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Prologue 

 

 Henrietta was awakened by the phone. She looked over at the clock; 3:13 a.m. 

She knew instantly something was wrong. The caller ID said Gatlin Manor. Jesus. She 

reached over and grabbed the receiver. “Hello?” 

 “Good morning, is this Henrietta Chambers?” 

 “It is, how can I help you?”  

 “This is Neicey Campbell, I’m a nurse at Gatlin Manor. I’m calling regarding Ms. 

Mildred Winfield.” 

 Henrietta sat straight up. “What’s the matter?” 

 “She’s taken an unusual turn. Her blood pressure has dropped drastically, and her 

heart rate is terribly slow. I’m afraid she may be near the end.” 

 Henrietta clutched the receiver tightly. Have mercy. “We’ll be right there.” She 

hung up and called Gregory. She knew he would come, and she also knew that Katie 

wouldn’t. Just as she predicted, he agreed to meet her there.  

 Fifteen minutes later, they arrived. They were met at the door by Nurse Campbell.  

 “Hi Mrs. Chambers, Mr. Chambers.” She stopped. “Where is her daughter?” 

 Gregory and Henrietta exchanged looks. “She’s not feeling well,” Gregory lied. 

 “Oh, I’m sorry. Well, as I told Mrs. Chambers on the phone, she’s taken an 

unusual turn. Extremely low heart rate and blood pressure. The unusual part is that she’s 

suddenly very compliant and lucid. She’s not been in that state since she’s been here.” 

 “So you think she’s about to transition?” Henrietta asked. 

 “Doctor Nelson examined her, and he thinks it may only be a matter of, at best 

maybe a day, if that long.” 

 Gregory sighed. “Can we see her now?” 

 “Yes, she’s still awake.” They followed Nurse Campbell down the hall to the 

room. They almost couldn’t see her in the bed. She was always thin and was quite frail 

when she was admitted almost 15 years ago. She was literally skin and bones now, 

almost disappearing into the hospital bed. 

 Henrietta touched her hand. “Mildred?” 

 She turned her head in the direction of the voice. “Retta, is that you?” Her 

eyesight was fading. 

 “Yes it’s me. Gregory is here too.” 

 Mildred squinted. “That’s Katie’s husband ain’t it?” Her voice was even more 

raspy than it had been, and was faint, almost inaudible. 

 “Yes ma’am, it’s me.” 

 “I shole appreciate you coming son.” He looked at Henrietta. The end had to be 

near. Mildred had never, ever, been this gracious. 

 “You’re welcome Ms. Mildred.” 

 “Where’s Katie?” 
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 “She’s not feeling well Ms. Mildred. I told her I’d come check on you.” 

 “Oh. Tell her to take care of herself, Gregory. Tell her don’t end up like me.” 

 Henrietta turned her face to the wall, tears in her eyes. Mildred had been as mean 

as a snake for much of her life, but Henrietta still cared for her. She had been like a 

younger sister when they first started working together at the Pollards. They got along 

fine, until…she couldn’t bear to finish the thought. 

 Gregory cleared his throat. “I’ll be sure to tell her.” He fought back tears himself.  

 “Thank you.” Mildred coughed. “I shole wish I had done better by my baby. By 

all my children. I was pretty young when they married me off. Retta, did you know he 

was a grown man? Big Earl?” 

 “Yes, I heard.” 

 “I was 15. He was 41.” She coughed again, a little harder this time. “My folks did 

it. They give a little girl like me, to a full grown man like that.” Gregory’s and Henrietta’s 

hearts broke at the tears in Mildred’s eyes. Mildred continued. “The things that man did 

to me wasn’t human. He treated me worse than a dog. He’s the reason my other two 

babies is gone. Maxie run away. I hadn’t seen her since she was nine or 10 years old.” 

 Henrietta couldn’t take much more of what she was sure was Mildred’s death bed 

confessions. “Mildred, why don’t you get some rest now? Save your strength.” 

 “Naw Retta, I’m all right. Ain’t no need for me to save what I ain’t got. ‘Sides, 

it’ll be fixed after while.” A sob got stuck in Henrietta’s throat. Mildred looked her way. 

“Now don’t take on so Retta. You one of few people…well, to be honest, one of two 

people, that ever done right by me. And I know I was rough on you sometimes. But it 

was the sickness, you know that don’t you? I wasn’t myself.” 

 “I know.” Henrietta’s voice was a whisper now, racked with emotion. She held 

Mildred’s hand in both hers, squeezing as if to will some life and strength back into her. 

 “I shole wish I coulda seen my boy again.” 

 Gregory spoke. “Where is he Ms. Mildred? Maybe we could call him so he could 

come see you.” He was really just trying to lift her spirits. They wouldn’t have time to get 

anyone else down there. 

 Mildred smiled weakly. “No Gregory, that’s all right. He can’t come see me. No, 

he made a sacrifice for me a long time ago. I won’t see him no more. Big Earl did that 

too. He took my boy away from me too.” Mildred suddenly began to cough hard and 

wheeze. She tried to catch her breath, and that’s when Henrietta heard it. That horrible 

sound she’d heard too many times over the years of her nursing career. It came from deep 

in Mildred’s chest. That dreadful…death rattle… 
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Chapter 1 

The Cat’s Outta the Bag… 

 

 

 “Yes, Adisa. You and I share a sister. My dad is Nicara’s father.” 

 Adisa stared at Tammi incredulously. “Are you serious?” 

 “As a heart attack. Her name is Nicara Fredricka, right?” 

 “Yeah,” Adisa answered slowly. 

 “My dad’s name is Fredrick Nicolas. Stewart of course.” 

 Adisa leaned against the door. “Does Nicara know about this?” 

 Tammi shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve never even spoken to her. My parents 

don’t know that I know she’s his daughter. They filled me in on the financial stuff 

because they had to, passed it off as bad business decisions and the economy. But the 

affair, all the details, and Nicara being his child, I found all that out by accident, 

overhearing their conversations. I never brought it up to them or anyone else. It’s been 

my own personal secret until now.” 

 Adisa shook her head and exhaled slowly. She didn’t know what to make of this 

piece of information. She quickly decided to put it away for the moment. They would 

finish enjoying the reunion festivities, including church service and a picnic the next day; 

then she would address this new issue during the upcoming family therapy session.  

 “Listen, I’ll be here another week. We need to talk some more.” Tammi nodded. 

“I’ll be in touch.” She pushed open the door and ran right into Gabriel. Concern creased 

his face. 

 “Oh babe, you scared the mess out of me!” Adisa clutched her chest and giggled 

slightly. 

 “Are you ok babe? You’ve been gone for a minute, I was getting worried.” He 

glanced at Tammi, noting the somber look on her face. “You good?” 

 “I’m good babe.” She looked at Tammi. “We’re good. Right Tammi?” 

 She nodded slowly. “Right. Just clearing the air.” 

 “Ok. Well, let’s get back in there, everyone is asking about y’all.” The trio went 

back to the ballroom, where the party was still going strong. Adisa had to force herself to 

get back into a celebratory spirit upon returning to their table and seeing her sister; 

looking at Nicara’s face, she could clearly see the strong resemblance to Dr. Stewart. She 

was, in fact, his twin in female form. Needing to settle her nerves, Adisa retrieved a wine 

glass from the crate they brought and poured herself a glass of Moscato. She took a 

healthy swallow as Gabriel eyed her curiously, and her mother-in-law rolled her eyes. 

 “Keep turning that glass up like that you gonna be drunk,” Tara snarled. 

 “That might be the plan,” Adisa retorted, taking another generous swallow and 

refreshing her glass.  

 “Hmph. How are you a school principal and sitting here getting drunk?” 
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 “First of all, I’m on vacation. Second of all, two glasses of wine does not get me 

drunk. And third, who gone check me on it?” Adisa gave Tara a pointed look and 

returned to her glass of wine. Tara’s mouth flew open, and she turned to Gabriel. 

 “Gabriel! You gone sit there and let her talk to me like that?” 

 “Ma, don’t start. Everybody in here has been drinking. We got teachers, doctors, 

lawyers, mayors, and all, and they’re all turnt, drinking and having a good time. You just 

want to start with her.” 

 “Hmph. I don’t know why I thought you’d say anything to her. But you’ll jump 

down my throat over her.” 

 “Ma, I’m not jumping down your throat, and we’re not doing this here, not 

tonight. If you got issue with how we celebrate, then it might be time for you to go 

home.” 

 “Fine. Come on Charles, let’s go. I’ve had enough of them showing off anyway. 

Come on Ashia.” 

 Ashia glanced from her older brother to her sister-in-law. She actually liked 

Adisa, despite her mother’s issues with her. “Ma I think I wanna stay for a while. I’ll get 

Gabe to drop me off.” Tara opened her mouth to protest, but both Gabriel and her brother 

Charles gave her looks that silenced her. She snatched her purse from the table and 

stormed off, with Charles trailing behind. Gabriel shook his head and swallowed the last 

of the brown liquor in his glass. He took Adisa’s hand and squeezed it.  

 “You ok babe?” She nodded and finished the Moscato in her glass. “Something 

on your mind? Besides Ma, I’m not sweating that.” 

 Adisa gave him a slight smile. “We’ll talk later, ok? Let’s enjoy the rest of the 

night.” She stood and extended her hand, leading him to the dance floor. A slow song 

was playing, and it immediately calmed her nerves as he held her tightly, swaying to the 

music. She rested her head on his chest and moved more so to his heartbeat than the song. 

The moment was perfect. 

 The rest of the night passed uneventfully and ended on a high note. Despite the 

big party and late night, they managed to make it to the church service on time. The 

committee decided on Gethsemane Bible Church for their reunion service; the church had 

expanded its facilities over the years and was now sizeable enough to accommodate their 

large gathering. Elder David DeAngelo was still pastor; senior pastor now, as the 

church’s growth warranted the addition of two assistant pastors. Elder DeAngelo’s 

message “Firmly Planted”, taken from Ephesians 6:13, was just what Adisa needed; 

Aimee as well, given the circumstances and the crossroads they now faced. The Spirit 

moved throughout the service and through the congregation and took control, extending 

the worship service by nearly half an hour. When they finally came down off the spiritual 

high, Elder DeAngelo was able to dismiss them, and they could go change and move 

quickly to the Convention Center Fairgrounds for the picnic.  

 The reunion committee’s efforts and attention to detail extended to the picnic 

area. Classmates were appreciative of the sports theme, and the best friends were quite 
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impressed with the setup. There were food stations with carnival fare, party foods, 

barbecue, and the like. There were a number of game stations, carnival games, areas for 

flag football, foot races, and basketball; and tables set up for rounds of spades, dominos, 

and checkers. And of course, there was music and dancing. They were having a blast, and 

after a couple of hours, they had to sit down for a break. 

 “Whew Lawd!” Nina exclaimed as they sat down at one of the picnic tables. “I 

must be getting old. I’m worn out and we haven’t made it through half the stuff they got 

out here.” 

 “It’s the recuperation, baby,” Dedrick replied. “It was almost four this morning 

when we went to bed and had to be at church at 10.” 

 “What you say bruh,” Taye chimed in. “Good thing Elder DeAngelo can preach, 

‘cause I was getting sleepy in church.” 

 “Getting sleepy? Bae, I had to elbow you one time ‘cause you was going in,” 

Aimee laughed. 

 “I wasn’t sleep, I was meditating,” Taye retorted, laughing.  

 “Well I’m not gonna lie, I nodded off a couple of times,” Adisa confessed. 

 “What time did you go to sleep?” Gabriel asked. “I turned over one time and you 

were still up.” 

 Adisa shrugged. “I don’t know. It was a quarter to five last time I looked at the 

clock.” 

 Gabriel gazed at his wife and was about to say more, when Tammi approached 

their table. Her walk was missing its usual bounce, and they wondered what was going on 

with her. 

 “Hey classmates, are you all enjoying everything?” Her smile seemed strained, 

her eyes dull, and her voice didn’t have its normal lilt. They all nodded and voiced their 

satisfaction, wondering why Tammi didn’t seem like Tammi. She turned to Adisa. “Can I 

talk to you for a second?” 

 “Yeah, sure.” She stood, giving her husband and best friends a speculating look 

and slight shrug before walking over to a tree with Tammi, out of earshot.  

 “Listen, I know you said we’d talk later, and you’d be in touch, but I’ve been 

wrestling with something since we talked at the reunion. Actually it’s something I’ve 

wrestled with since the end of our senior year. I thought a lot about what you said about 

letting go and moving forward, and I really need to talk to you about something. Are you 

free tomorrow?” 

 Adisa studied Tammi carefully. She was different today, sad, and sincere. “Well, I 

have a couple of meetings tomorrow, one in the morning and one in the evening. I may 

have some time after lunch. What’s it about?” 

 Tammi shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I really don’t want to go 

into it here, now. It’s pretty deep and heavy, and I don’t want to spoil the day. Let’s just 

say I have the answer to an old question.” 
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 “Ok. Well, why don’t we meet at one o’clock? We’re staying at the Bed & 

Breakfast, if you want to meet there.” 

 “That’s fine. I’ll see you there, thanks.” Tammi walked away, and Adisa returned 

to their table. 

 “So what was that all about?” Gabriel queried. 

 “She wants to meet with me tomorrow, says she has something important to talk 

to me about.” 

 “She was acting strange, don’t you think?” Aimee spoke up. “She wasn’t her 

normal over-the-top self.” 

 “Yeah.” Adisa stared at her folded hands. Gabriel knew his wife well enough to 

know that something was troubling her, and he had to know what it was. 

 “Baby?” He rubbed her shoulder. “What’s going on? You’ve been acting strange 

since the reunion, after you went and talked to Tammi. What happened?” 

 Adisa looked at her husband and their best friends. They didn’t keep secrets from 

each other, she knew she could trust them with anything. She took a deep breath and 

exhaled slowly. “So, when we went out to talk, I wanted to know why she’d hated me so 

much all these years. Turns out, her parents almost got divorced because her dad was 

cheating. Her mom found out, got into it with the side chick, it was a big mess. He 

eventually went broke having to pacify her mom and keep the side chick from going 

public.” 

 Dedrick rubbed his chin. “Dang that’s messed up. But what did that have to do 

with you?” 

 She chuckled slightly. “Her dad was cheating with my mom.” 

 Nina choked on her beer. “You say what now?” 

 Adisa nodded her confirmation. “Yep. They messed around for a long time, when 

we were in middle school. Tammi hated me because my mom almost broke them up, 

caused a big mess for them.” 

 They stared at each other in wide-eyed shock. Gabriel shook his head in disbelief. 

“Babe that is crazy.” 

 “Beyond crazy,” Aimee agreed. “But why be mad at you? You didn’t have 

anything to do with that.” 

 “That’s exactly what I told her. I was like, we were children, they were they 

adults. They made those choices and we had nothing to do with it.” 

 “Wow. She’s been pissed at you all this time over that. That’s crazy yo,” Taye 

shook his head and took a deep swallow of his beer.  

 “Real crazy, and I had no clue back then. Her telling me about it last night was 

my first knowledge of it.” 

 “Well, at least y’all got that out in the open and y’all can move on,” Gabriel said. 

 “Yeah, sort of. Even though we have a walking, breathing reminder of the affair.” 

 “What you mean?” Nina asked. 
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 “Turns out, my mother got pregnant by her dad. Tammi informed me of that fact, 

and the fact that she and I share a sister.” 

 The friends exchanged glances. Gabriel spoke. “You mean- 

 “Uh-huh. Tammi’s dad, the good old doc, is Nicara’s father.” 

 The group let out a collective gasp, shocked at this piece of information. They sat 

in stunned silence for several minutes, until Aimee cleared her throat and spoke. “Best 

friend! That must have thrown you for a loop. I’m floored.” 

 “Girl, I’m still trying to process it. But when I came back in and looked at her, 

and looked over at him, I knew it was true. She is that man’s female twin.” 

 “You know what, now that you say that, she really is. She looks more like him 

than Tammi does,” Nina chimed in. 

 “Her and Tammi got the same eyes though,” Aimee stated.  

 “Yeah,” Adisa agreed. “I couldn’t put my finger on it before, but I knew it was 

something familiar in Tammi, now I know.” 

 “Does Nicara know?” Gabriel asked. 

 “I don’t think so,” Adisa replied. “Tammi said she’s never spoken to Nicara. I 

doubt seriously if Stephanie ever told her. She never talked to either one of us about our 

dads.” 

 “You don’t know who your dad is?” Dedrick inquired. 

 “Nope. I asked her about him one time when I was little, and she told me to get 

the hell outta her business and outta her face.” 

 Gabriel shook his head. “Her business? So she didn’t think it was important, 

necessary, for you to know who your father is?” 

 “Apparently not. She may not know who he is.” She shrugged helplessly and 

fiddled with her empty drinking cup. She glanced up to find five pairs of eyes staring at 

her in disbelief at her statement. “What? I’m just saying.” 

 “She was real young when she had you, right?” Aimee asked. 

 “Yeah, 14.” 

 “Girl she probably knows, she’s just ashamed to say,” she replied. “Not too many 

14 year olds are out there thottin’ around all random. Most likely she got caught up in 

something.” 

 “Well, I plan on finding out tomorrow. I’ve spent my whole life wandering and 

wondering, and I’m done. She’s gonna give me some answers.” 

 “She owes you that much,” Taye agreed. “Wait, how did Tammi find all this out? 

I know Fred and Lynda didn’t just volunteer that kinda info.” 

 Adisa chuckled slightly. “Nah. She said she overheard conversations and 

arguments. The only thing they told her later on down the line, by the time she got to 

college, is that she needed to take over managing the practice because of the economy 

and bad business decisions. But she knew the real reason, that he was in deep financial 

trouble trying to keep his wife and his side piece happy and quiet. They don’t know that 

she knows the truth.” 
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 “Wow, that’s crazy babe,” Gabriel said. “Do you think you wanna tell Nicara?” 

 “I don’t know baby, I’m torn. Maybe I’ll be able to figure it out after our session 

tomorrow.” 

 “Yeah. Well, you know I support you in whatever you decide.” He rubbed her 

shoulder gently and kissed her cheek. “In the meantime, try to put it out of your mind and 

let’s enjoy the rest of the picnic.” Adisa nodded her agreement, and they continued their 

rounds of the picnic activities. The rest of the afternoon and evening was spent in fun and 

friendly competition with their classmates, playing games, eating their fill, and dancing. 

As the last glimmer of sunlight slipped below the horizon, the classmates reluctantly 

began to break things down and clean up. It was a slow process, as no one wanted to 

leave. They eventually finished, and the classmates said their good-byes. The best friends 

went straight back to their rooms at the Bed & Breakfast and crashed, exhausted from 

their weekend festivities. 

 After a much needed full night’s sleep, Adisa woke up early in anticipation of her 

session with Dr. Brooks and her mother. She called Nicara to wake her and have her get 

ready, then she showered and got dressed, trying not to wake Gabriel because he would 

want to go with her. He woke up just as she was putting on her shoes. 

 “Baby? You’re heading out already?” 

 “Yeah baby, I wanted to have breakfast before we head over to Dr. Brooks’ 

office.” 

 “You want me to go with you, to your session? I can be ready in 10 minutes.” He 

jumped out of bed and headed for the bathroom.  

 “Babe? I was thinking maybe it should be just me and Nicara. You know, kind of 

a girls’ thing. We have a lot to hash out.” 

 “You sure you’re gonna be ok?” 

 “I’ll be fine. And I promise, I’ll fill you in on every detail.” 

 “Ok, if you’re sure.” 

 “I’m sure baby. You wanna have breakfast with us before we go?” 

 “Yeah, let me get dressed.” He took a quick shower and by the time he was 

dressed, Nicara was knocking on their door. They went downstairs for breakfast, then 

Adisa and Nicara left for their therapy session. 

 They arrived at Dr. Brooks’ office 15 minutes ahead of their 10 a.m. appointment 

time. Stephanie had not arrived yet; Adisa wondered if she would back out of the session. 

Ten minutes passed, and finally, the door opened and Stephanie shuffled in slowly. They 

sat in silence until Dr. Brooks came out to call them back. Her office was spacious and 

light, warm and inviting. To one side, near the window, four chairs were arranged around 

a small round table. Dr. Brooks sat with her back to the window with Adisa and Nicara 

on either side of her, and Stephanie across from her. Dr. Brooks scribbled on her pad 

quickly, then spoke. 

 “All right ladies, good morning, I’m so glad you all made it. So today, we’re here 

to continue our previous discussion about your family history, your family dynamic, and 
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how we can begin the process of healing from past trauma, okay?” They nodded. “Great. 

Miss Scott, let’s start with you today, okay? We have some background on what life was 

like for your daughters, but I’d like to get more of your perspective. Tell me about your 

life growing up.” 

 Stephanie had been fiddling with her hands, until Dr. Brooks requested to hear 

from her. She looked up, eyes wide in surprise. Dr. Brooks was smiling at her, and Adisa 

and Nicara watched her expectantly. Was this woman serious? She cleared her throat 

nervously. 

 “What does how I grew up have to do with anything? That’s the past.”  

 “It’s actually very relevant, Miss Scott. You’re working towards healing, and to 

do that effectively, you have to understand and work through your past. We need to 

understand why things developed the way they did with your daughters.” 

 Stephanie shrugged. “I told you before, I raised them the way I was raised.” 

 “And how were you raised? What was your home environment like? Did you 

have both parents, how were you disciplined? What was your experience?” 

 “You shole ask a lot of nosey questions lady.” Stephanie sat back in her chair and 

rolled her eyes. “What do you care anyway?” 

 “I make it my business to care, Miss Scott. I’m here to help you.” 

 “Pssh. Yeah, right.” 

 Dr. Brooks put her pen down and leaned onto the table, hands clasped. “Miss 

Scott, do you know why I do what I do?” 

 Stephanie’s eyes rolled again. “To get paid, what else.” 

 Dr. Brooks chuckled. “That’s a given; my bills do need to get paid. But I could 

have gone into any line of work to get a paycheck. The post office, the grocery store, 

managing someone’s fast food franchise. But I wanted to do more than just clock in and 

get paid. I wanted to make a difference, I wanted to help people. You know why I wanted 

to help people?” 

 Stephanie gave Dr. Brooks an empty look. “No,” she replied flatly. 

 “Because someone helped me. I believe I mentioned before, I got pregnant at 16. 

My saved and holy parents sent me away so I wouldn’t shame them. The aunt they sent 

me to live with wasn’t much better, she gave me grief every day about it. When I had my 

baby, I was determined that she wouldn’t grow up in a house where so-called family 

made you feel less than just for existing. So I pushed myself so that I could get into my 

own as soon as I graduated. But it wasn’t easy. I had school, a part-time job, and a 

daughter to raise, on top of surviving in my aunt’s house until I could get my own. 

Thankfully, besides good friends, I had a teacher in high school who cared and who 

believed in me and encouraged me. She told me I had a purpose, and it was bigger than 

my current situation. She did so much for me, gave me money when I needed it, fed me 

and my baby when we needed it. All so I could keep pushing and make something of 

myself. Because of her, I decided to become a family therapist so I could help families 

like yours heal. I help because I was helped. That’s why I do what I do.” 
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 Adisa smiled, and her heart leaped. Everything Dr. Brooks said mirrored her own 

life and thoughts and confirmed that they were in the right place. Nicara sat attentively, 

fascinated and inspired. Even Stephanie’s posture and demeanor changed upon hearing 

Dr. Brooks’ story. Her words had their intended effect, as Stephanie’s attitude softened. 

They sat quietly for a few minutes, until Stephanie finally spoke. 

 “It was hell. Growing up for me, was hell.” Her voice was low and even, void of 

emotion. “My daddy was a horrible, evil man. He beat the hell out of all of us, especially 

my mama, especially if she defied him. Us kids got beat for any and every little thing.” 

 “Us kids? So you have siblings?” Dr. Brooks asked. 

 “Yeah. A brother and a sister.” 

 Adisa glanced at Nicara, then at Dr. Brooks. This was news to her; during her 

childhood, Stephanie had never spoken of any family at all. Hearing that they were 

abused opened the door to some understanding of what she went through and why she 

was so angry all the time. 

 Dr. Brooks made some notes. “Are they older than you?” 

 “Yeah. My brother is the oldest, then my sister, then me. We tried to protect each 

other from him, but it was hard. One time, my brother was supposed to be helping him 

with some chores. He was carrying some wood my daddy had chopped and he couldn’t 

see where he was walking. He tripped and dropped all the wood, and when he fell on it he 

scarred up his arm and head real bad, he was bleeding and everything. My daddy grabbed 

a tree limb he had just cut and started hitting my brother with it, cussing him out for 

dropping the wood. Mama came running out to help my brother ‘cause he was bleeding 

bad, and my daddy pushed her down, told her to get out the way. Mama tried again to get 

to my brother ‘cause he was so bloody. My daddy hit her across the head with the tree 

limb, knocked her out and put a big gash on her forehead. My brother passed out too. Me 

and my sister watched it all from the window, we thought they was gonna die.” Stephanie 

dropped her head and began to fiddle with her hands again, visibly shaken at the 

memories she recounted. Dr. Brooks glanced at Nicara, who was near tears, and Adisa, 

who sat with her head down and her hand on her chest. Things were making sense now. 

 “How old were you when this happened, Miss Scott?” 

 “Around six, I think. My sister was like 14 and my brother was 15.” She sighed 

slowly. “And can you call me Stephanie? ‘Miss Scott’ makes me feel older than I already 

do.” 

 “All right, Stephanie. Were you and your sister beaten like that as well?” 

 “Yeah, only we got hit with belts mostly. The worst thing I got hit with was a 

bamboo stick, and my sister got hit with a steel-toe boot.” 

 “Mercy. That must have been so horrific for you girls.” 

 “Yep. I don’t know about my sister, but I used to wish I was a boy like my 

brother.” 

 Dr. Brooks stopped writing. “Why is that, Stephanie?” 

 “ ‘Cause he never did to my brother what he did to us.” 
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 Dr. Brooks swallowed hard. “And what was that? Can you talk about it?” 

 Stephanie gazed past Dr. Brooks’ head, staring out of the window at the sky. It 

was amazingly clear that day. “He used to come in our room at night. He’d pull back the 

covers and raise up our night gowns and touch on us.” Adisa put her hand to her mouth to 

stifle a gasp; Nicara’s eyes widened in shock. Stephanie continued. “We didn’t know 

what was going on, we didn’t know why. At first it was just touching and rubbing. After 

a while he started putting his fingers in us. And it hurt.” 

 At this point, Nicara became visibly upset. She jumped up and ran from the room. 

Adisa got up to follow, but Dr. Brooks grabbed her hand. “I’ll go get her settled.” She left 

to go after her, leaving Adisa and Stephanie to sit in silence until she returned. She came 

back after about five minutes. 

 “She’s calm, she’s sitting with my assistant right now. I told her she’s free to 

return if she feels comfortable.” Adisa nodded. “Stephanie, please continue.” 

 Stephanie took a deep breath. “The older we got, the more he did it. One night, 

Mama came in and caught him. She screamed at him, ‘what the hell you doing to them 

girls?’ and he was like, ‘mind your damn business. They growing up and they gettin’ fass 

and I’m making sho they ain’t foolin’ with no boys. Now get the hell on outta here and 

let me take care of this.’ And she did. She never said nothing to him ever again about 

what he was doing to us.” Stephanie shook her head. “She knew what he was doing and 

she never said a word. So he got bold with it, even during the day. We could be cleaning 

the house or anything, and he’d just come in and holler ‘come here gals let me check 

you’. And we didn’t dare disobey or we’d get beat. So we’d go to him and he’d raise our 

dress right there and pull down our underwear and do it to us right there. Right in front of 

her. And she wouldn’t say anything, just turn her back. One time my brother walked in 

and caught him and tried to make him stop. He pushed him, and my daddy grabbed a 

chair and broke it across his back, knocked him unconscious. And he wouldn’t let Mama 

call for anybody. Made us let him finish what he was doing to us while my brother laid 

there on the floor. When he got through and left to go back to work, we were able to put 

cold towels on him and Mama got the smelling salts out the cabinet, and he finally woke 

up. And he was pissed. But he was as afraid of our daddy as we were.” 

 Adisa fought back tears as Dr. Brooks made notes, with her hand shaking. 

“Stephanie, I am so sorry that you went through such horrors. You had a horrifically 

abusive childhood. How did you all survive?” 

 “We held on to each other. When our daddy was gone, things were okay. Mama 

didn’t show us much affection at all though, so we had to make it without it. Then things 

started to get worse.” 

 “Worse?” Dr. Brooks exclaimed, in spite of herself. She was trying to remain 

professional and emotionally detached, but that was a difficult task as this story unfolded. 

 “Mm hmm. My sister got pregnant when she was 15. Pissed our daddy off.” 

 “So she had a boyfriend, a secret one maybe?” 
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 “Nope, that’s the thing. I was seven years old, so I didn’t know a lot of what was 

going on. But I know one day, this white boy that we knew came by the house looking 

for her. They sent her with him, told her to go because he had something for her. They 

were gone for a while. When she came back, she was acting funny, and walking funny. 

Next thing we know, her belly was getting big. Our daddy was mad. After she had the 

baby, he got even more bold with his stuff. He started letting his friends come and mess 

around with us. They’d touch on me and stuff and make me touch them. They had sex 

with her. Right there in the room with me.” 

 Adisa’s legs began to tremble involuntarily beneath the table, which Dr. Brooks 

noticed. She leaned over to her and whispered, “Are you ok? Do you need to step out?” 

Adisa shook her head and whispered back, “I’m ok.” Dr. Brooks turned her attention 

back to Stephanie. “Stephanie, are you okay right now? Do you need a break?” 

 “No, I’m fine.” She couldn’t explain it, but the more she shared, the lighter she 

felt. And she hadn’t felt light ever in her life. “Might as well finish. So that went on for a 

while, then she got pregnant again. After she had the baby he brought in liquor, drugs, 

and women.” 

 Dr. Brooks dropped her pen. “Women?” 

 “Yeah. He liked to watch women have sex with us. Sometimes it would be a 

whole group in there on us.” 

 Dr. Brooks nodded slowly. “And where was your mother at this point, when these 

things were going on?” 

 “She was trying to stay out of the way. When he would get drunk, he’d make her 

come watch. Sometimes he’d try to make her participate. He tried to make our brother 

join in too. Told him he was grown now and he needed to ‘get him some’. One night he 

had some women there and he told them to go get him and don’t take ‘no’ for an answer. 

And they did, they tied him to the bed and had sex with him. He was like 18 I think.” 

 Adisa and Dr. Brooks exchanged incredulous looks. Could this story get any 

worse? 

 Stephanie continued. “One night he got drunk out of his mind and had his friends 

over, men and women. It got wild, like really wild. Everybody was having sex 

everywhere, and they had us right in the mix. Mama was trying to tend to the babies, but 

he didn’t care. He dragged her in there and tried to have sex with her in front of 

everybody. She fought him, telling him she had to get the babies. He wasn’t hearing it or 

having it. He pushed her down and raped her right there, then he started beating her. She 

broke free and ran and he went after her. She grabbed his rifle and fired a shot. He 

snatched it from her and beat her with it, broke it across her head. My brother and sister 

tried to help, and he was fighting them hard. The friends were coming for them too, they 

had to grab knives and brooms and mops and whatever else they could find to fight with. 

My brother yelled for me to go, to get out of the house. And I did. I was scared and I ran. 

And I never saw him again.” 

 “You never saw your brother again?” Dr. Brooks asked. 
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 “Nope, not since that night.” 

 “What happened to him?” 

 Stephanie shrugged. “I don’t know. My brother just disappeared. I found out 

years later that the same night that all this happened, our daddy got shot. I don’t know 

what went down.” She shrugged again. 

 “So, through all the years the abuse occurred, no one knew?” 

 “Nope. We were too scared to tell, and Mama didn’t talk to people like that. She 

had one friend, but our daddy didn’t like her, didn’t want her around. So they only saw 

each other at work, at the family’s house who owned the land. I don’t know if she ever 

told her anything. And the people he hung around, the ones that took part, were the only 

other ones that knew.” 

 “Ok. So you ran from the house that night. Where did you go? Did you go back?” 

 “I hid in the woods not too far from the house. I didn’t know anywhere else to go. 

When daylight came I tried to make my way back but I got lost. After a while I found the 

road and a lady came along and took me back to the house.” 

 “Mm hmm. So how were things in the home after that?” 

 Stephanie shrugged. “Ok I guess, I mean, we weren’t getting beat and raped every 

day at least. It was still hard though. My sister kept having babies and it was hard taking 

care of ‘em. She didn’t care anything about ‘em. Mama didn’t either. So Mama’s friend 

and her son stepped in and did what they could.” 

 “And how did all that affect you?” 

 “Pssh. How do you think? At 10 years old I’m helping take care of four babies 

‘cause they mama nor grandma gave a damn about ‘em. And nobody gave a damn about 

me. I was failing school, mama was always on my back about something. I got tired of it. 

Then some man she was messing with starts coming around, and apparently he had a 

thing for young girls. I wasn’t going through that again. So one night they passed out 

drunk, and I left. And this time I didn’t go back.”  

 “So you’ve not seen your mother or sister since you were 10?” 

 “I saw my mother one time when I was 12, at a corner store. I was trying to avoid 

her but she spotted me. I tried to walk past her but she stood in front of the door. She just 

stared at me for a minute, then she was like, “I thought that was you, ya little ugly 

waynche.” Then she walked out of the store, drinking her beer. I haven’t seen my sister at 

all.” 

 “I see.” Dr. Brooks sat thoughtfully, making notes. “Stephanie, you have been 

through some serious trauma. And unfortunately, that trauma trickled down to your 

daughters through you, and it has damaged them. Do you understand that?” 

 Stephanie looked at Adisa fully for the first time since they’d started the session. 

She couldn’t get over how glamorous she looked now. She nodded in response to Dr. 

Brooks’ question. “I didn’t know nothing else,” she whispered. 

 “That’s very true,” Dr. Brooks replied. “You experienced nothing but abuse for 

the first what, eight to ten years of your life? You’ve been traumatized physically, 
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mentally, emotionally, and socially. Now, you can’t undo what’s been done, but you can 

begin the work of healing and moving forward.” 

 Stephanie shook her head slowly and studied her weathered hands. “I don’t know 

how to do that,” she replied slowly. 

 “That’s why I’m here, to guide you through the process. But it will only work if 

you’re willing to acknowledge things, own your mess, and do the work. Are you 

willing?” 

 She studied Adisa again, then shifted her gaze to Nicara, who finally came back to 

the session, somewhat hesitantly. She dropped her head and nodded slowly. Guilt and 

shame crept up her spine and clutched her neck in a vise grip. Dr. Brooks was excellent at 

her job, keenly astute; she knew immediately from her body language what Stephanie 

was feeling and experiencing in that moment. 

 “That’s good, Stephanie. And an important first step is to not bow down to what 

you’re going through. We have all been through and done things that we’re not proud of, 

but you have to push past the shame and the guilt in order to heal. You begin by sitting up 

straight with your shoulders back and your head up. Assume a posture and position of 

strength so that you can take back your power. You see, all those years that you father 

abused you all, he took that from you. It’s time to take it back through healing.” 

 Stephanie had seen and heard people talk like Dr. Brooks on tv, talk shows and 

reality shows. She never figured on hearing those kinds of words in real life, and 

definitely not directed to her. Dr. Brooks’ words were powerful, making her feel 

differently, making her think. She straightened up in her chair and looked directly at each 

one of them. Instead of the judgement and hostility she expected to see on her daughters’ 

faces, she saw what looked like sympathy.  

 “There. Doesn’t that just feel better?” Dr. Brooks asked. Stephanie nodded. “And 

that’s the other thing. Part of reclaiming your power is being able to verbalize your 

thoughts and feelings. You’re taking back your power and your voice. Speak what you’re 

thinking. I know you can do it, you’ve shown that in being able to tell us just now about 

all the horrific things your father did to you. Now, don’t you feel just a little bit better?” 

 “Yeah, I guess,” Stephanie replied slowly. 

 “Good. And let me just make you aware, this will not be easy. Healing is not 

instant or overnight. It is an intense and ongoing process. Some days, you’ll feel on top of 

the world, and some days you will feel as though you’ve taken ten steps backwards. 

Know that it’s all part of the process. Like healing from a broken bone. It seems like the 

cast will never come off, and when it does, your limb is weak. Then you finally regain 

strength and use, but sometimes pain will set in. But you keep at it, the healing is there. 

Understand?” The trio nodded. “Good. I think we’ve made excellent progress today. 

Nicara, is there anything you want to address or say?” Nicara shook her head. “Ok Adisa, 

how about you?”  
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 Adisa started to decline commenting as well, but she felt led to say something. 

She looked Stephanie directly in her eyes. “I just wanted to say I appreciate you sharing 

what you went through. I know it took a lot.”  

 Stephanie nodded. She caught Dr. Brooks’ gaze and remembered what she said 

about verbalizing. “Yeah it did. Thanks,” she replied. Dr. Brooks nodded in approval, 

making notes on her pad. 

 “Well ladies, on that note, I think we can adjourn. What do think, maybe one or 

two more in-person sessions this week before you leave, Adisa?” 

 “Yes, I think that’s doable. Mornings like this one will be fine.” 

 “Great, I’ll have my receptionist contact you. It’s been a pleasure ladies, I’ll see 

you later in the week.” The trio left the office without further conversation. Adisa and 

Nicara returned to the Bed & Breakfast; emotionally worn from Stephanie’s revelations, 

Nicara went straight to her room to lie down. Adisa entered hers and Gabriel’s room to 

find him watching tv and waiting for her. As soon as she laid eyes on him, before he 

could ask about the session, she fell into his arms and wept bitterly. He held her tightly 

and rocked her gently, allowing her to cry as long as she needed. After nearly half an 

hour, the tears and sobs finally began to subside, and she was able to breathe normally. 

 “You ok baby?” Gabriel asked. 

 She nodded. “Yeah.” 

 “Let me get you something.” He got up and went over to the kitchenette and 

returned with a steaming cup of chamomile tea. She sipped it slowly, grateful for the 

warmth and the calming effect of the liquid; and even more so for the husband who loved 

her and served her needs without question.  

 “That must have been a helluva session baby,” Gabriel said, sliding back into 

place beside her on the bed. “Did she lay into you that hard?” 

 “No, actually she didn’t come at me at all. Dr. Brooks managed to get her to open 

up about her life growing up, and that ish was heavy.” 

 “Word? So what did you find out?” 

 “Brace yourself, ‘cause it’s wild.” She took another sip of her tea, then proceeded 

to recount Stephanie’s story of her childhood abuse at the hands of her father. When she 

finished, she was near tears again. 

 Gabriel leaned back against the headboard and pulled her close. “Wow baby, 

that’s beyond disturbing. I can’t imagine going through something like that.” 

 “Yeah. Now I get it, I get why she’s been hell, because she lived in hell growing 

up.” Adisa shook her head and finished her tea. 

 “Yeah. So did y’all talk about anything else? Did you get around to who Nicara’s 

dad is, and who yours is?” 

 “No, we ran out of time. We’re gonna get in at least one more session in person 

before we leave, hopefully we can address that then. I’m interested to hear her side of 

what went down with our fathers.” 
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 Gabriel nodded thoughtfully and was about to say something, when Adisa’s 

phone buzzed. She checked the notification; it was Tammi, waiting for her downstairs. 

She sighed and sat up. 

 “What’s wrong baby?” 

 “Nothing, I didn’t realize what time it was. Tammi’s downstairs waiting.” 

 “Oh. Are you sure you’re up for it? That session took something out of you.” 

 “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’m sure it won’t be nearly as emotional as our session. I’ll be 

back in a little bit.” She kissed him and headed downstairs. Tammi was seated at a table 

in the dining room, sipping iced tea. 

 “Hey Tammi, I’m sorry I’m late.” 

 Tammi looked up and smiled faintly. “It’s ok, I haven’t been here long.” 

 “Oh, ok. So what did you want to see me about? You said you had the answer to 

an old question.” 

 Tammi fiddled with her straw, trying to get her words together. “I do. First, I want 

to apologize to you.” 

 Adisa had just taken a drink of her water and nearly choked at Tammi’s words. 

“Really?” 

 “Yes. I’ve thought so much about everything you said at the reunion. And after 

telling you everything, I realized I owe you an apology for the way I treated you in 

school. You were absolutely right, I blamed you and I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.” 

 “Thank you, Tammi. That means a lot.” 

 “I owe you an apology for something else too. Something you may not forgive me 

for.” 

 “What do you mean? What is it?” 

 Tammi took a generous swallow of her tea. She had no idea how Adisa would 

react to what she had to say, so she braced herself just in case. 

 “I hate to bring up painful memories, but it’s about when you ended up in the 

hospital our senior year.” 

 Adisa took a deep breath. It had been ten years, but to think of that time made it 

feel like it had just happened. “Ok. What about it?” 

 “Well, I felt bad when they came to homeroom and told us what happened. Then 

when I found out that it was your mom who did it, and I realized why, I felt horrible.” 

 “You know why she did it?” 

 “Yeah, she snapped because you snuck and went to prom.” 

 Adisa was surprised. She knew that none of her best friends would reveal that fact 

to Tammi nor discuss it with anyone else. So how did she know? 

 Tammi seemed to read her thoughts. “I found out through my dad.” 

 “Your dad?” 

 “Yeah. She called him when she was trying to make bail. She thought he would 

help her get out but he didn’t. I heard him say she could stay locked up, he was glad to be 

rid of her.” 
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 Adisa shook her head. “Wow. But wait, I don’t get it. What question was that 

supposed to answer?” 

 Now Tammi took a deep breath. “It was my fault.” 

 “Huh?” 

 “I’m the reason she found out you went to prom.” 

 Adisa exhaled. “I don’t understand. Explain.” 

 “I already had it in for you. When you won prom queen, I was furious. My 

parents were expecting me to win, they had been bragging about it for a whole month 

before prom. So when I got home with no crown, no sash, no robe, no nothing, they 

wanted to know why. So I told them. I told them you won, that somehow you managed to 

steal the crown that should have been mine. I thought they would go to the school and 

make some demands and pull some strings and get that crown back for me and make you 

miserable in the process. I had no idea that my dad would say something to your mom 

about it.” 

 Adisa grit her teeth. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Tammi. Are you 

serious?” 

 Tammi’s face fell, even though she fully expected Adisa to be angry. “Adisa, I am 

so sorry. I had no idea he would do that. Like I said, I thought they would go to the 

school, and that would be it. But my dad went off on your mom about it. None of us 

knew that she didn’t know you’d went to prom. I had no idea, I am so, so sorry.” 

 Adisa stood up to leave, but her anger got the better of her in that moment. “Save 

your sorry Tammi. Do you have any idea what you caused?!? Because of you, I ended up 

in the hospital for a week! My mother ended up in jail for four years! She lost custody of 

both of us and my sister almost ended up in the system. My mother is in a shelter now 

because she can’t get a job or a place to live! What the hell were you thinking?” 

 Tears rolled down Tammi’s cheeks and pooled around her lips. “I wasn’t,” she 

half whispered. “Not about anyone but myself. I never meant for anything like that to 

happen to you, I swear I didn’t, believe me. I didn’t think it would get that bad. I’m 

sorry.” 

 “Well it did.” Adisa leaned in close, almost nose to nose with Tammi, pointing to 

the permanent scar along the side of her eye. “You see this? This is how bad it got. This 

scar is never going away. I have to see it every time I look in the mirror. Thank God I 

didn’t lose my vision. Ugh! I cannot believe you! I always knew you were spoiled and 

selfish, but this was low, even for you.” Her voice rose in anger. “You cost me and 

Nicara way too much. So you can save your sorry. You ruined too many lives for a 

‘sorry’ to mean anything to me!” Without thinking, she grabbed her glass of water, tossed 

it in Tammi’s face, and stormed off, leaving Tammi soaked and in tears. 

  



22 
 

 

Chapter 2 

Forgive WHO? 

 

 

 Adisa stormed back into their room, slamming the door and throwing her purse 

onto the bed so hard that it bounced off and landed on the floor. Gabriel, who had dozed 

off in bed watching tv, leaped up, thoroughly startled.  

 “Bae? What’s wrong? Are you ok?” 

 “Hell no, I’m not ok!” She snapped. She pushed past him and marched over to the 

mini-bar. Yanking the door open, she grabbed two of the sample-size bottles of wine, 

cracked one open, and downed it in one gulp. She paused briefly before taking opening 

the second bottle, downing it, and plopping down in the armchair, breathing heavily. 

Gabriel kneeled in front of her and gently took her hands in his.  

 “Baby. What happened?” 

 She grunted, sighing in disgust and rolling her eyes. “That waynche almost cost 

me my life,” she growled through clenched teeth. 

 Gabriel sat back on his heels. “What?? What happened down there? I knew I 

should have come with you.” He shook his head, frowning. 

 Adisa gave him a blank look. “No babe. I’m talking about back in high school. 

Tammi was the reason Stephanie found out I went to prom. She’s the reason I got sent to 

the hospital.” 

 “What?? Are you serious??” 

 “Yeah. She confessed. She was pissed because she didn’t win prom queen. Went 

home whining to her parents, and her dad snapped on Stephanie about it. And the rest, of 

course, is history.” 

 Gabriel stood. “Wow. That’s freaking crazy.” 

 “It’s beyond crazy, it’s reprehensible. And I am livid.” 

 “Yeah, I know babe, I understand. I get it. Did she say anything else, did she at 

least apologize to you?” 

 “Pssh. Yeah, she gave this half-ass apology, complete with crocodile tears. But 

like I told her, with the damage she caused, ‘sorry’ means nothing to me.” 

 Gabriel stroked his chin, thinking carefully as he studied his wife’s countenance. 

Anger distorted her beautiful, delicate features, which had him worried about her state of 

mind. She was already triggered, and he didn’t want to make things worse. He knelt in 

front of her again and took her hands in his. 

 “Do you want to talk about it?” 

 She gave her husband another blank look. “Talk about what? What is there to say 

behind this?” 

 “Baby, I know this has brought up some bad memories for you, and I know 

finding out that Tammi was responsible has made you angry. You have every right to be. 
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But you can’t just let it sit and fester. You need to get it off your chest and make peace 

with it.” 

 “How? How do I make peace with the fact that this trick who has hated me all 

through school for something I had nothing to do with, willfully got me assaulted? Tell 

me, how do I do that?”  

 “I mean, I don’t know all the specifics of how, but I know you have to talk it out 

and get it off your chest so you can let it go.” 

 “Let it go??” Adisa yelled, startling Gabriel. She snatched her hands away and 

stood. “How the hell am I supposed to let this go?? She practically set me up to be 

assaulted!” She paced back and forth angrily, arms folded. “Let it go. Hmph. I guess next 

you’ll expect me to forgive her??” 

 Gabriel took a deep breath and exhaled slowly as he got to his feet. “That would 

be the eventual goal,” he replied. 

 “Are you kidding me?? Are you really serious right now?? Forgive her?? I don’t 

think so. As far as I’m concerned Tammi can fall off the face of the Earth!” 

 “Babe, I know you’re upset- 

 “No, you don’t know! I’m past upset, I’m pissed! And you, having the nerve to 

say I should forgive her, is pissing me off even more!!” 

 Gabriel opened his mouth to reply, then decided against a response. He grabbed 

his wallet from the nightstand and headed for the door. 

 “Where are you going?!” 

 He turned and gazed at her for a moment before answering. “Downstairs to the 

dining room. I think maybe you need some time to think and cool off.” He left the room 

before she could reply, leaving her frustrated and fuming. She plopped down on the bed 

with her head in her hands. Her exhaustion got the better of her and she dozed off. A half 

hour later she was awakened by a knock at the door. Figuring Gabriel had forgotten his 

room key, she ambled to the door opened it. Instead of her husband, it was her besties, 

Aimee and Nina, both looking disturbed. 

 “Girl, I know you know not to just be randomly opening your room door without 

seeing who it is.” Aimee stood with her hands on her hips. She and Nina walked past 

Adisa and sat on the bed. 

 “I thought it was Gabe, I figured he forgot his room key.” She returned to the bed, 

grabbing a pillow and clutching it to her chest. 

 “He didn’t forget his key,” Aimee replied. 

 “You saw him?” 

 “Yeah, he was in the dining room sitting at the bar. We saw him when we came 

back from the store.” 

 “At the bar?” Gabriel only drank socially; she figured he must have been pretty 

upset to be sitting at the bar. “You talked to him?” 

 “We did,” Nina spoke up.  
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 “So I guess he told you what happened? The session with Stephanie, and what 

happened with Tammi?” 

 “Yeah, he gave us the run down,” Aimee replied. “That’s why we came up, to 

check on you and fill in the blanks.” 

 Adisa clutched the pillow tighter. “This has been too much for one day. Finding 

out about Stephanie’s life, then finding out what Tammi did. And having an argument 

with him. Well, a one-sided argument.” 

 “Tell us what happened. Then we’re gonna fix this,” Nina stated. 

 Adisa stared at her. “Fix what?” 

 “You and your husband, for starters,” Aimee answered. “Then we’re gonna get 

you on the road to healing from all this trauma that just got dumped in your lap.” 

  Adisa sighed. “You want me to rehash all that again?” 

 “Yep. You’re not gonna sit here and stew in that mess. Spill it.” 

 She sighed again, then slowly began recounting what she’d learned about her 

mother, and the revelation she’d received from Tammi. By the time she finished, all three 

friends were breathless and in tears, and they sat in silence for several minutes. Aimee 

was the first to speak when they’d collected their emotions. 

 “Oh girl. I am so sorry you got hit with all this all at once. How are you feeling 

right now?” 

 “I don’t know. I think I’m numb right now. I don’t know what to think or feel.” 

 “So what’s bothering you more right now? The revelations about your mom’s life, 

or Tammi’s confession?” 

 Adisa fiddled with the tassel on the decorative pillow she clutched. “I really don’t 

know. Hearing what happened to Stephanie breaks my heart, I wanna cry. Tammi’s 

confession made me so angry. I wanna go punch her in her throat.” 

 “Hmm. That may be the one we need to confront and deal with then. Anger is a 

dangerous thing, especially when allowed to sit and grow and fester.” 

 “You sound like Gabe, he said almost the same thing.” 

 “My law is a wise man,” Aimee chuckled. “Anger is like poison, or an infection. 

Leave it unchecked, and it will eat you alive, it will literally destroy you.” 

 “So you think I should forgive Tammi too?” Adisa rolled her eyes. 

 “Yes ma’am. That’s the first step to healing, clearing that negative energy.” 

 Adisa shook her head. “I don’t know. She tortured me for years. Hell, she tortured 

y’all too. Then she gets me assaulted by my own mother?? All because she’s selfish and 

spoiled. How am I supposed to just forgive her like nothing ever happened?” 

 “Girl, how many times have we had this discussion? Forgiveness doesn’t mean 

you forget what happened. Forgiveness means what happened no longer controls you. 

Holding on to the anger means the person and their actions have control of your thoughts 

and your actions, basically your life. Forgiveness takes that control back.” 

 Adisa sighed, focusing on the tassel she continued to twirl between her fingers. “I 

guess.” 
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 “Ok, see, I wasn’t gonna go here, but you’re forcing my hand. I seem to recall 

someone saying that they needed to get stuff off them so they wouldn’t carry any more 

bad energy or transfer any negative energy to their child when they got ready to have one. 

Wonder who that was?” Aimee propped her chin in her hands and gave Adisa a pointed 

look. Nina laughed and Adisa narrowed her eyes at her. 

 “Ugh. I thought you came to talk as my best friend, not my psychologist.” 

 “I’m both. And like I told you then, if you don’t confront and conquer past 

demons, you take them with you into the future. And the only way to conquer them is to 

forgive and release and take your power back.” 

 Adisa sighed. “You don’t forget anything, you make me sick.” She managed a 

small laugh along with her best friends’ giggles. “Ok, you’re right. But I don’t have to do 

this now, do I? I’m tired, I can’t do another heavy conversation today.” 

 “Absolutely not, you’ve had enough for this day. No ma’am, you need to relax 

and process everything. Most importantly, make up with your husband.” 

 “Yeah.” She averted her eyes. “I was pretty rough on him. Guess I need to go 

down and talk to him.” 

 Aimee glanced at Nina, who returned a grin. Without a word, they got up and 

went to the door. Adisa watched them as Nina opened it and beckoned to someone 

outside. Gabriel walked in as they walked out, glancing back to flash grins at her before 

they closed the door. He secured the lock, walked over to the bed, and gently grasped her 

hands and pulled her to standing. 

 “Babe I- 

 He put a finger to her lips to silence her and led her to the bathroom, where he ran 

her a bubble bath. He undressed her and gently assisted her into the garden tub; she 

soaked while he showered. When he finished he returned to her and washed her back. 

Satisfied that she was relaxed, he helped her out of the tub, dried her off, and wrapped her 

in her satin robe. Once she was settled in bed, he called room service for food, and while 

they waited, he gave her a massage. After eating, he turned on the radio to some soft, 

smooth jazz, and they cuddled tightly. It was still early, just shy of four o’clock, but this 

lengthy intimate rest was very necessary. 

 

 

 While Gabriel nurtured Adisa, Aimee prepared herself for her family’s meeting. 

She and Tina had been in constant contact over the week, tracking each other’s progress 

with their research on Katie’s background and with the meeting’s logistics. The biggest 

issue had been location; they’d debated over hosting at Tina’s place versus their old 

family home, a choice which Gregory was resolutely against. The girls thought his firm 

stance was odd, but they went along with his reasoning that it would revive upsetting 

memories, as the last time they were together at that house was that Thanksgiving ten 

years prior when Katie went on her drunken rant. Neither of the sisters had set foot on the 

property since, and they moved family gatherings to Tina’s spacious condo. Gregory had 
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suggested a conference room at one of his properties or his office, but both Amy and Tina 

felt that even though the spaces were warm and inviting and the furnishings comfortable, 

they were too public and the semi-formal business atmosphere was not conducive to the 

nurturing they needed and the healing they hoped to accomplish. They eventually settled 

on Tina’s place, and the day had been spent confirming everyone’s attendance. All the 

sisters were concerned that Katie may not show, but Gregory assured them that she 

would be there. He’d found a way to make it worth her while. 

 After leaving Adisa, Aimee returned to their room and immediately went into 

meditation to get her mind and spirit ready for what she was sure would be a battle. She 

knew she would need to be clear and focused to help lead her family in the most 

important gathering of their lives. She got so focused on meditating that she nearly lost 

track of time, and it was 5:30 when she thought to check the time. She quickly donned a 

soft cotton maternity jumpsuit and her most comfortable track shoes, and she and Taye 

left for Tina’s.  

 Aimee was pleasantly surprised as they pulled up; four of her sisters’ cars sat in 

the parking area (Tina’s SUV was parked in her garage), along with her father’s SUV and 

Grandma Retta’s luxury car. Normally at least one of them, usually Kim, was fashionably 

late. Seeing them all there on time meant that they valued and needed this meeting as 

much as she did. She rang the doorbell and almost immediately the door flew open. 

 “Punkin! Girl we were just wondering where you were. We thought you would 

have been here first,” Tina laughed. 

 “Girl I was meditating and lost track of time. You know I had to get my mind 

right for this,” she replied. 

 “I know that’s right. I was in the prayer closet for a while myself. Come on, y’all 

come get comfortable.” She led them into the den where the rest of the family was 

waiting. They greeted everyone and grabbed some of the snacks Tina set out while they 

made small talk. Soon a nervous quiet fell over the room. Tension filled the air for 

several minutes until the doorbell rang. 

 “Oh, that must be Dr. Brooks. I’ll get it.” Aimee started to stand. 

 “No Punkin. Sit, I’ll get it.” Tina disappeared out of the room, returning quickly 

with Dr. Brooks following. 

 “Dr. Brooks, this is my family. You know Aimee, and her husband Taye. These 

are my other sisters, Kendall, Kittye, Kayla, and Kim. My mother and father, Katie and 

Gregory, our grandmother Henrietta, and our housekeeper, Maggie. This is Dr. Brooks.” 

They sat down and Dr. Brooks pulled her legal pad and pen from her briefcase. 

 “It’s a pleasure to meet you all and work with you. I feel like I know you all 

already, I’ve heard so much about you from Aimee while I was mentoring her. So with 

that, I’d like to start with each one of you sharing two things. One, a random or little 

known fact about yourself, and two, why you’re here and what you hope to accomplish 

from this.” The family exchanged glances. “Dad, let’s start with you.” 
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 Gregory cleared his throat nervously. “Ok. Random fact, I was a star athlete in 

high school, football, basketball, and baseball. What I hope to accomplish is my girls 

coming out of this knowing that no matter what happens, I love them and everything I’ve 

ever done and strived for has been out of love for them.” The sisters exchanged puzzled 

looks. Why did it sound like he was apologizing for something? 

 “Awesome, Mr. Chambers. Mom?” 

 Katie sat at the far end of the sectional sofa, sullen from the moment she’d 

arrived. It took a couple of minutes for her to realize that Dr. Brooks was addressing her. 

She wasn’t used to being called Mom. 

 “Me?” she questioned. 

 “Yes. You are Mom,” Dr. Brooks smiled. 

 Katie scratched her head and exhaled. She found it difficult to answer questions 

when she was rarely asked any, certainly not ones asked out of any type of concern. “A 

fact about me. I had my first child when I was still a child. At 15.” 

 Dr. Brooks nodded while the sisters stared in shock. Not that the statement was a 

surprise; it was known that she was a teen mother. Their shock was at the fact that she’d 

actually responded to a question. 

 “I can empathize with you Mom, I became a mother at 16.” Surprise registered on 

Katie’s face. “Mm hmm, sure did. So what do you hope to gain from this, why are you 

here?” 

 Katie shrugged. “I’m here because they made me come.” She shrugged again and 

leaned back into the sofa. 

 Dr. Brooks didn’t press the issue. “Ok. Miss Maggie, let’s hear from you.” 

 Maggie hesitated. It had taken some convincing from Tina and Aimee to get her 

to come. She felt this should be private family time; Tina countered with “You raised us. 

You are family.” 

She finally relented, only to be cornered now for input. She struggled for words, as she 

still felt that some things were better left unsaid. 

 “Well, a fact about me, I went from 10 years in social work to a little over 25 

years in domestic engineering. What I hope to accomplish is for the girls to gain a clear 

understanding of their history, and to not have any hard feelings or regrets.” More 

puzzled looks passed between the sisters. Now Maggie was sounding like she was 

apologizing for something. What in the world was going on? And who knew Maggie had 

been a social worker? 

“Awesome. Grandmother, what about you?” 

Henrietta glanced quickly at Gregory before speaking. “Okay, errah, a fact about 

me is I started working when I was 10 years old, worked until I married my late husband 

at 16. What I hope to accomplish is to just clear the air about everything and move 

forward in love and forgiveness.” For the third time, the siblings exchanged quizzical 

glances. Something was definitely amiss. 

 “Ok, ok. Kendall. Let’s hear what you have for us.” 
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 “Hm. A fact, I’ve been in finance for over 10 years, and I hate it. What I hope to 

accomplish here is to figure out what the hell I really want to do with the rest of my life.” 

 Dr. Brooks gazed at Kendall thoughtfully. She’d come across so many women 

and men Kendall’s age who were experiencing regret over entering a career path that they 

hated. She got great joy out of helping them uncover their true purpose and forging a new 

path.  

 “I tell you what, Kendall. When this is over, why don’t we discuss some one on 

one sessions where we can help you with that?” Kendall nodded her agreement. 

“Awesome. Now, Kittye?” 

 “Whew chile. A fact about me, I do not plan to have any children. I love kids, my 

nieces and nephews are my joy. But I’m not raising not one, period. What I hope to 

accomplish is for all of us to be a loving and happy family. It’s weird as hell having 

holidays and special occasions and one of us is in the corner looking like they bit off a 

lemon. If they even show up.” It was obvious to the point of hilarity to whom Kittye was 

referring. Normally Katie would verbally challenge such a statement; today, she actually 

remained silent. And that was scary to everyone in the room who knew her. 

 Dr. Brooks cleared her throat. “Ok then. Let’s see, Kayla? How about you?” 

 “Right. Fact, I love video games. Javion and I spend hours on the weekend 

playing all kinds of games. What I hope to accomplish? What Kittye said.” 

 “Ok, awesome. Kim?” 

 “For me, it’s the fact that people have been applauding for years that I took my 

liberal arts degree and turned it into a successful career as a media marketer. Truth is, I 

picked liberal arts because it was the easiest degree program. I did not want to spend all 

my time in college studying. I just happened to pick something I had a knack for, and 

being in the right place at the right time, got a good job. So my career is built on a fluke.” 

She paused while her family digested her revelation, which came as no surprise to them. 

They knew she never wanted to work hard. “What I want to get out of this, is for us to 

work out whatever issues we have and move forward.” 

 Dr. Brooks nodded in response. “Good, good. Tina, let’s hear from you.” 

 “A fact about me is I was teased and bullied a lot as a child. Partly because I was 

chubby, but mainly because I looked like a white child. Kids would see my family and 

laugh and say I was adopted.” She caught the quick and nervous glance exchanged 

between Gregory and Maggie, and the defeated look on Katie’s face. “What I hope to 

accomplish with this, is to find out more about who we are and where we come from.” 

They exchanged glances again, and she made a mental note to revisit the subject in detail. 

 “Good deal Tina. And, Aimee.” 

 Aimee took a deep breath. She’d been mulling over what she would say as she 

listened to the rest of her family make their statements, and was glad Dr. Brooks let her 

go last. It gave her time to get her words together. 

 “Fact. Growing up, I always felt out of place. I felt like the ugly duckling in a 

family of beautiful swans. I was teased too, about my weight. It wasn’t until I met my 
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husband during my senior year that I started to feel beautiful.” She paused as she teared 

up, but quickly composed herself. “What I hope to accomplish here, is truth. I want us to 

speak truth and walk through it and come out on the other side better for it.” 

 “Wonderful,” Dr. Brooks smiled in approval. “Well, it sounds like you all are 

pretty much on the same page with your goals for these sessions. And while we don’t 

have a lot of time at this point, these initial sessions can be the catalyst for healing, 

growth, and progress. Can we all agree?” Everyone nodded their agreement. “Great. 

Now, why don’t we dive in a little further by getting into what major issues the family is 

facing, okay? Often, we can gain insight into family issues by seeing what life was and is 

like for the children. Now, Tina, I want to come back to you. As the eldest daughter, 

share with us your perspective on what it was like growing up in this family. The highs, 

the lows, the good and the bad. Allow your family to see things from your viewpoint.” 

 Tina studied her family’s faces. They’d never actually sat down and discussed 

they family life, their dynamic. So no one was fully aware of any issues the other 

members may have had. This would be interesting. She inhaled and cleared her throat. 

 “So, life was pretty good growing up for the most part. We didn’t want for 

anything, I know that. My earliest memories are playing in the yard at the first house we 

lived in. We used to live a couple of streets over from Grandma. A few years later, we 

moved into the house on Kennedy Road. I remember being so excited to have my own 

room, and being just in awe at how big the house was. We had so much fun with each 

other growing up there. And Daddy made sure we had everything we needed or wanted. 

Clothes, toys, electronics, tons of food. Every school activity, every function, every 

dance, whatever we wanted to participate in, he made it happen. Life was good.” 

 “So you had a happy childhood?” Dr. Brooks queried. 

 “We did. Daddy and Maggie and our grandmother saw to that.” 

 “What about your mother?” 

 Tina quickly glanced sideways in Katie’s direction. “Like I said, Daddy and 

Maggie and Grandma saw to that.” 

 “Your mother wasn’t active in seeing to your childhood needs?” 

 “When I was six, I fell and skinned my knee. I went to her first. She was in bed, I 

woke her up to show her my knee. She yelled at me for it, and sent me to Maggie. 

Maggie cleaned me up and bandaged my knee. When I was 11, I got my period at school. 

When I got home, I told her about it. Know what her response was? ‘I guess we’ll have to 

put you on the pill now. Your little hot tail will probably come up pregnant before long’ 

and she walked out of the room. Maggie had to take me and teach me how to care for 

myself during that time, and sat me down and talked to me about becoming a woman and 

what was happening with my body. When I was sixteen, at my Sweet 16 birthday party, 

the family is congratulating me on my career choice and my studies. What does she do? 

Picks a fight with my aunt and my dad because they were supportive and encouraging 

me. Graduation. She spent the entire day sulking. So no, Dr. Brooks, she was not active 
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in attending to my needs growing up. She wasn’t active in seeing to any of our needs 

being met.” 

 The room was silent. Sadness mingled with shock was evident on each face, 

except Katie’s. After a brief pause, Dr. Brooks spoke.  

 “Mom? Do you have a response to what your daughter has said?” 

 Katie rolled her eyes at Dr. Brooks and at Tina. “What do you want me to say? 

‘Oh, I’m so sorry I wasn’t a sweet perfect mommy to you’? Whatever.” She sank further 

into the couch and stared at the wall. 

 Dr. Brooks began to speak. “Mom, I- 

 “And my name is not ‘Mom’, my name is Mrs. Chambers, or Katie,” Katie 

interrupted. 

 “Fine, Katie,” Dr. Brooks replied. “I don’t think your daughters wanted you to be 

perfect. That’s an impossibility. From what Tina has said, they wanted you to be present 

in their lives and to care.” 

 “I was present, I was there.” 

 “Being physically present in a space is not the presence a child requires and 

needs. They need you to take an active, genuine, caring role in their upbringing. That’s 

what Tina meant.” 

 Katie rolled her eyes again, and Tina shook her head. “Dr. Brooks, we may as 

well move on. We’ll be here ‘til Christmas trying to reason with her.” 

 Dr. Brooks nodded. “Yes, let’s continue. Tell me Tina, how your childhood 

experience with you mother affected you as you grew and became a woman.” 

 “First and foremost, it made me determined to get away as soon as I could. I love 

Dad and Grandma and Maggie and my sisters with everything in me, but as soon as I 

graduated, I left to go to Westland U. I had to get far away so I could find myself and 

heal. I never told anybody this, but as soon as I got to Westland I entered therapy. I still 

go from time to time just to keep myself on track. And the other thing, when I got 

pregnant, I made a promise to the Most High that I would do everything in my power to 

be the best mother I could be and to be nothing like my mother.” 

“So you have a good relationship with your daughter?” 

“Absolutely. I speak life into and over her every day, and she comes to me with 

any and everything. I love her beyond life and she knows it. Never has to question it.” 

The family nodded their agreement as Dr. Brooks made notes. “Awesome. Who 

else would like to share their perspective? Maybe add a different or unique point?” The 

family was silent. “How about you, Aimee? You’re the youngest daughter. What was 

your experience growing up? I know a good bit about your background from what we’ve 

shared as we worked together, but I want you to share your perspective with your 

family.” 

 “Well, like Tina said, we had a good life growing up. I don’t remember lacking or 

wanting for anything. We received allowances that we really didn’t have to spend, 

because Daddy would get us whatever we needed and wanted. And I got the benefit of 
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being the baby girl because my big sisters always looked out for me. Then, we had 

Grandma who was always available for us and teaching us, and Maggie in the house 

taking care of us and giving us the benefit of her experiences. So yeah, life was good, 

really good.” 

 “So Maggie played a big role in your upbringing?” 

 “She did. She taught us everything, from keeping house, to getting an education, 

to becoming a woman. She was way more than a housekeeper.” Aimee smiled at Maggie, 

blinking back tears as Maggie did the same. Gregory took a deep breath and glanced at 

his mother, who sat silently, fiddling with her purse strap. 

 “What was your experience with your mother?”  

 “Hm. Dr. Brooks, my mother didn’t like me very much.” Aimee wrinkled her 

nose, lips, and forehead, chuckling softly. All eyes in the room turned to her in surprise; 

not so much at her statement, but at the candor with which it was delivered. 

 “Can you elaborate on that, Aimee?” 

 “She was very critical of me when I was growing up. My clothes, my hair, my 

skin tone, and especially my weight. I was always either ‘that ole jet black one’ or ‘ole 

big wide guh’. I don’t recall her ever, not one time, saying anything positive, anything 

nice to me.”  

 “And how did that affect you later?” 

 “My confidence and self-esteem was shot until the middle of senior year. That’s 

when Taye and I got together. My best friends, Nina and Adisa, were always in my 

corner, and of course my family always encouraged and validated me, but once we 

started dating, I could finally see myself the way he saw me. And once we went away to 

college and our lives started coming together, I was able to push past my childhood 

pain.” 

 The group sat quietly, digesting her words. While Aimee seemed to be rather 

casual about her candid revelations, her older sisters were filled with emotion hearing 

how their baby sister was also subjected to Katie’s emotional abuse. Gregory’s, 

Henrietta’s, and Maggie’s hearts broke hearing the girls relive their childhoods being 

tormented by their mother. As Dr. Brooks searched for words, Kendall spoke up. 

 “Sounds like the same thing I went through,” she revealed sadly. 

 “You experienced the same type of verbal abuse from your mother?” Dr. Brooks 

replied. 

 “I did. I had weight issues and issues with my darker skin growing up, and she 

reminded me every single day that I was not pretty. I’d try to exercise and lose weight 

hoping I’d be prettier to her, but it never worked. Eventually I gave up and went back to 

my old habits and put on even more weight. I was glad when I moved out and didn’t have 

to listen to her calling me names.” 

 “I see. Tell me how your childhood experience affected you.” 

 Kendall hesitated, wrestling with how much she dared to reveal about the effects 

of Katie’s abuse on her life. She took a deep breath before speaking. “I wish I had the 
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same level of success in overcoming it all that my oldest and youngest sisters have had. 

But I didn’t. I turned even more to food. Food didn’t judge me or put me down, food was 

my best friend. Still is.” 

 “So you still struggle with weight and appearance? And now you struggle with 

food?” 

 “Look at me, Dr. Brooks.” Kendall stood and did a 360 degree turn. “I’m five-

foot-three and I weigh 185 pounds. I’m wearing the best shapewear money can buy so I 

won’t look a busted can of biscuits. I can’t walk too far without sweating and running out 

of breath. And everywhere I go, people stare, especially if I’m eating in public. So yes, I 

still struggle with weight and appearance. And food.” She plopped back down on the 

sofa, fighting back tears. Kitty and Kayla were on either side of her, and they each 

grabbed a hand to console her. 

 “Kendall, I’m going to come back to you, ok? There’s more we need to unpack 

with you,” Kendall nodded. “Ok. Kayla, let’s hear from you.” 

 “I had similar experiences. If it weren’t for Dad and Grandma and Maggie, I 

would have been lost. Especially when I got pregnant with Javion. Our mother kicked me 

out, and they helped me pick myself up. I guess at that point I’d lived up to being the hoe 

she’d always said I’d be.” 

 “And how did that affect you?” 

 “Pssh. From the time I got my period at 12, she started calling me ‘fast’ and ‘hot 

in the tail’ and told me I was gonna be a ‘lil hoe’. She said it so much until I believed it. 

So the first time a boy came at me, when I was 15 in the tenth grade, I gave it up. And 

after that, I gave it up every chance I got. I don’t know if I even liked it or not at that 

point, I just did it because that’s who I was, that’s what I’d become over the years. To the 

point that my son was conceived in the bathroom at work with the Parcel Out delivery 

man.” 

 Everyone in the room nearly gave themselves whiplash turning to look at Kayla. 

This was the first time in twelve years that she’d opened up about Javion’s paternity. And 

to hear that her promiscuity was a direct result of Katie’s verbal assaults angered them. 

Except for Katie, of course. Her posture, body language, and facial expression remained 

the same at Kayla’s revelations.  

 Dr. Brooks fought to maintain her professional composure. She was very fond of 

Aimee, and hearing what her siblings went through at the hands of their mother was 

infuriating for her. “That’s a lot, Kayla. What turned things around for you?” 

 “The last Thanksgiving that we were all together, 10 years ago. Ish hit the fan, 

and a lot was said. She said some terrible things about Javion and Celina, and something 

in me broke that night. I went home and cleaned house, literally, physically and 

spiritually and mentally. And I haven’t looked back.” 

 “Okay, okay. Awesome. Kittye, what about you?” 

 “Oh, I’m good Dr. Brooks. She had her words and whatnot for me growing up, 

but I let that mess go in one ear and out the other. I’m surprised she didn’t try to kick me 
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out, ‘cause we would go at it all the time. She’d call me a name and I’d just be like, 

whatever Katie, you must be talking about yourself, ‘cause you ain’t talking about me.” 

 The group simultaneously suppressed giggles at Kittye’s statement. She’d never 

been one to mince words or show fear, a trait that was both a blessing and a curse. Dr. 

Brooks quickly regained her composure. 

 “So you never experienced any lingering adverse effects from your mother’s 

mistreatment?” 

 “Nope. I’ve always had thick skin when it came to her. I gave, and give, zero 

fecks about what she had to say about me.” 

 Again, they all stifled their laughter, except Tina. A chortle escaped her throat, 

which she played off with a cough. Kittye gave a shrug of innocent indifference, 

completely unfazed. Dr. Brooks struggled at this point. She wasn’t prepared for such 

bluntness. 

 “Ok, Kittye, thank you. And, Kim. Tell us about your experience.” 

 Kim glanced quickly at her siblings before responding. “Um, I guess I’m the 

oddball. I don’t remember having conflict like that with our mother. But then, I didn’t 

interact much with her. I had my own things going on. I just wasn’t around her like that. 

And when I was, we didn’t talk. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.” 

 “I see. So you were completely detached from her?” Kim nodded. “Ok. How did 

that affect you, the complete detachment?” 

 “It didn’t. I mean, I was ok, I’m ok now. It’s just sad hearing what my sisters 

went through, I really hate it. I was in my own world then, not really concerned with what 

was happening around me. And I feel bad about it. While I was enjoying the high life and 

doing my thing, my sisters were going through hell. That makes me sad.” 

 Maggie reached over and patted Kim’s hand. She and the rest of the family were 

happy to see Kim’s growth and to witness her genuine confession and concern for her 

family. 

 Dr. Brooks jotted down more notes. “Great, Kim. So, let’s move to the parents, 

the caregivers. Ms. Henrietta, you weren’t in the house for the day to day with the girls. 

Can you share about what you may have witnessed on occasion, what your role was in 

the family dynamic?” 

 Henrietta cleared her throat. “Well Dr. Brooks, I knew much of what went on 

because Gregory and the girls would always talk to me. Now, some of this stuff I had no 

idea about, like what was going on with Kayla. When I knew anything, the girl was 

pregnant. I didn’t know she’d been at it since she was a teenager. And I shole didn’t 

know her mama had done her like that.” 

 “Did you and Katie get along?” 

 Henrietta rolled her eyes. “No indeed. She would leave the house when I’d visit, 

except for holidays. Then she’d just sit there like a frog on a lily pad, drinking and mean 

mugging everybody.” 
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 Katie rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth loudly, to which no one responded. Dr. 

Brooks continued. “Mm hmm. What about you Maggie? You were the live-in caregiver, 

how were things from your perspective?” 

 “It was interesting, to say the least. Well, raising the girls and keeping the 

household running was a joy. Katie and I never set horses though. We bumped heads a 

number of times, mainly about how she would treat the girls. She didn’t appreciate me 

defending them, she’d tell me how she treated them was none of my business.” 

 “So you were somewhat in the middle?” 

 “Yes. I didn’t mind though. I loved the girls, still do. And I would have moved 

mountains to protect them.” 

 “Sounds like you were the presence they needed.” 

 “I tried to be. They needed it.” 

 “Indeed. Gregory. Let’s hear from you, then we can work our way into the next 

phase.” 

 “Honestly Dr. Brooks, it was tough for me. We fought often about how she 

treated our daughters. I was not about to roll over and let her abuse and humiliate them. 

And she seemed bound and determined to give them as much grief as humanly possible. I 

wasn’t going to let that happen. So we stayed at each other’s throats.” 

 “Hmm. It must have been tough, trying to balance warring with your wife, the 

mother of your children, with being emotionally available to them to give them stability. 

When parents are in a situation like this, if there’s no emotional release for them, they 

end up imploding from the stress and pressure. How did you manage to keep your sanity 

and peace while running a business empire and raising six children, being present for 

them?” 

 The nervous glance between Gregory and Maggie before he responded was not 

lost on Dr. Brooks. “I got up every morning at five-thirty and exercised, cleared my mind 

for the day. Before bed, I exercised. And I prayed. A lot. All day long. It helped.” 

 “Okay, okay, I see. Katie, I need to come back to you now. You’ve had a chance 

to hear your family’s perspective on what life was like for them and how your behaviors 

affected your daughters. Can you understand where they’re coming from? And let me 

add, this is not about right or wrong, this is about understanding and respecting their 

view.” 

 Katie sat up and peered intently at her daughters, Gregory, Maggie, and Henrietta. 

She then met Dr. Brooks’ gaze for several moments. Finally, she spoke. 

 “What do you want me to say? I’ve sat here and listened to them talk about what a 

horrible mother I was. I’ve listened to you encourage them to say the worst things they 

could say about me, and give them the ‘poor thing’ routine. And I’m supposed to respond 

how? You want me to understand them? Well, has anybody bothered to understand me? 

Huh?” 

 “What is it you want us to know, Katie? Are you saying you’re willing to share 

your experiences with us? Help us to understand you.” 
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 Katie looked around at her family again, who were watching her intently. “You 

sure y’all ready for that?” 

 “Absolutely. This is a step towards healing. Tell us about you.” 

 Katie smirked in response. “All right, Dr. Brooks. But y’all better buckle up, it’s 

gonna be a wild ride.” 

  


