animal as the staff wrestled me to the ground in the padded time-out room. With restraints around my body and a shot of Thorazine coursing through my veins, all I could do was cry at the unfairness of it all. I was trapped, and it had nothing to do with the locked door. I was helpless, with no control over anything that happened to me.

My thirty days could not have ended soon enough. With the evaluation finally complete, my attorneys asked the judge for a pretrial diversion, where I would be placed on probation for a certain period and, upon completion, my record would be wiped clean. It sounded easy enough.

They released me to go home a few days before Thanksgiving, with instructions to see a therapist and keep popping the psychotropic pills they put me on. The more that doctors experimented on me with different pills, the deeper I slipped into a mental fog.

I wasn’t allowed back at New Providence Middle School until March, when my expulsion was finally lifted. The moment I walked through the door I realized something was different. The kids walking past me in the hallway wore football jerseys and cheerleader uniforms. They carried science projects to the lab and pulled Nano pets from their pockets. After surviving Crockett Academy and alternative school, their little school activities and projects just seemed foreign, like I was an extra in someone else’s movie. I was the same age as all these kids, and yet I felt years older after a few short months away. I’d seen the inside of a juvenile detention cell. I’d even spent a month in a psych facility. You just don’t walk away from those facilities as the same person.

I’d always felt like a stranger among my classmates. Now I felt like an alien who had landed on another planet. It felt more natural to smoke cigarettes, talk on the phone to boys, steal candy—basically anything else. Sometimes I did try to find my old self, my old way, but now my name carried a reputation. I was the girl no one wanted their kid to hang out with.

My only friend was Marissa, who I’d known my whole life. We walked to school together and sat at the same lunch table. She didn’t smoke, and she still cared about school, but I made it my personal mission to change that. I’d offer her cigarettes as we walked to school, and coax her into skipping class with me. She was the only person who treated me as if nothing had changed, like I was the same girl sitting in the PASS program all those years ago. To everyone else, I was invisible.

Fine, I thought. I’m not like y’all. I’m better, I told myself. Their rejections only made me more determined to find my own way. But I felt lonelier every day and more and more out of options.

Even the school wanted to hide me. They stuck me in a behavior modification special education class, along with kids suffering from mental and developmental delays. I couldn’t even sit next to my classmates. I was required to sit behind a screen in the back of class, where no one could see me. I didn’t switch rooms at the end of each period. I just stayed in the same room all day, like I was back in elementary school. I couldn’t talk to a soul even if I wanted to. Does anyone in this class know I’m back here? I wondered.

The principal told me I had to stay in behavior modification until I could prove that I could behave. How was I supposed to do that, seeing as I was sitting alone behind a screen all day?

Frankly, sitting behind that screen was embarrassing. They’re doing this just to make me look stupid, I thought as I slouched in my chair. I had no intention of filling out the worksheets the teacher, a white lady with dark curly hair named Miss Burnes, handed me. I was too advanced for those sheets, and she and I both knew it. I sat back there crocheting all day, not paying attention to one word the teacher said. They could stick me in that class, but they could not make me learn. All I wanted was to finish the school year, get the heck out of this class, and pray that they let me out of behavior modification the next year.

The only time I was allowed to get up each day was for lunch. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to see me coming out of that room, so I had it down to a system. The room was right by the cafeteria, so every day I’d throw down my yarn, hop out of my seat, and run to the cafeteria before anyone else had time to get there. Then, it was my routine to stop by the vending machine for a pack of SweeTart Minis before heading back to class.

It was during a lunch break one day that I realized I’d left my little black purse in the classroom. I figured I’d run out to get it and loop back to the vending machine. All the students had already left for lunch, so the classroom should have been empty. But it wasn’t. I walked in the door and saw Miss Burnes standing at her desk, my purse in one hand and my yarn in the other. That lady was going through my freaking purse.

Not only did I not have any rights at school, but now I had no privacy. I could feel it rising—that feeling I experienced the day the girl with the burns framed me for burning paper towels at Crockett Academy. I spat the words out—“Give me my stuff.”

Miss Burnes didn’t bat an eye. “You’re not supposed to be crocheting in class.”

I stared her down, rage coursing through my body. I felt violated, disregarded, as I watched her pawing through my bag and my granny squares like they were nothing. “Well you’re not supposed to be going through my stuff.”

She didn’t argue, but she wasn’t giving in. Miss Burnes raised her hand behind her back, like she wasn’t going to give me what was rightfully mine. She couldn’t take my bag away from me. My crocheting was mine. Mine and Mommy’s. I locked eyes with her as I marched to her desk and snatched it out of her hand. She let out a scream like I had just smacked her across the face. I didn’t care. I took off with my little black purse to get my SweeTart Minis like I wanted in the first place.

I thought that was that, until the school resource officer pulled me out of class. We sat in the same principal’s office where I was busted for NoDoz just months before. I stared at their serious faces as they explained Miss Burnes had accused me of assault.

“We have to call the police, Cyntoia,” the principal said. “Miss Burnes is pressing charges.”

My pulse raced and I closed my eyes. It all came back to me. The cinder-block walls of Crockett Academy. The mesh-covered window. Sitting in the common room watching minutes tick by. Aw nah, I thought. I am not going back there.

As soon as the school resource officer turned his back, I bolted out of there like someone was chasing me. I darted and dodged kids milling around the halls and pushed my way through the front doors. Kids waited on the sidewalk for bus rides and parents picking them up. I tried to blend in, like I was one of them. It didn’t work. Everyone stared at me like I forgot my pants that day. I wasn’t one of them, and I hadn’t been for a long time.

“I’m trying to hide from the police,” I loudly whispered at them.

They shrugged. “What police?”

I cursed under my breath as a cop car pulled into the parking lot. I cannot believe this, I thought. I booked it across the parking lot and to the sidewalk that led to my house, certain the police were hot on my trail. I don’t know if anyone chased me. I never looked back. You take the time to look back, it’ll slow you down. You can only look forward when you’re running from something.

When I finally made it home, I slammed the door shut and leaned against it, my chest heaving as I tried to slow my breath. I hit the floor, ducking beneath the windowsill and peeking under the curtains. I was a fugitive on the run. It wasn’t long before the police showed up, and I was back in the juvenile detention cell. Back in the place I swore I’d never be again. I felt like the system was rigged against me. No matter what I did, everyone in charge went out of their way to make sure I was someone else’s problem, to get rid of me. And I was getting sick of it.

I spent about a week in detention before a guard woke me one morning to inform me I would appear in court that day. No one told my parents it was happening.

The judge decided I could go home after my hearing and had his staff call my parents to come pick me up. Mommy was teaching by then and couldn’t leave her class, so she gave them Poppy’s number. Poppy had already left in his truck to pick up a load out of state, but he promised he would send someone to come get me.

I was sitting in a glass box in the back of the courtroom, swinging my feet and waiting for someone to get me out of there, when I saw him grinning at me. Big John. Of all people, I thought.

Poppy’s best friends at M. S. Carrier were both named John—he called them Big John and Lil’ John. Lil’ John’s parents, Mike and Gail, were Poppy’s age and lived just a few houses down from us, and Poppy took me up there with him regularly. Mommy only went once or twice before she decided they were all a little too drunk and redneck for her liking, so it took quite a bit of convincing before she let me stay with them at a cabin on Kentucky Lake while my parents enjoyed their anniversary trip. I remember her saying multiple times that she didn’t feel comfortable leaving me there, but Poppy assured her I would be fine. What twelve-year-old wouldn’t have fun in a cabin on a lake?

At first, he was right. Within an hour of getting there I was on the back of a four-wheeler, speeding through dark wooded trails along the lake. I learned to drive a four-wheeler on my own, ate as much ice cream as I wanted, and stayed up too late. It was like a big family affair with the whole crew, and I had the best time I could imagine.

Mike had just finished grilling steaks for dinner one day and sent me outside to get Big John. I found him sitting in his pickup beside the lake, talking on his cell phone, with one of his legs dangling out of the open door. I didn’t want to interrupt and waited patiently for a stopping point to let him know dinner was ready.

Finally he looked up and noticed me. “Oh hey, Cyntoia,” he said before turning back to the phone. A look crept over his face that I would come to know all too well, before he kept talking with a sleazy drawl. “Yeah, that’s my homeboy’s daughter,” he said to whoever was on the other end of the phone. “She’s one of those young girls who are developed in all the right places.”

My cheeks flushed as I suddenly became very aware of my 34D chest streaked with stretch marks from rapid growth. Every Lifetime movie I had ever seen came flooding back to me—along with Mommy’s disgust at unwelcome leers from creepy men. I grabbed the open truck door and slammed it on his leg as hard as I could. I could hear him cursing as I ran back to the cabin.

I burst in and announced to everyone gathered in the front room what Big John had done. I expected them to be just as outraged as I was, to take up their torches and pitchforks and run him out of town. Instead, Mike handed me a plate of steak.

“I’ll talk to him,” he said simply.

I was sitting on the cabin floor with my plate when Big John limped in, looking just as angry as I was. I stared at my steak, listening for the big lecture I was sure would come Big John’s way. But Big John and Mike just talked about how good the steak was between swills of beer. No one said anything. No one cared about protecting my body.

Mommy was beyond pissed when I told her what Big John had said. But Poppy just didn’t get it. He thought I was overreacting. Mommy was the one who declared she didn’t want me around that creep anymore.

I never wanted to see that man again. Yet now here he was, standing on the other side of the glass, expecting me to get in his truck.

The court clerk popped her head in the glass box. “You’re free to go,” she said.

I shook my head. “I will not be leaving with that man.”

She looked confused. “But you get to go home, honey,” she said. “He’s gonna take you there.”

“I am not going anywhere with him,” I interrupted before she could finish speaking. “I will not be alone with him like that.”

I watched the clerk motion for Big John to step into her office while I stayed put in the glass box. A few minutes later, he stormed into the courtroom, glaring at me as he stalked across the room. I didn’t care. I glared right back at him.

It was the first time anyone had stood up for me when a man made me feel uncomfortable. But if I felt relieved, it was only for a moment. The court clerk stuck her head in the box again. “The judge changed his mind about releasing you,” she said. “DCS is picking you up. You’re heading to state custody.”

I groaned. State custody was dreaded among kids in alternative school. This was more than the thirty-day stint I’d done at Crockett Academy. The Department of Children’s Services could keep you for an undetermined period, even up until your nineteenth birthday. And I was only thirteen. I was getting locked up for real this time. This whole speaking up thing didn’t seem to be working out for me.
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My first stop in state detention was a facility called Clarksville Diagnostic Center, or CDC as most people called it, to be evaluated for my final destination. They needed to consider my charges and flight risk before deciding how much security I needed. The level two facility housed around twenty-five kids in a small building surrounded by a fence, with blacktop and basketball goals for recreation. Each room had two sets of wooden bunk beds, and we were assigned shirt colors depending on our behavior. We wore green shirts when we were well behaved. Kids in sky-blue shirts were being punished, and they couldn’t speak to anyone or associate in any way with the rest of us. (Thankfully, I never had to experience life in a sky-blue shirt.) My hope, at this point, was to stay green. To complete my treatment program and get back to Mommy as soon as possible.

After Crockett, I considered myself a woman of the world. I thought I had seen everything. The kids at CDC proved me wrong. They were a step beyond anyone I’d encountered at alternative school or even Crockett Academy. I met kids who lived on the streets, who sold crack, who spoke with no emotion about how they shot someone. One seventeen-year-old girl had a thirty-five-year-old fiancé. They lived by a different set of rules and they weren’t shy about teaching them to me. It wasn’t that I only fit in among the juvenile delinquents. But the kids at CDC never made me feel like I had to act a certain way or do a certain thing to be accepted. I could just be me—they weren’t too picky. I had to admit that felt good.

I’d only been at CDC for a few weeks when a girl named Pat shoved her way in front of me to jump in the shower.

“Don’t get in that shower,” she said, her hand on her hip. “This is mine. You best find another one or wait your turn.”

I stood there wrapped in a towel, my soap and washcloth in my hands. I’d heard Pat was in a gang back in Springfield, and she had the attitude to prove it. But there was no way I was backing down. “I’m getting in that shower,” I shot back.

She inched closer to me. “I don’t know who you think you are,” she hissed.

“I know I’m fixing to get in this shower.”

Now Pat’s nose was practically touching mine. Her squinted eyes were locked on mine, her face scrunched into her fiercest expression. I made up my mind this girl would not intimidate me. No one was going to tell me what to do, not the CDC staff and certainly not some chick named Pat.

“I’m getting in that shower,” I said evenly.

I watched her mouth drop open as I pushed past her and pulled the shower curtain shut. My fists clenched. Come at me, I thought. I’m ready. Instead, I heard the flapping of her flip-flops as she shuffled away.

No one challenged me again in my sixty days at CDC. But that wouldn’t last long. The courts decided I would be placed at a level three residential facility—the second-highest security level—and sent me to OmniCenter in Nashville. If I thought CDC was a different world, OmniCenter was another planet. I learned real quick I had to fight for my life every day.

The facility itself was better than I expected—it almost felt like a college dorm. The rooms were stocked with two wooden beds and the first fluffy comforter I’d had since I left home. I had a private bathroom with a shower, and two game rooms featured televisions, games, and couches. We were separated from the boys by two sets of solid double doors, but sometimes girls threw notes—and even themselves—over the adjoining group room’s wall by moving the ceiling tiles. Downstairs, we went to school during the summer months and used computer labs to study for earning our driver’s licenses or playing Oregon Trail.

The culture, however, did not match the facility. It was high school on steroids. Hostile, with fights every day. Back home in Clarksville, girls might shut you out or spread rumors about you if they found out you liked their boyfriend. Here, they would call you a bitch and punch you in the face. I got in the mix real quick—I was one of the smallest girls there, but I never backed down from a fight. I caught myself throwing fists over girls calling me white or claiming I stole someone else’s lotion. Sometimes we didn’t even know what we were fighting about. It wasn’t unusual for girls to punch each other and grab fistfuls of hair in the afternoon and play Ping-Pong together by dinnertime.

Mommy came to visit every weekend. Her face was a relief, a reminder of a world where fists didn’t fly over the slightest misunderstanding. She’d tell me about what Missy and Chico were up to, and I’d talk about math class, the food, anything but the turmoil I felt being locked up. I needed Mommy to think I was okay even if I wasn’t. I’d already put her through enough. The last thing she needed was to listen to me complain about how horrible this facility was when I was the one who got myself locked up.

I didn’t give much thought to the boys on the other side of the group room. I was too consumed with trying to survive to even look at them. Meanwhile, plenty of boys were looking at me. They didn’t care that I was thirteen. I could see the older boys let their eyes linger on me as I walked past them. Men had looked at me like that for as long as I could remember.

Since the day I strapped on a training bra, I couldn’t go anywhere without getting catcalled. I never minded, but Mommy would have none of it. Once, as we walked through the entrance of the Clarksville mall, a group of boys sitting on the planters whistled at me. I didn’t look up, but Mommy stopped in her tracks. Their smiles disappeared as Mommy marched over to them, her finger wagging.

“Don’t you disrespect my daughter like that!” she said. “You apologize to her right now.”

Mommy didn’t play, even when the attention was directed at her.

“Mommy, why does that make you so mad?” I asked once, when she’d finished chewing out a fool who had dared to approach her. “He was just complimenting your jeans!”

“No he wasn’t, Toia,” she said sharply. “You don’t ever let someone treat you with no respect like that.”

Truth was, I liked the attention from cute boys. That didn’t go away, even at OmniCenter.

The more my thoughts lingered, the more my eyes drifted to the boys around me. My gaze eventually settled on a boy named Mike. I saw him roaming the halls of the Institute for Learning Research, which was basically where kids went when even the alternative school couldn’t handle them. OmniCenter bused us there and locked us in classrooms all day, but some kids on probation drove themselves to school.

Mike was eighteen, the oldest boy in school, with braids in his hair, gold on his teeth, and fourteen tattoos. He looked like the kind of boy who could take me away from here, like he could be my runaway love. He wasn’t in my class, but I caught his attention in the halls as I walked to the bathroom or to lunch. Before long, we passed each other notes back and forth and talked briefly in the hallway. I told him I was planning to run away from OmniCenter one of these days, trying to impress him.

“Well, if you ever make it out, hit me up,” he said. “You can crash at my place.”

That was all the invitation I needed. By Friday, I had my escape all figured out. A boy in my class who drove to school agreed to pick me up and take me as far as North Nashville. Another girl from the group home, Sparkle, gave me her mother’s address and said I could stay with her until I caught a bus to meet up with Mike. I knew as long as I could make it to him, everything would fall into place. Sure, I’d taken a detour in life, but my happy ending seemed like it was right around the corner. We’d live in the shadows, away from OmniCenter, just him and me. Finally, I’d belong to someone.

When school let out that day, the boy from my class was already waiting in a parking lot next door. I sat next to the window, and when I was sure the teacher wasn’t looking, I threw it open and leaped out. I ran through the grass and across a thin tree line separating the school from the lot, the thin branches scraping my legs as I jetted through them. I was undeterred. I never slowed down and I never looked back. I could feel freedom waiting just ahead of me.
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