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			Preface
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			Each day is another step closer to death. When that day comes, what will remain of me? Will anything I have said still be known? Will what I believed to be true continue beyond my lifetime? Will I meet death with regret, despair, grief, or acceptance? One day I will stand before God alone. I will answer to Him alone. And when that moment comes, what will I say? These questions have followed me for years. What I have learned is that every breath is another opportunity—to be better, do better, choose better, and live better. Reflection is not punishment. Reflection is a gift. It is an opportunity to examine the life we have lived and decide whether we are becoming the person we were created to be.

			This book was born from that reflection. For too long, I carried pieces of my life in silence. The tears remained known only to me. The anger remained buried within me. The despair, depression, and thoughts of suicide lived in places I hoped no one would ever see. The heartache faded without explanation. The broken beginnings were dismissed as “just life.” The absence of love threatened to become the reason I struggled to love. The trust that was abused tempted me to abuse myself in return. But silence could not heal what honesty refused to confront. The blessings God gave me could not simply be labeled miracles and forgotten. The trials that shaped me could not remain hidden. The wounds that nearly broke me deserved to be understood. Most importantly, the lessons I learned through those experiences deserved to be shared.

			I owe the past version of myself a conversation — a chance to speak without being silenced and a chance to heal through reflection. I owe him forgiveness. I owe him understanding. I owe the present version of myself the opportunity to shine, to challenge limitations, and to become more than what my circumstances once suggested I could be. And I owe the future version of myself a promise: to keep growing, keep learning, keep loving, keep hurting, keep healing, and keep living. Most of all, I owe myself the promise to never believe I have reached my peak.

			The title of this book comes from a phrase that has followed me through some of the darkest and most transformative moments of my life: I don’t want to die like this. At one time, those words were born from despair. They came from a place of exhaustion, hopelessness, and the belief that I had reached the end of myself. Today, they mean something entirely different. They are no longer words of surrender. They are words of determination. They remind me that every day is another opportunity to change. Another opportunity to grow. Another opportunity to pursue life rather than merely survive it. Every morning I wake up, strive to improve, and remind myself that I don’’t want to die like this is another day I refuse to live a life that is already dead. This book is my pursuit of life. And this is where the journey begins.

									

			

		

	
		
			Dedication
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			In Loving Memory of 

			Michael A. Nelson

			Grandpa, I now understand that death is not the ending. It is not the final word, nor the conclusion of all things. Death cannot erase what was real. It cannot rewrite the love you gave, the lessons you taught, or the strength you passed on. Everything that made you who you were continues to live through us. You are never forgotten. You are never unappreciated. You will always be loved. You will always be special to us. Miss you, we do. Love you, we do. Forget you, we never will. How could we? The torches you lit continue to burn. And through their light, we still find our way.

								

			

		

	
		
			The Torches You Lit 
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			In loving memory of Michael “Pops” Nelson. You will never be forgotten. You live on through me and through everything you poured into my life. I once dreamed of having a father — one who would protect me and protect my mother. When I was finally ready, God sent me the father I needed. Michael Nelson chose to be my dad when no one else had. Through every high and low, you never gave up on me. It is, and will always be, my sincere honor to call you Dad. I love you, Pops. 

			—Antjuan 

			What I cherish and will remember most is that he chose to spend a lot of the last few months of his life on Earth with me. I believe he left this world with a calm and clear heart because he entrusted me to look after one of the most important things in his life. 

			—Ty

			A typically quiet man once saved my life with only a few words. The words were: “You have a son, go to the doctor.” Those heeded words landed me in the hospital with a Stage 2 cancer diagnosis. Although very serious and life-altering, Stage 2 meant the cancer had been caught just before it could leave the original site and travel to some other part of my body, which would come with a whole set of new challenges. I had remained quiet and ignored my symptoms literally for years before speaking up to that quiet man. I learned many things after that 2015 conversation with the man and the resulting doctor visits. One was to take things seriously and not procrastinate. Another was how to truly put things into perspective. Finally, when a quiet man speaks, you listen. That quiet man was my father, Michael Anthony Nelson. My lifesaver, my Pops. 

			—Terry 

			To be honest, Papa Mike was one of the coolest and most genuine people I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing. Sometimes I still catch myself wishing I could have had more conversations with him about becoming a man and the different trials and tribulations that come with life. There was something unforgettable about the way he carried himself. I will never forget the time Grandma and Grandpa drove all the way from Missouri to bring me furniture for my first apartment in Texas. Just hearing them call and say they were outside meant more to me than I could explain. The fact that they drove that far simply to help me showed the kind of people they were. What stands out even more is that Papa Mike would not even let me buy them food afterward. I remember him saying, “It’s okay. I told you I was going to buy furniture for your place.” That stuck with me deeply because he never lied to me. I see the discipline, the charisma, the maturity, and the mannerisms passed down through him. And being around my dad continues to help me grow into a better man every single day. 

			—Ashton 

			Grandpa, I miss you each day. You passed when I was early in my military career, and I cried because I wanted you to see me one more time. I wanted you to see the man I had become. I wanted you to be proud. I miss hearing you cuss—I enjoyed it more than I probably should have. Every time you did, it felt like you were saying what I couldn’t. I miss your grunts when you got into the car. I miss you lighting your cigarette. I miss watching TV with you. You were strong, quiet, firm, and practical. You said things once and that was enough. I miss walking behind you at Home Depot, watching you move with your chest high as you walked through the aisles—like no man would dare cross you. I know you’re proud. I know you’re watching over me and all of us. I will continue making you proud every day I have left on this earth. 

			— Uri

			Grandpa passed away when I was in middle school, and in my 11–12 years with him, he meant a lot to me. I remember Grandpa as the funniest man in the world, and there was never a dull moment being around him. I know Grandpa loved me a lot because he would watch episodes of SpongeBob so that when I saw him, we had something to talk about. My favorite moment with him was when a lot of the family was in town, and he and I rode stuffed in the back of the trunk. We were uncomfortable, but that made it even funnier because we were together. I like to believe he would be proud of how I have grown, and I miss and love him a lot. 

			—Uriah

			When I slow down and look back on my memories with my grandpa, a few words immediately come to mind: loving, protective, and hilarious. Most of my memories with him come from when I was younger—long road trips together, eating fried pork rind chips, laughing at almost everything, and feeling a kind of security that is hard to describe now as an adult. Around my grandpa, life felt lighter. Even when I didn’t fully understand the struggles around me, I understood that I was safe with him. He always seemed to know how to fix things. It didn’t matter what it was — something broken in the house, a problem with a car, or just a bad day — my grandpa carried himself like someone who could handle it. As a child, that kind of presence felt larger than life. I think about the Christmas celebrations every year too. Those moments stay with me deeply. The laughter, the family gatherings, the feeling of togetherness—those are memories I will carry forever. I will always remember how awesome he was.

			 — Aidan
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			Chapter One
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			Black Survivor & The Broken Beginnings

			I begin by understanding my life through three evolutions: deprivation, survival, and thriving. I was deprived in my childhood—not just of things, but of experiences. I was deprived of laughter that came freely, of emotional safety, of space to grow without fear, of normal childhood social development, and of the simple, uncalculated joy that children are supposed to have. Even playfulness felt distant, like something I observed in others but never fully lived in myself. 

			Then came survival. Survival became my language. I learned how to exist among other men, how to navigate fear, how to suppress emotion when it became too heavy, and how to keep moving even when I didn’t understand what I was moving through. I learned to survive by any means necessary—so that I could be strong enough to take care of others, even when I had not yet learned how to take care of myself. As I got older, I began to realize that the survival I had learned was never meant to be permanent. It was meant to compensate for what I had been deprived of. But instead, it often became rushed, forced, and heavy—its own burden. Survival demanded strength, but it also demanded silence.

			Then came thriving. Thriving arrived much later in my adult life, after years of living in survival mode. And even now, I will admit—it is the hardest stage. Thriving requires me to confront everything survival helped me avoid. It requires me to heal the wounds carved by deprivation and reinforced by endurance. It asks me not just to endure life, but to finally live it.

			In order to understand me—a boy who came into this world as Teizhjahn—it is important to understand my relationship with my parents. Throughout this book, I refer to my father, Antjuan, as “Pops,” and my biological mother as exactly that, due to our estranged relationship. My biological mother and Pops were both in the military when they met. I was born in Honolulu. Sometime later, early in my life—when I was only a year or two old—my parents divorced. After the split, custody was given to my biological mother, and we moved to Detroit. As far back as I can remember, my biological mother always seemed… different. It wasn’t until I was around seven or eight years old that I began to understand that she was attracted to women. It didn’t take long for me to figure it out, because I was introduced to multiple women she dated. I won’t name them, but I remember most—if not all—of the women she brought around. The only ones I probably wouldn’t remember were the ones she wasn’t serious about.

			The women all had children of their own—some older, some younger. Each of them carried a distinct presence: one was more churchgoing, another more mature, and another more youthful in nature. My biological mother was different in her own way as well. She had feminine features but dressed in a more masculine style. I remember kids in elementary school asking me why she looked the way she did. I wasn’t embarrassed because of her. I was embarrassed because I was too young to understand anything about identity or sexuality. I often dreaded when she came to school, because I knew the questions and the stares would come without fail. At the same time, there were moments when my childlike instincts appreciated those special days.

			I remember school Valentine’s parties where she would bring cupcakes. In those moments, it made me feel like my biological mother was, in some way, a “normal” mother—like the other children’s. But the parent-teacher conferences at the start of each elementary school year were more difficult. It felt as though my biological mother’s appearance introduced her before I ever had the chance to introduce myself. It made me self-conscious in a way I didn’t yet have the words to explain. As a child, I knew that through simple innocence, other kids would ask what was wrong with my mother—and they often did. Even with the embarrassment, I always stood firm and protected my biological mother. I never shied away from telling other children that she was my mother. Sometimes I even called her “Mommy,” the affectionate name I used back then. “Tei” was the nickname she gave me. There was never any doubt that Tei loved his Mommy.

			

			The vast distinction between my biological mother and other mothers was not her physical appearance—it was that she was not naturally emotional or affectionate. Her being “Mommy” was not enough to fill that void or close that gap. Motherhood, nourishment, and nurturing did not come easily for her. It often felt forced. She herself was new to love, new to tenderness, new to softness. I remember one time she reached in to hug me and I flinched. She asked me why, and I told her, ““You never give hugs.” I find it interesting that years later we would revisit that moment and she would tell me how much it hurt her feelings. But I don’t think she ever considered that I flinched for another reason too—that I was used to something else happening in that same kind of close proximity, something that usually meant I was about to take a hit. My biological mother and I lived with my grandmother on West Outer Drive—the house where most of my Detroit memories began, and where many of them also ended.

			My grandmother was a churchgoing woman who disciplined the hell out of her grandchildren. She often recited scripture when things frustrated her, or when she felt, in her own way, like she had been wronged. She listened to sermons regularly and shaped her lessons of discipline around scripture—around what, in her mind, was firm love and what she believed would be our saving grace. My auntie had around ten children—I’m sure I’m leaving some out. I was my biological mother’s only child, and although I was one of one, I often felt like the oddball, the lone, misunderstood duckling. Surrounded by so many others, I still felt unseen. I felt left out of the story. At times, it felt like there was no story at all—no immediate siblings to share it with. My cousins wished they were only children, while I wished I was not an only child. Two wishes. Two different realities we quietly envied in each other. The house had two rooms and an upstairs space where my grandmother, biological mother, cousins, and I all lived. My cousins would spend months at my grandmother’s house before returning home. I wasn’t that fortunate—I spent every waking morning with my grandmother.

			Living with my grandmother made it easier—almost more tolerable—for my biological mother to be absent, and she often was. She was gone about seventy percent of the time. There were weeks when I wouldn’t see her at all. That left me with my grandmother. In many ways, my grandmother became my default parent—my teacher, my caretaker, and my disciplinarian. She was the one who fed me, bathed me, punished me, and taught me how to move through the world. My grandmother often drank beer, and when she did, the household could shift quickly—sometimes it was manageable, other times it became volatile for the children in the home. Her relationship with my biological mother was strained from as early as I can remember. I watched it unfold in two stages. First, there were the years when my grandmother drank and lashed out at my biological mother. And then, later on, the dynamic shifted—my biological mother became the one who was verbally and emotionally abusive toward my grandmother.

			My grandmother also had a turbulent relationship with my aunt—one that was even more strained than the relationship she had with my biological mother. Each time conflict arose, we—the grandchildren—were left to deal with the repercussions of whatever disagreement had taken place between her and her children. My grandmother whooped, cussed, screamed, scolded, and threatened all of her grandchildren—some more than others, some worse than others. But I do believe she loved her grandchildren. She just could not stop. There was a part of her that was broken, a part shaped by her strained relationships with her children that left her bitter in ways she could not always control.

			I recall an incident when I was nine or ten. My grandmother and my biological mother got into a heated argument at my auntie’s house. This was during a time when my grandmother was drinking heavily. The argument continued to escalate on the car ride home. I remember my grandmother shouting, “You just mad because I don’t support your gay ass decisions!” My biological mother, usually the more verbal aggressor, seemed stunned. When we arrived home, my biological mother told me she was going to stay somewhere else for the night. I begged her not to leave me with my grandmother. I cried because I knew what was coming. But she left anyway, saying she had nowhere else for me to stay.

			As soon as I walked into the house, my grandmother started screaming at me: “Nigga, you sleeping right in the hallway. Nigga, you not getting in this bed.” At that point in my childhood, I usually slept with my grandmother because the living space was so cramped. But that night, she banned me from her bed. I slept curled up in an oversized bear sweater in the hallway, on the cold floor. A beating would have felt better than that moment, because I had a deep fear of the dark. Not just the dark—but of where we lived. There were nights when shotgun blasts would go off outside. They sounded close. I would squeeze my eyes shut, hoping some man wouldn’t kick the door in and kill everyone inside the house. I often felt completely helpless and defenseless in those moments, imagining the worst, even wondering if someone would show mercy.

			But there were other nights when fear wouldn’t even allow me to close my eyes at all. I would stay awake, hiding in the bathroom with the lights on. I would leave the water running on purpose so my grandmother would come check on me, and I would count down the seconds until I heard her footsteps. I kept telling myself I just had to stay in the bathroom long enough for morning to come. That was how I measured safety—by waiting for someone to find me before the fear found me first.

			My mother would usually make her visits to my grandmother’s house around my doctor’s appointments or when she stopped by to drop off groceries. Over time, I began to recognize a pattern. If I didn’t cry while getting shots, she would take me to Blockbuster or GameStop before disappearing again for the next few weeks. Eventually, I learned her routine. I could tell when she wasn’t planning to stay because she would arrive with my favorite ice cream or candy. That was her version of spending time with me—spending money instead of giving presence. When I cried and begged her to stay, she would become instantly furious. Her usual sayings were: “Tei needs to understand that people don’t make him happy.” And, “Tei ain’t never satisfied. I bet if I stopped buying games and consoles, he would understand how his cousins feel.” I started to fear that maybe I really was ungrateful. A few of my cousins reinforced that belief, repeating things that made me question myself even more. The truth is, I didn’t know how to explain what I wanted. I didn’t have the words back then. All I wanted was for my biological mother to sit with me and watch movies, to tuck me in at night, to hug me more than she did. It wasn’t long before I realized that fairytales exist only in books. 

			Those Sunday cartoons that portrayed a healthy home didn’t relate to me. I began to face reality and understand a cold truth: I would never receive what I was asking for. Everything in my grandmother’s house was rationed—from clothing, wash rags, and drinking cups, down to the colors of juice, flavors of Ramen noodles, snack cakes, and chips. Nothing was ever freely ours. My biological mother contributed most of the groceries, while my aunt helped whenever she could or when food stamps came in at the beginning of the month. My grandmother kept count of everything, and that count usually happened at the end of each night. Every morning, she lined me and my cousins up like suspects—smelling our breaths, checking our tongues, searching for whoever had dared consume something without permission. Sometimes, late at night, the older cousins—those allowed the freedom to open the refrigerator whenever they wanted—would take extra juice. They were smart about it, too. They knew which juice colors to take so the missing ones would immediately make the younger children look guilty.

			When morning came and the count was off, my grandmother would raise hell. And she almost always went straight for the younger grandchildren. She would back hand them in the mouth without hesitation. I tried speaking up a few times, trying to tell her it wasn’t us, but fear always made my voice small. I knew if I pushed too hard, I would be next. She never hit me over food or juice, though. I think she held back because my biological mother paid for most of the groceries. In her mind, if she hit me, my biological mother might stop shopping for the house. At times, I took advantage of that. I would sneak my biological mother’s opened snacks from upstairs to share with my cousins. Whenever I knew they couldn’t have something, there was a part of me that wanted to rebel. I took pride in the risk of getting caught, just so we could all share a snack together. There was one time I took a sip from a Capri Sun my biological mother had upstairs and instantly spit it out. It tasted bitter. To this day, I still couldn’t tell you what I drank, nor do I want to know. 

			Household-cooked meals were rare, but there were certain birthdays that were celebrated. On those mornings, my grandmother would wake up around five o’clock and start the grill. I knew those days would be the best days, because grilled hotdogs were on the menu for the children. Other than that, dinner was usually whatever could go in the microwave: noodles, pizza rolls, boiled chicken, Hot Pockets, or TV dinners. Pizza rolls were divided evenly—ten or twelve per grandchild—and that was dinner. There were nights we were left hungry. Sometimes, I would take the risk of sneaking into the freezer to grab breakfast sandwiches for me and my cousins. We dared not use the microwave, so we devised our own scheme. We would wrap the sandwiches in a shirt and place them close to a lamp, hoping the heat from the bulb would warm them enough to eat. I still remember how often we burned our fingertips on those hot lights, leaving stings that lasted for days. Once the sandwich softened enough, we would break it into pieces and split it between the four or five of us involved in the plan. For dessert, we would climb on top of the tall white refrigerator, grab the syrup and bread, and make syrup sandwiches. We learned the routine and figured out that syrup was rarely checked, and bread was never heavily regulated because it was considered cheap.

			We did not keep up with our hygiene. Bathing was rare and usually depended on one of the older cousins or my grandmother taking the time to run bathwater, which itself was uncommon. The shower didn’t work, and the hot water turned cold after only a few minutes. When bath time finally came around, water would be heated on the stove and poured into the tub, and each of us would cycle through the same bathwater one after another. The tub had a permanent brown ring around it, and old soap bottles sat stacked in the corners covered in cobwebs. There were even times when the water would not stay in the tub, so dirty towels were piled around the drain to keep the water from leaking out too quickly. If bathing was rare, brushing our teeth was even rarer. No one really knew whose toothbrush belonged to who. I would often find mine lying somewhere on the carpet near the area where the toothbrushes were supposed to be kept.

			I missed school weeks at a time, so my grades were always behind. My grandmother was surprisingly patient when it came to helping with schoolwork. In those moments, she was genuine and gentler than I was used to seeing her. She became supportive, often nodding proudly or clapping whenever I answered something correctly. Those moments were probably the safest I ever felt around her. I experienced something completely different the few times my biological mother tried to help me with schoolwork. It almost always ended the same way: with a whooping. My grandmother would sometimes whisper the answers to me while my biological mother stormed upstairs to grab her belt. Effort required too much patience from my biological mother, while fear produced an immediate response. Before long, I was placed in special education classes for my speech. I had trouble pronouncing words with “r’s.” Words like girls and birds were the hardest for me. I was often teased by my cousins and other children at school because of it. At first, I felt embarrassed whenever I had to leave the “normal” classroom to attend the special education classes. The teachers would whisper and try to make it discreet in an attempt to avoid the ridicule that might follow. After a while, though, that embarrassment turned into acceptance. I accepted the teasing. I accepted being different. And strangely enough, being grouped with other children who struggled made me feel more comfortable than sitting in the “normal” classroom ever did.

			I continued receiving progress reports filled with almost all D’s. Ironically, despite my speech impediment, I always did well in reading and spelling. With a name like Teizhjahn, there’s probably no surprise in that. When those progress reports came home, my biological mother never got angry. She didn’t even look surprised. Instead, she looked at me with this strange mixture of pity and acceptance, as if, in her mind, those grades were the best I could ever do. I still feel the sting of that look. It hurts knowing she saw limitations in me where she should have seen potential. I remember one particular day listening to my older cousins complain about getting C’s. Meanwhile, I sat there with a handful of D’s, and no one ever questioned why. My attendance—missing weeks of school at a time—was never brought up. In fact, there were no questions at all. My biological mother quietly told my grandmother and aunt that she planned to place me in additional special education classes the following year because I “couldn’t keep up.” They looked at me with that same sad, empty acceptance. There was no fight. No belief. No frustration on my behalf. No one trying to understand the reasons behind my struggles. No one fought for me at all. That was one of the first times I understood what it felt like not to be chosen. It was also one of my earliest experiences with a painful truth: sometimes the people meant to feed your mind end up starving it instead. I knew what it felt like to live trapped inside a life that never truly made room for you.

			

			My grandmother’s house often felt like a prison with invisible bars, caging every aspect of my childhood. It felt as though I was restricted from breathing freely, just as much as I was restricted from moving freely. Because of that, I searched for every small opportunity to experience some form of happiness or freedom. My grandmother had doctor’s appointments every month—sometimes every other month—and on those days, the house temporarily became ours. We would wrestle with each other, which most times turned into actual fights. We screamed as loud as we could, jumped around like we had no sense at all, and acted completely free. Sometimes we even cussed when the older cousins were not around to hear us. For a few hours, it felt like childhood. When my grandmother returned from her appointments, she usually brought back some form of fast food. Most often, it came from a Chinese takeout restaurant not too far away. She would come home with shrimp fried rice, but only enough for herself. Occasionally, she would hand us a shrimp or two, though I think it only made our hunger worse. Our version of takeout was usually Ramen noodles, but through her strange version of generosity, we might at least get to choose the flavor.

			On the days she did not share, we would sit there staring at her while she ate, the grease shining across her face. Every now and then she would cough, and in the bitterness of childhood hunger, my cousins and I would quietly wish she would choke. Our anger was beginning to form, even if we did not fully understand it yet. We could not understand why she got takeout for herself and seemed to enjoy eating it in front of us as if we were not hungry too. But we dared not ask for any. One of those days, I decided to go on a hunger strike. Part of it was because I was tired of eating noodles, and another part was because I hated beef-flavored noodles most of all. At first, I stood firm in my refusal. But eventually, the hunger and stubbornness twisted together inside me until I vomited nothing but clear liquid from an empty stomach. After that, I gave in and ate the noodles. And to this day, those beef noodles were some of the best noodles I have ever tasted.

			Freedom was experienced during the moments my grandmother left the house, but there was something darker woven into those memories too—things sexual in nature. There are memories that have never faded, memories that remain sharp even as so much else has blurred with time. Some of those painful experiences involved a few of my older male cousins. One cousin invented a “game,” but it was nothing like the innocent games children are supposed to play. Their version involved them lying naked on a bed while demanding that we whip them. I can still picture their face—twisted with a kind of satisfaction I did not understand at the time, but one that deeply disturbed me. It was their distorted version of playing house, where they demanded to be beaten into submission. My memory stops there with those particular cousins. I believe some part of my mind buried the rest to protect me. I also remember a female cousin sharing horrifying stories about being molested and forced to drink urine. That particular horror never happened to me, but I believed her. And strangely enough, hearing her speak gave me the courage, years later, to speak my own truth.

			But when I finally did, my truth was quickly dismissed by both my grandmother and my biological mother. For them to accept what I was saying, they would have had to accept that it happened under their roof, under their watch, and through their neglect. There is something deeply rooted in many Black households—a silent, unspoken rule that certain conversations are not supposed to happen. While writing this book, I began to wonder if part of their silence came from their own unresolved pain. What if something similar had happened to them too? What if they had spent their entire lives trying to bury their own trauma? Would they have dug up their own skeletons to save me from drowning, or would they allow me to sink beneath the same weight they carried? I do not know whether my grandmother or my biological mother experienced what I did. But I do know this: They did not save me. They did not support me. 

			I have another memory—one that is deeper, more confusing, and harder to fully explain—that involves an older female cousin, someone at least four years older than me and someone I was deeply close to as a child. I have a vivid memory of us lying on my grandmother’s bed, crossing boundaries that children should never have crossed. I remember physical closeness, touching, and an intimacy I was far too young to understand. At the time, I was probably somewhere between eight and ten years old. What stayed with me most was not only the memory itself, but the confusion surrounding it—the way something inappropriate could feel normal in an environment where boundaries were already blurred and guidance was absent. The next day, I remember convincing myself it had all been a dream. I held onto that explanation through much of my adolescence because accepting it as real felt too overwhelming. But the memory always remained too vivid, too detailed, and too emotionally sharp to completely dismiss. There was always a silent bond between me and that cousin, something that quietly separated our connection from the relationships I had with my other cousins. Even years later, that unspoken understanding seemed to linger beneath the surface, unresolved and never acknowledged aloud.

			As I’ve grown older, I’ve often wondered how much our earliest experiences shape the things we carry into adulthood. I have always been drawn to darker-skinned women, even from childhood, and that cousin fit that description. Part of me has questioned whether those early memories influenced that preference in ways I was too young to recognize at the time. That bond remained unexplained and unresolved—another memory buried beneath silence, confusion, and the complicated reality of trying to make sense of childhood long after it has passed.

			My cousins and I were all trying to survive a deprived environment. Some of them remained as pure as they could, resisting the darkness in that house in whatever small ways they knew how. But there were others—usually the oldest grandchildren—who had become victims turned aggressors. These cousins did not always act out of ignorance. Some acted with intention. They sought to hurt the younger children however they could, using humiliation, fear, and manipulation as tools of control. They were the ones who helped beat me into submission—not physically, but emotionally and psychologically. They manipulated situations to maintain power, using their position as my grandmother’s oldest and most trusted grandchildren to dominate the rest of us. They were the ones who would deliberately pick at their toes before handing me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Small acts on the surface, but underneath them was the message they wanted me to feel: that I was beneath them. They carried out some of the cruelest behaviors in that house, enforcing fear and dominance as though it were an inherited responsibility. In many ways, they became the wardens of my grandmother’s prison.

			

			I knew no freedom beyond the concrete porch and the gated screen door. It felt like an opportunity—almost a privilege—just to look outside the front door, and even that freedom was brief, usually followed by a stern command to move away from it. I yearned for the chance to soak up the sun, to sweat the way children do after hours of playing outside, to play tag, ride bikes, and take part in the simple joys of childhood. From the terrifying sounds that filled the nights, I already knew we lived in a dangerous place. Gunshots, screaming, sirens—those sounds became part of the atmosphere of my childhood. And because danger was constantly emphasized to me, I accepted the explanation that I was not allowed outside because of the crime in the neighborhood. I wanted to believe it, because it was the only reasoning that made sense for what felt like imprisonment. One afternoon, I got lucky enough to sit on the porch. Across the street, I watched a man and woman arguing. Their voices grew louder and sharper with every exchange. Eventually, the man stormed off to his car and returned carrying a long case that, in my childhood mind, I assumed held a musical instrument. But when he opened it, he pulled out a rifle.

			Time froze. I remember the sound of windows shattering as the man fired into the house the woman had run into for cover. I remember the way he positioned his body, shifting angles as he shot through each window, determined to reach her no matter where she tried to hide. I do not remember whether he dropped the rifle afterward. What I do remember is that once the shooting stopped, he took off running. He never even looked in my direction. I ran back inside terrified, confused, and strangely filled with adrenaline. When I told my grandmother what I had seen, she cursed and snapped at me, blaming me for wanting to sit outside in the first place. I do not think she meant to scare me, but she did—far more than the shooting itself. She told me the man might come back and kill everyone in the house because I had seen his face. For nights afterward, I lay awake terrified that he would return and murder us all. What stands out to me now is that no one asked about the woman inside the house. No one wondered if she survived. That was the environment we lived in. Fear swallowed everything else. Self-preservation and survival were the only things that seemed to matter.

			

			In my younger years, I had no idea that my lack of outside interaction and life experience would continue to follow me for years afterward—almost like a mark stamped onto me, a curse, a lingering stench that made me stand out in rooms full of strangers. One of the clearest examples of that was my relationship with sports and outdoor play—simple, fundamental parts of childhood for so many boys—that were almost nonexistent in my life. Not every boy dreams of becoming an athlete; some become musicians, artists, or join debate teams. The point is that children deserve the freedom to explore who they are and discover what they enjoy. But outdoor time was so limited for me that many of those opportunities were taken before I even knew they existed. I did not know how to properly catch a ball, how to run with confidence, or even how to do a jumping jack. I lacked many of the basic experiences that seemed normal for the children in the communities I grew up around. And children notice those differences quickly. What looked ordinary and natural to everyone else often felt foreign and uncomfortable to me, because while other children were outside developing confidence, coordination, and social skills, I was trapped inside surviving an entirely different kind of childhood.

			I developed asthma early in childhood, which meant I regularly used an inhaler and, at times, a breathing machine. Looking back now, I sometimes wonder if that diagnosis unintentionally worked in favor of my biological mother’s absence. My asthma became the explanation for why I could not go outside, why I needed to stay in, or why she claimed she did not have time to constantly “take me to the emergency room,” as she would often say. She convinced me that I had a “weak body,” that I could barely handle outside air without needing my inhaler or breathing treatments. And to be clear, I did have asthma. But what damaged me most was not the condition itself—it was the fear and limitation wrapped around it. Over time, I began believing the restrictions placed on me. I started to see myself as fragile, breakable, and less capable than the other children around me. The asthma became more than a medical condition; it became part of my identity. What my biological mother never realized was that I actually enjoyed physical activity. Before fear and limitations were placed onto me, I believed I could keep up with my cousins. I ran with them. I played with them. I moved like

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
				
					[image: A vintage-style parchment with decorative leaves at the corners features a poem titled "Comfort Has Memory" exploring themes of pain, memory, and strength.
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BLACK
BEYOND BROKEN

Black & Broken
Must both words be spoken?
Black & Broken
Which becomes the token?
Black & Broken
Must either mean you fail?
Black & Broken
Which one will prevail?

Black & Broken
Must you bear judgement twice?
Black & Broken
Which burden will suffice?
Black & Broken
Must beauty make it right?
Black & Broken
Or simply invite another fight?
Black & Broken
Should you survive, will you rise?

Black & Broken
Or believe another’s lies?

Black & Broken
Which one ensures your demise?

Neither.
I'survive them both and rise.
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COMFORT HAS MEMORY

How do you know my name?
I am the remedy for struggle and pain.

How do you know my name?

I am the shelter in wind and rain.
How do you know my name?
I am beside you day and night.
How do you know my name?

I offer strength beyond your might.

How do you know my name?
Why resist when I still call?
How do you know my name?
Why pretend you never fall?
How do you know my name?
Why pray I loosen my hold?
How do you know my name?
Why search for truths already told?
How do you know my name?
Why ask how I know today?
How do you know my name?
Because you taught me all your pain..

How do you know my name?

Because you whispered yours each time you came.
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You remain the essence of a man.
You remain the one who never ran.

You remain the guide who taught us well. %

You remain through every story we tell. 9 %

You remain in every lesson shared.
You remain in the way you cared.

You remain within our hearts each day.
% Q You remain though time has passed away.

You remain in the strength_you gave.
You remain beyond the silent grave.

You remain, your legacy stands strong.

You remain, and through us, you live on.
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