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The Battle




Chapter One

As a child I thought my father was the best-looking person in our family. Arthur Weaver, known as Art or Lawrence (his middle name) to his friends and family, had honey brown skin and hair the color of sand. He had a keen nose and small lips, and when the sun shone on his almond-shaped eyes I saw pools of light brown glimmering in the center of rust-colored circles. They were breathtakingly beautiful.

My siblings and I were an autumn-colored rainbow—tan, reddish brown, yellow, and dark brown. My two sisters looked like my father. I called my baby sister “Sunshine” because she was pale yellow. I used to show her off to people and say, “Isn’t she cute?” Everyone on television was white and most of my dolls were white. Everywhere I looked the world seemed to be saying, “White is the only color that is beautiful.” And my father was the closest thing to white I had. I was the darkest girl in my family. My hair was short because of a nervous condition. I had a small nose, but it wasn’t as narrow as my father’s, and my wide lips came from my mother’s broader features. It was okay for boys to be darker because they could still get what they wanted out of life, but everyone knew girls were supposed to be pretty and look a certain way. I figured I was destined to have a hard time in life.

The only things I had going for me were that I was athletic and that I was an honor roll student, both of which made me very popular in school.

In 1968, when I was five years old, we moved from our neighborhood in Washington, D.C., to a suburban community in Seat Pleasant, Maryland, following hundreds of other black working-class families who moved into houses originally built for white people. Our house was a two-story redbrick with a fence around the yard.

The county to which we moved had just started a new desegregation plan, busing white students into what had been a predominantly black elementary school. I was placed in the advanced classes, where most of the students were white. A white girl named Nancy became my best friend, and sometimes I went home on weekends with her. But in general there was friction between many of the black kids and white kids.

My black classmates thought I should choose either black friends or white ones, because it was impossible to have both.

“Vidi, you act like you think you’re white,” they said over and over.

I didn’t care, though, because my white friends treated me better than my black classmates did. My white friends didn’t care that my hair wasn’t long, that I wore glasses, or that my skin was dark. I earned their respect because I was always on the honor roll.

The taunts from black students increased.

“You think you’re too good for us?” they hollered.

“You need to hang with your own kind!”

I was shorter than most of them, but I really wasn’t scared. I just didn’t want to fight. My older sister, LaReese, however, insisted, “Vidi, if you run they’ll never stop.”

So it was inevitable that one day I had to face my taunters. As I approached the group, a girl with an irritating, high-pitched voice said, “Look who’s coming.”

I slowed down and stood in front of her with my arms folded. She pushed me. I pushed back. We tussled and the next thing I knew I was pulling her hair and scratching her and she was screaming. We rolled around on the grass. Kids hollered and cheered.

Somebody broke us up. I checked my hair and clothes and found that my opponent had barely touched me but that her face was all scratched up. I walked away as the crowd parted.

I never had to run or avoid anyone again.

I am the middle child of five. I have a brother and sister older than me and a brother and sister younger than me. Our house was always busy, bursting with sound. A radio or stereo would play nonstop because my parents loved music and loved to dance. They would hand-dance in the middle of the floor, my father sliding his feet across the floor, twirling my mother. Then she’d stop quickly and ease into step with him, matching his rhythm. We kids would sit watching, oohing and aahing at their coolness, and then we would clap enthusiastically at the end of the song.

In the evening and on weekends my father and brothers cheered and hollered as they tossed a football to each other. Sometimes my father stood in the middle of the street and threw long arching balls that landed right at the chest of one of my brothers, who then ran around the yard boasting.

We had a lot of family gatherings: crab feasts, fish fries, cookouts. My father brought home live crabs by the bushel and then poked at them as we watched, amazed and respectful of the big claws that grabbed at anything. My aunts, uncles, cousins, and Mama and Daddy’s friends came to our cookouts and stuffed themselves and drank until some of them got real quiet while others got real loud.

Mother stayed home with us children while my father worked full-time as a mechanic at a car dealership and part-time driving a truck. He was proud that he was able to make enough money to take care of all of us. We had everything we needed and most of what we wanted. We had the latest toys. I had Baby Tender Love, the first doll to look like a real baby with white, soft skin, blue eyes, and blond hair. As I got older I collected Barbies. I had a dollhouse with more furniture in it than we had in our house.

Little creatures just fascinated me. I had dogs, cats, turtles, hamsters, gerbils, and fish. My brother Lawrence used to go fishing in my fish tank with a needle and thread. Generally he wanted to help and protect us, which is why he dreamed of becoming a superhero. It made sense later that as an adult he became a police officer.

The three oldest of us used to play church a lot, which is fitting now too because we are all ministers today. Church was a big part of our life. My family, minus my father, went to Carmody Hills Baptist Church, faithfully. As far back as I can remember I went to Sunday school and church service almost every Sunday.

My father was well liked by everyone because he kept people laughing. He was handsome, youthful, energetic, and athletic. He never looked his age. He was a good father and he enjoyed being one, spending a lot of time camping and fishing with his boys. Our life was carefree and full of fun and people and laughter.

Then one day when something horrible happened and we all changed forever. That day is a bookmark in my life. There is life before it and the pages of life lived after it.

I was in third grade and came home from school expecting nothing unusual. Mother was home as always, but it was strangely quiet. I do not remember whether or not Lawrence and LaReese were already there when I got home. What I remember is Mother taking the three of us to her bedroom and sitting with us on the bed.

“Your daddy has been in a terrible accident at work,” she said, her lips trembling. “He was in a fire. He was burned pretty bad.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. She paused and looked somewhere beyond us. “He’s in a coma—and he may die.”

The words seemed to tumble out of her mouth, one sentence after another, without any breath in between.

Later, we saw a news report on TV about the accident. They speculated that someone was smoking a cigarette and threw a butt near a gas tank at the car dealership. The tank exploded and Daddy was surrounded by fire. The only way to get out was to run through the flames. They said my father was completely on fire and that some coworkers rolled him on the ground to put out the flames.

For the next few days people came to our house to sit with Mother. At times there was crying and whispering. We children could not go to the hospital to visit him, so all I knew were the frightening things I overheard: “His breathing stopped once,” and “They’re going to operate to help his skin heal.”

I walked around with a nervous feeling inside me, half living, never really able to have fun or to put all of my attention on any one thing because I was always thinking of my father.

We did not see him until he got out of the hospital six months later. He had light spots on him where his skin had changed milky white. He was blessed because he still had his ears, nose, and lips. He had his hair, and none of his features were deformed. His skin even healed pretty well. After a while people knew something was wrong with his skin, but they could not tell he had been burned.

Still, he was never the same. The father who came home to us from the hospital was not the father we sent off to work on the morning of the fire. And because he changed, we all changed. For instance, we never took photos after my father came home. I did not realize this for years, not until I was much older and went to search for a family album. I found two pictures taken prior to the accident, and even on those someone had used a blue ink pen to mark through my father’s face. There was a two-tone photo of him and Mother, young and smiling, standing at their wedding ceremony. She had on a wedding gown and he had on a suit. And there was an other picture of my father sitting with two of his brothers. They were smiling and he was faceless. My assumption was that someone in the family who was angry with him started tearing up old photos and crossing out his face. I never asked anyone or said a word about my findings. But more recently, I considered the possibility that my father, who hated the way he looked after the fire, may have ruined the photos himself. At any rate, I so desperately wanted family photos that I took those two pictures and for years kept them in my Bible for safekeeping.

Daddy started drinking right after he came home from the hospital. Maybe he was drinking before the fire, but we children had never seen evidence of it. Now everyone knew. He hid bottles of vodka in the sofa, under a mattress, or behind drapes. Much later in my life I would realize that I did the same thing with food that my father did with alcohol. I hid snacks, ate in private, and couldn’t wait to leave work just so I could stuff myself with junk food.

I was terribly unhappy with my life then, and I am sure my father drank so he could tolerate life, too. But when he drank his temper flared, though he never raised his voice at me.

He had plenty to be angry about. I don’t think he ever went back to the car dealership. He found and lost a series of jobs for years afterward. The laughter in our house was replaced by arguing between my parents. Daddy lashed out at Mother with words first; as time passed, he struck her with his fists or hands or whatever he could find. I hated to come home because I never knew whom I was going to get—the gentle, sober father or the violent, drunk one.

I used to tell myself Daddy was sick, so I never got angry with him. I didn’t think the accident justified what he was doing, but I thought there was a demon inside him. The demon was just one part of him because another part of him remained the same. He and I still laughed and joked, and I still enjoyed him more than anyone else in the world. But his eyes could change and look eerie and distant, and you knew it was going to be a bad day. If he drank, he treated everybody badly except me and my younger brother and sister. Mostly he took his pain out on my mother and my older sister and brother.

My mother was pretty and dressed well, things Daddy found attractive before the accident. After the fire, he questioned her about everything. When she put on an outfit that used to be one of his favorites, he asked, “Why do you have to wear that?”

When he went drinking or gambling with his friends, I went with them, though my mother didn’t want me to go. But my father, whose nickname for me was “La Vidi,” just called to me and said, “La Vidi, get your coat,” and I would be right beside him. When we got where we were going, if there were kids there I played with them. Otherwise, I just sat and watched my father.

God truly was with me. We were in a lot of car accidents. Sometimes the police brought me home because they were arresting Daddy.

We got used to the police coming to our house because my mother and father were fighting. I became an extremely private person because I didn’t want to discuss my family life. When you have police and ambulances coming to your house regularly, you learn to keep quiet, even if you know that everyone else is gossiping about you.

My father collected guns and threatened to kill himself from time to time, so I watched him closely. One Saturday afternoon I left him to go to my room for a minute. I was not going to stay long because I knew Daddy had that eerie look in his eyes. Before I got back I heard a loud bang. I knew immediately what it was. I ran into the living room. Daddy was sitting on the sofa holding a shotgun in his hands. I sat down right next to him, maybe six inches away. I never feared my father, so even though he had a gun, I knew I was not in danger.

I did not realize it at the time, but my brother had seen my father with the gun and had run out of the house and to the police station a mile or so away. There are gaps in my memory about what happened that day.

I remember I left my father on the sofa long enough to peep out the window. I saw a lot of police officers with long guns jumping out of a truck and I thought: “This must be the SWAT team.” But they didn’t have to knock down our door like I had seen on television. Our door was unlocked, so the police just ran in, a whole, long line of them carrying guns.

Someone asked my father to put down his gun. And he did. I was still sitting right next to him and maybe that is what saved him from the police. An officer picked up the gun and found out it was empty. I have no recollection of what happened after the officer took the gun.

If Daddy started arguing in front of me, I tried to distract him with a temper tantrum or a request to go to McDonald’s. Usually he stopped and gave in to me. It was so confusing to a child: A man who was loving and funny most of the time, then was crazy out of his mind the next minute.

My older sister and brother would not speak to him during this period. My nerves were so bad I pulled out my hair by the fistfuls and cut off my ponytails. I had short, uneven hair all the time. I bit my fingernails to the quick. The kids at school and even my sisters and brothers called me “bald-headed.”

My mother encouraged me every way she could. “Vidi, you’re just as pretty as anyone else. One day your hair is going to grow,” she said.

We all hoped something dramatic and painless would happen to make my father stop drinking. But he kept it up. One time he had completely refinished the basement, working carefully and patiently for weeks on the walls. Then in a drunken flash he got mad and tore down every wall he had put up.

Finally, the year I went to junior high, my mother asked Daddy to move out. She called us children in to tell us he was gone. I ached all over, consumed by grief. I decided I could live with the pain of his being there, but I could not live with the hurt of him not being there.

To make up for my loss, I grabbed hold of my brother Lawrence, who was four years and three months older than me. He became the man I went to for advice, the one I ran to when I was proud of something I had done.

My father stopped coming by to visit. If I wanted to see him, I had to go wherever he was. He didn’t give us any financial assistance either, so my mother got a job at the Bureau of Engraving, working twelve hours a day, seven days a week. Suddenly life had changed considerably because I seldom saw either of my parents.

We children went through a long period of being on our own. Yet nobody ran wild. We did our homework, honored our curfews, and kept the house clean. I felt as though I was the only one with problems. Inside, I was anxious, mourning all we had lost. It was only as an adult that I discovered that every one of my siblings was going through the same internal anguish. Yet each of us survived as best we could—in silence.

By this time I was beginning to look different. At thirteen, I developed a nice figure and started getting a lot of attention from boys. I ran track and was athletic, and my body showed it.

When I walked down the hall, guys made comments like “Oh my God, she’s phat to death.” They whistled, howled, whispered, and occasionally grabbed my arm. I loved to dance, and now all the boys wanted to dance with me. Sometimes I had to force them to keep a respectable distance.

I had always been popular in a way, mostly because of athletics and academics and because I was friendly. I won the Superintendent’s Award, the highest academic award you could receive. I was a cheerleader for the county parks and planning department. But I had never received attention for my looks until the boys started calling out my name whenever I passed.

“Vidi, you know why those boys are looking at you, don’t you?” my brother Lawrence asked me one day.

I was watching television and only halfway paying attention to him.

“They just want to sleep with you,” he said. “They don’t care about you, so don’t get a big head.” I turned to look at him.

“Vidi, you know how precious and valuable gold is?” Lawrence asked. “Your body is like gold, and you don’t give gold to anybody.”

That got my attention, his comparing my body to gold. I made up my mind that I would have sex only after I got married.

I was in tenth grade when I met John, a twelfth grader at my school. Discovering that he liked me made me feel better about myself. To us girls, dating an older guy meant you were more of a woman. And John was cute and dressed as clean-cut and conservatively as I did. I wore business suits and dresses to school when other girls wore pants. I didn’t wear a lot of makeup, and I wore dress pumps. John was my male counterpart. He wore suits also and, like me, it made him look older, more businesslike.

I went out on my first date—ever—with John. I had grown up with my mother drilling us girls, “Only have sex with your husband after you get married.”

But John kept asking me. I said no, and we kissed. He asked again and we petted. He asked again, and I said no.

During my standoff with John, my brother Lawrence got married. I was devastated. It seemed to me that he was leaving me just as my father had left. I cried during his wedding and for much of the reception.

I cannot say that Lawrence’s leaving had anything to do with the turn in my relationship with John, but it all happened around the same time. John challenged me. “You’re just scared to have sex,” he said. I don’t know why the challenge affected me the way it did, but I could never stand for someone to think I was scared of anything. I made an appointment to go over to his house to have sex while his mother was at work.

The night before I had a dream that God came to me. I heard Him clearly say that it was wrong to have sex, and if I did have it, I would regret it for a long time.

I told John about my dream; but he thought I was making it up, so we made another appointment. The night before that date, I had the same dream. I told John again, and again he said, “You’re just scared.”

“Maybe I am just scared,” I said. I was definitely confused. And I was thinking to myself: Yeah, it is weird. God does not come to you in dreams. It must be my imagination.

So I had sex, but I did not really want to. I did it for the reasons a lot of young girls probably do, because you run out of ways to say no.

I knew what I had to do next: I told my mother. I could always talk to my mother about anything. I wasn’t afraid of her. We always talked like girlfriends, maybe because in a way we grew up together. She grew into a new person without my father while I was growing from a girl to a woman. I will never forget the look of shock and disappointment on her face. She cried so much and when I tried to console her, I cried too.

She took me to the doctor, who confirmed what mother and I suspected: I was pregnant.

I felt as if I were dying. My life was slipping away. I think the reason none of us children had ever gotten into any real trouble was that we felt our mother had suffered enough and we wanted her to have an easier life now that my father was gone. And now I had hurt her.

She cried for days. I remember thinking: I’m just having a baby, and then I’m going to college.

Teachers had always described me as “gifted and smart” and said, “She is going to be somebody.” My mother believed I would go straight from high school to greatness. All of her five children would do well, she was sure, but success for me had been a given. Until John.

Now she wanted a promise that I would finish high school. John endeared himself to her by saying he would make sure I graduated. Then he asked her if he could marry me. Considering the circumstances, he thought it was the right thing to do.

I didn’t want to get married.

“If he loves you and you love him, Vidi, you should get married,” Mama said.

I wanted a wedding, but we didn’t have one because John was a Jehovah’s Witness, which meant that if we had our ceremony at my church, his family would not be allowed to come. If I had the wedding at the Kingdom Hall, where his family worshiped, I would have to agree to raise the kids as Jehovah’s Witnesses, and I didn’t want to do that. So we just went to a justice of the peace with my mother and John’s mother, a cousin, and an aunt. I wore a green maternity dress to hide my five months of pregnancy.

We had no honeymoon period, no peaceful period during which we could learn each other’s habits. From the beginning my husband’s jealousy caused me a lot of stress. In the midst of disappointment and failure, food became my comfort and friend.

I started snacking throughout the day, eating cookies, chips, cheese puffs, chocolate cupcakes, and ice cream. Eventually the small junk foods would no longer satisfy me, so I added larger portions of other fattening foods: pizza, steak, cheese subs, and items from fast-food restaurants. After every meal I ate another snack, and right before going to bed I ended my day with yet another. A nighttime snack for me was a whole pack of chocolate chip cookies and a sixteen-ounce glass of whole milk.

I was happy when I had food in my mouth. I got excited just planning the meal I was going to eat next.

During the nine months of my pregnancy I gained eighty pounds, almost ten pounds every month. The doctor was shocked and tested me to see if I was diabetic. Meanwhile, John enjoyed watching my petite figure disappear. Without my asking, he came home with pizzas, ice cream, and lots of milk. I drank a gallon of whole milk every two days.

I attended school until a few weeks before my due date. On December 3, 1980, I went into labor. As John sped through lights in his blue Volkswagen, I held my breath and gritted my teeth.

In the labor room at the hospital, John held my hand. The pain went on for hours. I listened to the loud beat of my baby’s heart on the monitor. At one point the beat slowed. Then there was nothing. Silence. I was terrified. The nurses and doctors, who had been calm, now ran around frantically.

“Why, God, are you doing this?” I asked silently. “Am I being punished for having sex? Punish me, but don’t punish my baby, please.”

It was the worst moment of my life. Then I heard a faint heartbeat. They decided to give me a C-section, but I would not let them put me to sleep. I heard the heartbeat grow louder and stronger, and shortly afterward my baby was born.

It was a beautiful girl, eight and a half pounds. I let my eyes roll over every ounce of her: her chubby pie face, her jet black eyes, and her straight black hair. I counted her fingers and toes and then returned my eyes to hers. For a long time, it seemed there was no one else in the world at that moment except her—and me.

My husband was ecstatic, too. We named her LaTicia Maria.

When I left school to have my baby I had been a size 5, and when I returned I was a size 13. I still enjoyed running, but there was never enough time with a baby and a husband. I began taking diet pills. I needed a quick fix, a way to make the pounds fall off. I used the pills and prayed.

Somehow I managed to graduate from high school, though it was not the happy graduation day I had always envisioned. I was a wife and held a six-month-old baby in my arms. As friends left for college, a deep sadness covered me. I was angry and disappointed at myself.

Still, on graduation day I was hopeful that I would find a way to go to college. Once I got in college, everything would change, I told myself. It would be my victory, a way to prove to everyone—including myself—that I was not a failure.


Chapter Two

I planned to attend college when my daughter was older, and pursue my dream of becoming a doctor. But I married a man so jealous, he did anything he could to keep me dependent on him, and I was too young to fully understand what jealousy will make a person do.

John quit or got fired from every job he had, yet in the heat of arguments he yelled, “I want more children!” Two weeks after my high school graduation, I was pregnant again.

I felt as if someone had buried me alive. I struggled to breathe, a ton of weight on my chest. I kept my pregnancy a secret from everyone until my stomach told people the truth.

While I moped, barely able to get up and dress each day, John gloated and boasted.

“This is great, La Vita. We’re going to have a lot of children—at least ten!” he shouted.

I cried, thinking about how often I was asking my mother for money to buy milk and diapers and to pay the electricity bill.

I got a temporary job with the post office, working the late shift, from 3 to 11 P.M. The bus didn’t run at night, so I asked John to pick me up. He wanted me to stay home, so he made the job inconvenient for me. He picked me up but was always late, arriving after midnight when the building was locked and I was waiting outside alone.

“What kind of man do you have anyway?” male coworkers asked when they saw me standing outside.

“He gets off late sometimes,” I answered.

It was easier to lie than to face the truth—that my husband was jealous and irresponsible.

I was afraid to eat during this pregnancy because I remembered my weight gain with my last baby. Most days I ate only one large meal a day at work—usually a sandwich or two and a salad with a snack. Still, I felt fat and was paranoid. When I went out in the public I thought everyone was staring at me.

I drank a lot of beverages. Whenever I felt my stomach rumble or felt hunger pangs, I drank soda, milk, Kool-Aid, or juice. At the time I didn’t realize that those were high-calorie beverages. I thought I was avoiding calories.

In reality, I did not gain much at all for a pregnant woman, maybe twenty-five pounds during the entire nine months. Despite the reality, my paranoia about weight persisted. I stood in front of a mirror studying myself several times a day. I had a pair of pants I tried on regularly to see if I had gained.

I walked around hungry, but I didn’t dare eat. Food meant fat to me. While I didn’t physically crave food, I thought about it all the time because I was obsessive about not eating.

The lack of food seemed to make the baby move more. When I ate, the baby seemed to sleep well. I didn’t worry about the baby’s health because each time I went for a checkup the doctor said the baby was growing and everything was fine. Meanwhile, I seldom had a solid night’s rest, but I shrugged that off to stress.

Somehow I maintained my sanity through those nine months, through arguments and periods when I couldn’t buy diapers for my baby, and through the ups and downs of a relationship that bounced from laughter and fun to jealous rages and loneliness.

After nine months of stress and eating less, I gave birth to LaTrina, “my miracle child.” I called her this because it was a miracle that she was perfect.

We moved back into my mother’s house. John was unemployed again, and I resented him for that and for the imposition on my mother. I cried for long periods, depressed about how my life was unraveling.

I was always pleading, “John, I need some money for baby food. We’re almost out of diapers.”

“You can’t squeeze blood out of a turnip” was his answer. “Besides, you know your mother wouldn’t let you do without.”

He counted on my mother’s contribution to our budget the way people rely on a regular paycheck.

When I took the children to the doctor, we sat for hours in the emergency room with other people who had no health insurance. And when we finished, I received a hospital bill in my name.

I grew more and more depressed. I was nineteen years old, and while many of my friends were in college enjoying life and preparing for a better future, I had a fifteen-month-old baby, an infant, and an abusive, irresponsible husband. I felt my mind slipping away from me, separating me from reality.

I turned to food again. I ate, as before, because of stress and regret, but this time I also had a new companion—anger. I was angry with myself, angry with John. Whenever I was overwhelmed with anger, I went to the store and filled my basket with the goodies that calmed me: chocolate cookies, donuts, cheese puffs, and other snacks. Then I stuffed myself until I couldn’t eat any more.

Soon I developed yet another habit. I felt so guilty after overeating that I took laxatives to rid myself of the food. Or I punished myself and tried to make up for the overeating by starving myself for a week. It wasn’t long before this was a regular cycle. I overate, took laxatives, overate, and starved myself.

I was taking all of my anger and regret out on myself, and I couldn’t stop. In the meantime I did everything possible to please John and let him know I was living in the Word, at least the way I understood it. I changed the way I dressed, making sure my clothes were not revealing. I tried harder than he did to make our marriage a success. In the end I stuck with him only because we had two children.

I was determined to hold on to my dream of going to college, though it might take me longer to get there. I decided to first go to business school at night to become a medical assistant, a stepping-stone to a better salary and, eventually, college. But John wouldn’t babysit for me, so again I relied on my family. My mother and sister kept the children while I attended classes. John wouldn’t even drop me off at school or at the subway station.

We argued constantly about his lack of work ethic and our lack of money. Finally one day I did the unthinkable: I applied for Aid to Families with Dependent Children, what people call welfare.

Walking into that welfare office was devastating for me. I was confessing publicly to strangers that I was a failure. The people who waited on me spoke to me with total disrespect.

“You’re nobody and you’ll never be nothing,” John said to me all the time.

Now in one visit to a city office I was reduced to a statistic—a young black woman with babies.

My only comfort was my late-night snacking and bingeing. Food didn’t talk back to me. Hostess Twinkies didn’t put me down. Breyers ice cream didn’t yell at me. Oreo cookies waited to give me pleasure.

My business courses made me believe I was moving forward. But after classes, I had to go home to my husband and the craziness that was growing worse.

One day I was walking down the street near my mother’s house with one of my girlfriends and one of my cousins when John drove by. He and his friend Chris were looking for me. He had never met this cousin, so all he saw was me with a man. He backed up the car, stopped, and got out. He headed straight for my cousin.

“John, that’s my cousin!” I screamed.

“Get in the car!” he ordered, his eyes wild and angry.

My girlfriend needed a ride, so she got in the backseat. When John stopped at my mother’s, before I had even gotten out of the car, he was at the passenger door. He grabbed me by my throat with both his hands, choking me with all his strength. I gagged and fought. I gasped for breath. My girlfriend pulled him, but he wouldn’t stop. Finally, Chris was able to restrain John.

I fell on my knees, gasping and coughing. My throat was raw. If the other two had not been there, he would have killed me, I was sure. I knew I would never trust John again.

“I want you out of here,” I told him that night. “You’ve got to go!”

He left because he knew my mother would make him leave. I slept better that night than I had in weeks.

Without John, I truly had no source of income other than my family—and I still had no health insurance.

Because of the stress in my life, I continued my pattern of overeating and then fasting—going days without eating. My weight fluctuated up and down because of my eating habits. I ate my regular meals full of fattening foods, then finished it all off with high-calorie snacks. I craved sugar so badly that I started experimenting with different foods to find new ways of getting my fix. I made Pillsbury biscuits, loading them with butter and dipping them in King syrup. I ate all ten biscuits at one sitting. I made grilled cheese sandwiches, toasting them in a pan with lots of butter. Then I poured syrup over them, too. I saturated my ice cream with Hershey’s chocolate and ate a row of Ritz crackers, each one loaded with cream cheese.

I ate until I was sick. Sometimes I automatically threw up, which was painful because the regurgitation made my stomach contract tightly, and that hurt. Occasionally I made myself throw up, but because of the severity of the pain I didn’t do this often. I had to find another way to lose weight, so I started fasting and using diet pills regularly.

Eventually, after six months of fasting and dieting, I lost twenty pounds. This success changed my view of dieting or healthy eating. Regardless of how much I ate or what I ate, I now knew a sure way to shed pounds: All I had to do was fast. This pattern became my rhythm of life. I kept a closetful of clothes that included sizes 5, 7, and 9. I basked in the compliments from people who admired me for the weight I had lost. But there was no way I could maintain it.

I stepped into what today I call a body trap. I was trapped in my own flesh and its desires. I was out of control and saw no way out. And yet I remember telling my sister, “One day I’m going to write a book and tell people the way out.”

The academic work still came easy for me, and studying was a way of mentally escaping the other part of my life. I graduated at the top of my class and had the highest test scores. I was proud of myself for the first time in years.

I got a job as a medical assistant/receptionist, aiding the doctor during physical examinations and routine laboratory work. John and I rarely spoke. He saw the kids but did not pay child support. I fought him to get a legal separation and then finally a divorce. But whenever I asked him for money for the children, he’d tell me to ask my mother. “You decided to be single,” he’d say.

My aunt sold me an old green Buick with a white vinyl top for five hundred dollars. Without John, I was very self-sufficient. I became the neighborhood hairstylist, earning extra money braiding and fixing hair.

But I was confused about God. Was He punishing me still for having gotten pregnant out of wedlock? Where I once had faith, now I worried about everything. What was going to happen to my children and me?

I did well on my job, but in the fall of 1984, I quit it to attend community college, still dreaming of a medical career. I worked a short while in a government job but was bored and miserable. My brother Lawrence was on the police force at the time, and what I noticed most was the satisfaction in his voice when he talked about police work. So I applied to the police department, took a test, and shortly afterward received a letter inviting me to enter the police academy. I was proud. As a result of the invitation, I quickly starved myself down to a size 5.

One day I was strolling through the mall, feeling good about myself and less burdened by the future, when I noticed this very good-looking guy staring at me.

“La Vita Weaver.” He said my name as if he were delighted to see me.

I peered at him. Could it be Raymond Parker, my old friend and high school classmate? The Raymond Parker I remembered was a cute, scrawny kid, but this was a striking, pretty-boy type who could grace the cover of a magazine. Silky black hair, perfectly unblemished reddish brown skin, and big baby eyes with long eyelashes.

I was smitten from the beginning, mostly because of his good looks and his sense of humor, which reminded me of my father’s. He kept me laughing—and I needed laughter.

He was well read. In fact, I met him in high school in the advanced placement classes. He was the kind of person everyone remembered fondly after just one meeting. Still, I got hints from the beginning that Raymond had issues he needed to deal with before he could be a healthy partner in a relationship. I chose to ignore those hints, perhaps the way I ignored them in the very first man I chose to love, my father.

Raymond was self-centered even when he was around my kids. He wanted the attention. He wanted his needs met before anyone else’s. I constantly balanced giving him what he needed against not neglecting my kids.

Then his jealousy zoomed out of control and there was no denying it: Raymond was just like John, the husband I had escaped. At first Raymond seemed proud of my being in the police academy. But soon he made it obvious he was jealous of the other guys, my classmates. Our arguments grew more frequent and more violent, until he crossed the line and I knew my health would be in danger if I stayed with him.

We police cadets were having a graduation party. I asked Raymond to go with me, but he refused. He was so jealous of or intimidated by the other guys that he couldn’t stand being with me around them. Since he would not go, I invited Nathan, a longtime childhood friend. But I didn’t tell Raymond because I didn’t want to argue.

As Nathan and I came out of the party that night, I saw Raymond drive up, his face distorted with rage and jealousy. He got out of his car and walked toward us.

“Let me go talk to him,” I told Nathan, insisting he go sit in his car and wait.

I don’t think I got a word out of my mouth before Raymond punched me so hard I hit the pavement and blacked out. Nathan jumped out of his car to chase him, but Raymond sped away. I tried getting up, but I was dizzy and disoriented. Nathan picked me up and helped me get in his car. Although we were surrounded by police officers, he rushed me to the nearest station, where I filed a report, and they issued a warrant for Raymond.

My right eye was black and swollen, and the skin around it was distorted with one huge knot. Back at the academy on Monday, people stared at me, then said my name as if it were a question. “La Vita?” Some classmates asked what had happened and others, women who recognized the wounds of abuse, simply clicked their tongues and whispered, “Oh girl.”

A week later I attended my academy graduation ceremony with liquid makeup caked on my face. For the second time I was at a graduation where I was pleased with my achievements yet sad about the rest of my chaotic life. On this occasion I even captured a piece of history by winning the academy’s physical fitness award. People were shocked that a short, petite woman had beat men in running and push-ups. They gave me a rousing standing ovation, and their appreciation boosted the possibilities I saw before me. Wow, I could probably be the first woman on the SWAT team if I want, I thought.

There wasn’t an ounce of fat on me. I never ate three meals a day, and I followed a disciplined routine of exercising, running, and doing push-ups. Because of this I fasted only periodically. But inside myself I held disappointment and self-hatred.

After graduation, I followed up on the charges I had filed against Raymond. For evidence, I had pictures taken of me the day after the incident. But when I saw the photos, I was too ashamed to have anyone look at them, so I tore them up.

Raymond called and begged me to meet with him. It is still hard to explain, but whenever I heard his voice, my anger softened and my heart opened. So I agreed to meet him.

This time he was not cocky and arrogant. He was childlike and scared. He cried and begged for forgiveness. He spoke between whimpering. “I didn’t mean to hit you, La Vita. But I love you so much, and when I saw you with another man … it … made … me … feel … crazy.

“Will you drop the charges? I swear, La Vita, I will never touch you again.”

In retrospect, his pleas were trite. But at the time I was thinking, This man must be sincere, La Vita, because he’s crying.

Men didn’t cry. I had never seen my dad or my brother cry. Raymond’s tears were proof of his sorrow and love. So I went with him to turn himself in, and I decided to not follow through with the charges.

We started dating each other again. But the calm didn’t last long. He simply could not control his rage.

“It’s not working, and I don’t think it ever will,” I told him one day, weary from the jealousy and arguments.

As a police officer, I made things right for people. Yet it seemed I couldn’t make things right in my own life.


Chapter Three

Now I wanted to focus on being a good mother and a good police officer. As a single parent, it was challenging to keep up with shift changes at work, which meant making new arrangements with babysitters. Being sick didn’t help the situation.

For several weeks I had experienced bad stomach pains, and I wondered if I had developed an ulcer because of the stress in my life. I made an appointment with an internist.

“Before you take the test for an ulcer, I have to give you a pregnancy test. It’s standard procedure,” he said.

I wasn’t concerned. I took the test, then called back for the results so I could set up the appointment for the ulcer test.

I identified myself and held on while the nurse looked up my pregnancy test.

“That test is positive,” she said.

“No. I’m calling for the results of the test for La V-i-t-a W-e-a-v-e-r,” I said, speaking slowly.

“That test is positive,” she repeated.

“That’s impossible,” I said.

I hung up and called back, figuring she misunderstood me.

“Didn’t I tell you it was positive!” the nurse snapped.

I felt like a zombie. Operating on automatic, I dialed Raymond’s number. In a solemn, barely audible voice I told him I was pregnant.

He was jubilant. “That’s wonderful,” he said.

I was in shock. Everything was too familiar: the numbing astonishment, the sick depression that cut to the bone.

It was only later, when it didn’t matter, that I discovered that the antibiotics I was taking for bronchitis had reduced the effectiveness of my birth control pills.

I told my older sister I was expecting. She burst into tears. I wasn’t surprised.

“Oh my God! You can’t be!” she shouted over and over.

After I saw her reaction, I definitely couldn’t tell my mother. So I remained silent, practicing in my head the words I would say when the day came that I was forced to tell her. But before that day arrived, I walked into my mother’s house one morning and it was clear to me that she knew already. Her face was puffy and her eyes were red and swollen. She looked at me and shook her head as if in disgust. There was only one person cruel enough to tell my mother about the pregnancy before I did. Raymond had found yet another way to express his vengeance.

To say my mother was devastated is putting it mildly. Neither one of us fit well into the other’s dreams. A wedge formed between us, and for years we were uncomfortable in each other’s presence.

Later, when I turned my life around and my mother saw hope for me, we discussed our misunderstandings.

“I was very, very disappointed in you,” she said. “Of all the kids, I knew you would be extremely successful. You had the potential to be not just smart but great.”

She thought I intentionally got pregnant because I was mad at her for leaving my father, or for not being there as often as I wanted her. I admitted that at one point I did blame her for separating from my father. But that was when I was a kid and needed someone to blame.

“I didn’t make those mistakes to spite you,” I said.

On some level I sensed that my searching for love was related to my father and my brother Lawrence. Both had been my loving mentors and confidants, and then suddenly they were gone. Something had been missing in my life for a long time and I didn’t know how to replace it.

After my mother and I discussed it, we grew closer until we were like sisters, best friends, and mother and daughter all wrapped up in one.

With this pregnancy, my weight zoomed back up. I gained fifty-five pounds. The entire pregnancy was stressful. In nine months I never had one moment of peace. I tried reconciling with Raymond. Looking back, I know I did it because I wanted to silence the whispers and soften the glares I got from people who knew me and who I believed judged me.

To lessen the stress and give myself some joy, I snacked throughout the day on chips and cookies or whatever other junk food was available. I began having anxiety attacks, which sometimes came on in the middle of an argument. I was consumed by
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