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I can still visualize the waterfront near the James River by the shipyard in Newport News, Virginia. The Jabs Place projects. Nighttime. Streetlights glowing against the dark water. I see my biological mother sitting at a picnic table with a man standing between her legs while my brother and I played nearby. I was very young then, probably around the time my half-sister was conceived. Pieces of those memories come back like flashes instead of full scenes. I was born January 14, 1973, at Riverside Hospital in Newport News. Back then, I didn’t understand struggle, addiction, abandonment, or survival. I only understood feelings. Hunger. Fear. I want my mother. Wanting safety. Wanting somebody to stay. I remember being outside almost all the time. Playing near dumpsters. Climbing in and around them, probably searching for food without fully realizing that’s what we were doing. The apartment had little to nothing inside — no electricity, barely any food, mattresses on the floor. Most days felt empty except for the noise outside. My mother would leave often. One memory never left me. She locked me in a closet so I wouldn’t follow her when she went out. But every time she left, I found a way out because I couldn’t stand watching her walk away. I would run after her anyway. I remember chasing behind her, wanting to go wherever she was going. Wanting to matter enough for her to take me with her. She would turn around and tell me to go back inside. And I did. But I believe that was one of the first times my feelings were truly hurt. Back at the apartment were my cousins Chicken and Peanut, my brother, and whoever else happened to be around that day. Kids trying to survive inside conditions no child should ever live in. Dirty walls. Empty rooms. Darkness when the lights were off. Hunger that became normal. Then one day, everything changed. A big black car pulled up. I remember strangers taking pictures of the apartment and our living conditions. The dirt. The emptiness. The neglect. Soon after that, my brother and I were taken away and placed into the foster care system. Later in life, I was told my biological mother gave us up because she wanted us to have a better home. But I also came to understand another truth — the streets and drugs had more control over her life than motherhood did. As a child, though, none of those explanations mattered. All I knew was that my mother was gone. My brother and I ended up at Miss Crawly’s house. She had a son named Tony and a daughter named Antoinette. Most of my memories there feel cramped and blurry, like living inside a room where time barely moved. I remember bunk beds. Being inside all the time. Watching life instead of living it. I went to school there. One day, a boy tried to kiss me near the coat rack in class. Another day, while walking home from school, a dog chased me and I ran as fast as I could, terrified. I remember Antoinette getting pregnant after having sex with her boyfriend. I remember getting lost one day, standing on a corner alone for what felt like forever until a woman finally noticed me. She took me to her house and kept me there safely until I was reunited with Miss Crawley. I still don’t know how long my brother and I stayed there. Time during childhood trauma doesn’t move normally. It skips. Certain moments stay frozen while years disappear. I remember trying to avoid beatings. I remember getting sick after eating food Miss Crawly gave me. I vomited all over the floor and had to clean it up myself before being locked in a closet all night. I remember my brother having to bathe in filthy water contaminated with feces. I remember another day going shopping with Miss Crawly, maybe at a mall. Later, she left me at a man’s house — a relative of hers. I went to the restroom, and when I came out, he called me into his room and tried touching me. I remember the fear in my body and how quickly I tried to get away. Right as I was leaving the room, Miss Crawly suddenly reappeared. Not long after that, a social worker told us Miss Crawly was getting too old and could no longer care for us. And once again, my brother and I were moved. This time, we ended up with the Brown family.
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The Browns became the next stop in my childhood journey through the foster care system. There was Miss Brown, Mr. Brown, Naomi, James, and Mr. Brown’s elderly mother. Mr. Brown was a preacher who worked at the shipyard in Newport News, Virginia, while Mrs. Brown stayed home taking care of the house and sewing dresses as a seamstress. Compared to where my brother and I came from, their house seemed huge. Naomi, Mr. Brown’s mother, and I shared one room. My brother and James shared another. At first glance, it probably looked like a structure. Stability. Religion. Order. But underneath it all, there were things I carried silently as a child because I didn’t fully understand them. The Church became our entire world. It felt like church happened every single day. Mr. Brown would drive the church van around picking up people from different neighborhoods before heading across the James River Bridge to the church he pastored. If we weren’t at his church, we were attending somebody else’s church. Vacation Bible School. Fish fries. Summer programs. Revivals. Endless church activities filled our lives. The rules inside that house were strict. Females were not allowed to wear pants — only dresses year-round. Mrs. Brown made many of the dresses herself and always had sewing patterns spread around the house. As time passed, I began feeling something painful but undeniable: Mrs. Brown did not like me. Even as a child, I could feel it. She teased me constantly and seemed to enjoy humiliating me. One day I was playing with scissors and accidentally cut a patch of hair from the back of my head. Mrs. Brown responded by cutting my hair. Whenever she straightened it afterward, she used so much grease that the hot comb would sizzle against my scalp. Days later, painful blisters would rise on my head from the burns. One day, I fell down the outside brick stairs and tore a chunk of flesh from my knee. Instead of comforting me, Mrs. Brown mocked me by drawing pictures of me crying with snot running down my face. After that, I tried staying out of her way as much as possible because I truly believed she had something against me. When my social worker came to visit and take pictures of my brother and me, Mrs. Brown dressed me in a handmade red-and-black checkered dress while my brother wore slacks and a dress shirt. Those photos would later be placed into a catalog used by families looking to adopt children. Sometimes I wandered outside barefoot. One day I stepped on a nail and had to walk around carrying the pain because very little comfort came from Mrs. Brown. The only person who ever showed me kindness in that house was Mr. Brown’s elderly mother. She would console me when nobody else did. Then one day, they packed her belongings into the church van and dropped her off at a bus station. I remember feeling deeply sad watching her leave. Another person disappearing from my life. As time passed, I started noticing differences in how Naomi and I were treated. Mrs. Brown would take Naomi shopping for beautiful new clothes while taking me to secondhand stores for things that barely fit or looked worn out already. I didn’t understand why she disliked me so much. I was just a little girl. Cute as a button, innocent, and trying to survive. Then came one of the strangest nights of my childhood. One night my brother experienced what I can only describe as a night terror. He was screaming uncontrollably near the stairs while I tried calming him down. Eventually both Mr. and Mrs. Brown appeared downstairs after I had finally settled him. They told me quietly, “You’re next.” Days later, I woke during the night after hearing the floor creak. It sounded different from ordinary footsteps. I looked around the room but saw nothing. I pulled the covers over my head. Then I heard the creaking again. I yelled, “Get out! Get out!” Suddenly, I couldn’t move. I tried speaking and fighting whatever was happening, but my body felt frozen. All I felt was a heavy pressure pushing down onto my back. It seemed to last forever. Then suddenly, it stopped. I jumped from the bed, turned on the lights, and realized I had wet the bed from fear. Embarrassed, I hid the sheets in the closet. Days later, Mrs. Brown found them. Another memory stands out vividly. One day I visited Mrs. Brown’s older daughter’s house during Halloween. I remember bobbing for apples and trying to enjoy myself like a normal child. At some point, I confided in her daughter about how Mrs. Brown treated me, and I remember sensing that she noticed it too. Later that evening, I wandered across the street to a funeral home. Through the glass doors, I saw a young girl lying inside a casket. I somehow found myself standing directly in front of her. She wore a purple dress with fluffy pigtails, and even her lips looked purple. I stood there staring silently before somehow ending up back outside again. Life at the Browns continued with church programs, summer events, free lunches, and community gatherings. Then one day, during one of those events, I saw my biological mother again. I was leaning over a table in one of my dresses when she approached me and commented that I had on a dress. I remember looking at her, but the rest of the conversation feels blurred and distant. Then came another sudden change. Mrs. Brown told my brother and me to pack our belongings. All our clothes were stuffed into trash bags again. Our social worker arrived to pick us up. Oddly enough, Mrs. Brown suddenly tried acting warm toward me. She attempted to hug me goodbye. But instead, I grabbed my bags and helped the social worker load the car. I felt free. Those photographs my brother and I had taken earlier had been placed inside an adoption catalog. And somehow, out of all those photographs and stories, we were chosen by the Jones family.

Chapter Three — The Jones Family Chapter Three — 

The Jones Family Leaving the Browns felt strange. My brother and I sat quietly while our social worker drove, talking to us about where we were headed next — the Jones family. As we crossed the James River Bridge again, I watched everything carefully through the window like I always did. Usually, crossing that bridge meant heading toward Mr. Brown’s church. Straight ahead, around the curve, then left. But this time, she turned right. I remember her telling us to be on our best behavior. At the time, I didn’t fully understand what she meant by that. My brother and I just nodded our heads and said okay. The drive seemed long. Eventually, the city faded away and the scenery changed into open land stretching on both sides of the road. We drove down a long dirt path with fields everywhere. One side had corn growing tall. Another field, I later learned, was used for peanuts. Then I saw it. A big white house with a green tin roof sitting deep on the property. Across from it stood an old barn that looked enormous to me as a child. Everything about the place felt different from anywhere we had lived before. Somehow we ended up inside the house. I believe Mrs. Jones greeted us first, though I honestly don’t remember if Mr. Jones was there at the time. We brought our belongings inside while the social worker spoke with them for a while before eventually leaving. And just like that, we were there. Another new home. Mrs. Jones walked us through the house. It was huge to us. The entire place had carpet except for the kitchen and laundry room. I remember how soft and quiet everything felt compared to some of the places we had been before. We eventually made our way upstairs. My brother’s room was on the left. Mine was on the right. For the first time, it felt like we had real rooms. We both had desks, beds, dressers — actual furniture that belonged to us. My bed reminded me of the bed from the movie The Exorcist — the original one that used to scare everybody. It was close to Christmas time. One day, Mrs. Jones had a relative named Tracey come over. I remember sitting there flipping through a catalog while she circled everything I pointed at that I liked. I think she did the same thing for my brother too. That whole experience was completely new to us. We had never experienced Christmas like that before. Then Christmas morning finally came. Mr. and Mrs. Jones woke us up to open presents. Pictures were taken while we sat there opening gifts one after another in amazement. I remember getting Barbie trailers, Barbie and Ken dolls, a Black Barbie with an afro, and one of those Barbie styling heads where it was just the head with long hair you could comb and style for hours. I also got a Michael Jackson stand with the Thriller jacket. My brother and I both received Walkmans too. And I definitely remember the Life Savers candy rolls stuffed inside the stockings. Back then, that candy tasted like pure happiness. For a moment, life actually felt magical. That Christmas became one of the happiest childhood memories I carried with me because it was the first time I truly felt what it was like to experience joy, excitement, and being included. Ironically, it also became the last Christmas where we fully enjoyed ourselves without restrictions because after that, it seemed like my brother and I stayed grounded most of the time. Lol.
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Eventually, my brother and I started school. He attended Surry Elementary while I went to Lebanon Elementary, which sat right beside a graveyard. As a child, that always felt eerie to me. Something about seeing tombstones so close to a school made the place feel strange and heavy. By then, I was already behind educationally. I was told I should have been much more advanced for my age, but because of everything we had gone through before entering foster care, I had fallen behind in reading, writing, and basic schoolwork. So while other kids moved ahead normally, I had to start back at the basics. That embarrassed me. And honestly, it made me angry too. I remember carrying a lot of frustration inside during those years. One day, a female classmate kept bothering me, and I ended up slapping her because she wouldn’t leave me alone. Looking back now, I realize I was a child carrying confusion, instability, and emotions I didn’t know how to express properly. Mrs. Jones packed our lunches for school every day. I remember opening my lunch one afternoon and seeing a sandwich with cheese that had holes all through it. I had never seen Swiss cheese before, so I thought something was wrong with it. I picked it off the sandwich and didn’t eat it. When I got home from school, I mentioned it to Mrs. Jones. She immediately asked, “I hope you didn’t throw away my expensive cheese.” Something about the tone in her voice made me nervous, so I quickly told her no, even though I had. Around this time, Mrs. Jones had started working across the James River Bridge, which meant long drives every morning. Life in the country moved differently. We had responsibilities and routines that had to be followed exactly. I’m not going to say too much about
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