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Cause and Effect Essay 4/4/04 English 101 @ Marietta College

Have you ever thought of the various events that shape peoples’ lives? People go through life without paying attention to details. What are the dynamic events that made me who I am today? What are the cause and effects of my life? There are many things in my life that have caused me to become the person I am today. Unfortunately, one of these causes is drugs.

I can remember a few peaceful memories from my early childhood, but what I remember the most about my childhood is the constant fighting between my parents, the drugs, and the lies, our family’s version of “The Great Depression.” When I was young, my parents used drugs. I was about six or seven at the time; however, I knew what was going on. I was the youngest of three children, and my older sister and brother helped me understand why “mommy” was always hitting “daddy,” or why mommy and daddy were always upset for no apparent reason. My brother Robert, the oldest, and my sister Brandie, explained to me that it was the drugs that made our parents yell at us. This was also the cause of their aberrant behavior of sleeping all day, only to wake up mad at the world. “Boy, don’t I wish my parents could have seen this destructiveness back then.” As a result of my family’s history with drugs, I will never have anything to do with drugs for as long as I live.

Both of my parents used drugs; however, my mother was the only one who ever got caught doing them, and she was sent to prison. I remember us going to visit my mother downtown; my father, me, my sister, and my brother. It was strange because I knew what was going on to a certain extent; however, I did not fully understand everything. Witnessing my mother locked up, I promised myself that I would never go to jail. While my mom was in jail, I guess my father could not take care of the bills himself, not to mention he was still getting high, and by the time my mother had been released from jail, we had lost our home. I then floated from house to house, living with several different relatives, (grandparents, aunts, and uncles). That was a very hard and unstable time in my life.

My parents got a divorce when I was in the third grade for the second time. Since my parents were separated, I moved from place to place, and this caused me to miss an enormous amount of school the first go around in the third grade. This affected me because I had to repeat the third grade. After my parents got a divorce, my mother gained custody of my two siblings and me. We lived with my mother, and as I look back, this was one of the worst times of my life. Moms was still using drugs, and that is why we never had food in the house. The money that my father was paying my mother for child support was used to by drugs instead of food. In turn, we did not have decent clothes to wear to school.

If you don’t know by now, this drug, this horrible, God forsaking drug was crack. I hated crack. I vividly remember the night that my brother got into a fight with my mother because she was letting some drug dealer cook crack in our kitchen while we were there. Because of this disturbing memory, I hate crack with a passion. I don’t even like to see it in movies because it brings back that memory of that night and this fills me with much anguish and loathing. Somehow, I managed to pass the third grade the second time despite all of the chaos going on at my mother’s house (I refuse to call that place where I lived my home). I think it was because of my brother Robert; he was always there for my sister and me. He encouraged me to work hard in school and in sports. Robert gave me the confidence to do whatever it was that I wanted to do.

Meanwhile, my father was working on a better life for us. He had stopped using drugs (so I thought) and settled down with a woman named Tanya, who is now my stepmother. They rescued my sister and me from our situation with my mother. We moved in with my dad, my stepmother and her two children. This was the start to a new and comfortable life for my sister and me. Unfortunately, a few years after we moved with my dad, my mother moved to Macon Georgia, and she still resides there today. My mother is doing well for herself in Georgia. She is no longer using drugs, and she seems to be happy every time we talk. I try to go and see her whenever I can; likewise, she does the same.

Last month, Robert, Brandie, and I drove to Georgia to visit my mother. We had a great time together and I learned many interesting things about my mother, my siblings and most importantly, myself. Just for the record, “through all of the pain and suffering my parents put my siblings and me through, I never stopped loving them.” My mother embedded the concept of “unconditional love” in my heart and mind from birth: therefore, it never departed. “I will always love my parents.” Although they did drugs, my parents still managed to teach me many values of life, values that I will forever carry with me. My father is big on respect and common courtesy and so am I. My parents taught me values like honesty, the importance of family, and more importantly, they taught me how to love. I do not look down on them for the decisions they made in the past. I understand that they are humans, and they are not immune to mistakes: fortunately, I can use their mistakes as a reminder to myself of what not to do.

I believe that I am a stronger and wiser man because of the events in my childhood. I can handle the setbacks that life has to offer better than the average man because of how I was raised. I use to look at my past as this unfortunate and terrible life, but now I look at it as a blessing because it made me who I am today. I like the man I have become.

✦  ✦  ✦

REFLECTION

At 41-years-old, I look back on that 20-year-old version of myself; the young man who wrote that cause-and-effect essay as a freshman in college and I see someone searching for meaning in the pain he lived through. At the time, I didn’t realize it, but that paper was more than just an assignment. It was the beginning of me finding my voice.

I still remember my professor’s comment at the bottom of the page: “God bless you. I like the person that you are as well.” Those words stuck with me. They were simple, but they saw me. They affirmed that even though I had been through some dark times, there was still something good in me, something worth nurturing. That essay was the start of something bigger. That essay planted a seed.

Now, two decades later, I’m an educator. And I see myself reflected in so many of the young people I teach. I see students walking into my classroom carrying pain they don’t have words for. I see the trauma in their eyes, the same kind I once carried: masked by defiance, hidden behind humor, buried under silence. They’re not just struggling academically; they’re fighting to survive emotionally. Many of them, like me, are just trying to make sense of a world that hasn’t been fair to them.

And every time I meet a student like that, I feel the same urge I felt when rereading that essay years later, the urge to help. Not just as a teacher, but as someone who’s been there. As someone who knows that sometimes, the right story at the right moment can change everything. That’s what inspired me to write this book.

One Life to Love is more than a memoir. It’s a collection of lived experiences, told through the lens of a boy who grew up in the shadows of addiction, broken family dynamics, poverty, and doubt; and emerged not unscathed, but unbroken. These stories are about resilience. About the quiet strength it takes to keep going when everything around you is telling you to quit. About how pain, when processed and understood, can become purpose.

This book isn’t meant to be a blueprint for success or a step-by-step guide to healing. It’s a mirror. A reminder. A testimony.

For the educators and mentors reading this, I hope it reminds you of your impact. Of how deeply you are needed, especially by the students who are hardest to reach. For the students, young people, or adults navigating trauma; I hope you see that your past doesn’t define you, but what you choose to do with it does. And for anyone who’s ever questioned their worth, I hope this book helps you remember you are worthy and that you are not alone. Your pain has meaning. Your struggle has value. Your story matters.

Struggle doesn’t define us, how we rise from it does. And if I’ve learned anything in my 41 years, it’s this: You only get One Life to Love. So, love it fully. Love it honestly. And love it despite where it began.
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GOOD WITH THE BAD
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June 12, 2015—one of the happiest days of my life. That was the day I married my life partner, Brenda Rochelle Bruce. As a child, I often pictured what my future would look like: a loving marriage, three children, and a lifetime of happiness. I’m not sure where that vision came from, because my own childhood was far from that ideal.

One of my earliest and clearest memories of family was standing in a downtown divorce court with my parents. I was only nine years old, in the third grade, and too young to fully grasp what was happening. The judge granted custody of me and my two siblings to my mother, ordering my father to pay $585.50 a month in child support. To me, it was just another day. As we walked out of the courtroom, I turned to my mother and asked if I could have the fifty cents. The year was 1993, and while I didn’t understand the weight of the moment then, I now realize that it was the beginning of a long, complicated journey—one that taught me to take the good with the bad.

✦  ✦  ✦
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LESSON 1: PERSPECTIVE
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Perspective is a funny thing. Two people can be standing in the same room, at the same time, witnessing the exact same moment, yet walk away with two completely different understandings of what happened. That’s the beauty and the curse of being human: we don’t just see with our eyes; we see with our experiences, our emotions, and our pain. I didn’t fully understand this concept as a child, but I lived through it. And looking back, I recognize how perspective shaped a defining moment in my childhood: the day my parents got divorced.

That day felt different in a way I couldn’t fully describe. I was too young to grasp the magnitude of everything, but old enough to know something was wrong. I remember the tension in the air, the silence that said more than any argument ever could. My parents sat on opposite sides of the courtroom, both wearing looks that spoke volumes: hurt, pride, regret... maybe even a bit of relief. But I wasn’t focused on any of that. I wasn’t thinking about love lost, broken vows, or emotional devastation. I was thinking about money.

At that point in my life, not having much was normal. Like most kids growing up where I did, survival was a mindset you developed early. I had become familiar with the art of “getting what I could get.” So, when I heard the judge declare that my mother would be receiving $585.50 a month in support from my father, my mind immediately calculated what that meant. To me, fifty cents wasn’t a lot, not in the grand scheme of things. So, I figured my mom wouldn’t miss it. She was getting close to six hundred dollars! In my young, narrow mind, that was enough for her to give me something without blinking. My logic made sense... to me. But that was my perspective.

What I failed to see, what I couldn’t see at the time, was my mother’s pain. I didn’t understand that she wasn’t thinking about money at all. Her heart was heavy. She was watching the man she once built dreams with, walk out of her life. She was being forced to reset her reality and raise her kids in a new way, alone. The $585 might have seemed like a blessing to me, but to her, it was a receipt; a reminder that something beautiful had come undone. That money wasn’t a gift. It was a wound being measured in dollars and cents. I didn’t understand this lesson in perspective until much later in life.

Now, as a grown man, I realize how important it is to view the world beyond my own lens. I try to enter every situation not only considering my thoughts and feelings, but by trying to see through the eyes of the other person. Even when I don’t agree, even when it’s uncomfortable. Because when you shift your perspective
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