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Welcome to Thirteen2Nineteen: A Literary Magazine for Black Girls and Teens (Issue No. 3).
Like choreographing dance or conducting and orchestra, each summer since 2020, this literary
magazine has rounded up poetry and essays from Black girls, teens, and women. They’ve submitted,
entered contests, and given in to rounds (and sometimes rounds and rounds) of edits. Without them
putting their stories on the line, there would be no magazine, and for that I am eternally grateful.
Inside this issue are writers, poets, Spoken Word artists, and people telling their stories for publication
for the first time. Their work is engaging and personal, and their vulnerabilities are laid bare for you to
witness and relate to. Nostalgic, defiant, and everything in between, these stories are universally
themed and are (as usual) aimed at the times when we were young. Some of the writers are still young,
and this issue includes two sets of mother-daughter storytellers. Genetics are mind-boggling. The
artwork for this issue is a gift, and Ashley Blanco, the subject of the profile, is a gem.
Writes of Passage Group made it official with this issue to compensate all contributors for their work.
Remember, no matter who or where you are, your life, your journey, your stories are no less important
than anyone else’s. You need to know that.
Keep moving toward the life you want.
Sincerely,
Ms. Onita
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MELIA YELVERTON

The Period Changed Everything
I was around thirteen years old when I heard my aunt say, "Look at those hips and those thighs.” I
didn't know what she meant. I used my hips to play defense in basketball and my thighs held me up on big
trees. “Men are going to go crazy for you," she continued. Why would a man care about any of that? I was a
tomboy. I was dirty and cared about my appearance only enough to please my mom. If I pleased her, she
would let me go outside.
Boys told me I was ugly, often, but I didn't care. "Yo momma ugly!”
"You got Tina Turner legs, you got some good birthing hips,” family members would say. As a tween,
I would brush their comments off, not understanding what any of that meant. As I got older, the tomboy faded
into the background, and before I realized it, I had breasts and booty. My mother would chastise me about the
way I dressed and carried myself. I wasn't allowed to play with boys anymore. I wasn't able to be me
anymore.
I started my period in a middle school bathroom and was terrified to tell anyone. I resisted anymore
change. I wrapped the crotch area of my underwear with a wad of hard, cheap toilet paper, pulled my pants up,
went back to P.E. and played football. I was nervous, scared, and disgusted. What if the tissue falls out while
I'm running? What if someone sees it? Did I just mummify my underwear? Did I really believe I would get
away with this? My mother found the bloody tissue and stained underwear. I considered telling my mom it
was a bloody nose, like when I lied about the bloody "cookie." I expected sympathy, compassion. I wanted her
to tell me everything was going to be okay. I wanted her to tell me I was beautiful and that this wouldn't
change me at all. But that's not what I got. I got a book and a stern warning to never do that “nasty shit” again.
The period changed everything, and I started liking boys. Football became an opportunity to have them
on me, to grab me, or for me to grab them. I realized then what my family members were talking about when
they referred to my defense hips and tree climbing thighs. I understood what a gift I had and how to use it to
get what I wanted. “A Jezebel,” my granny said. Fast. And no one was referring to how fast I could dribble or
run. Before I knew what happened, people didn’t want their daughters anywhere near me.
As I got older, I realized some guys don't take no for an answer, taking what they want, and there was
nothing I could do about it. They were responding to the energy I put out. They never told me I was pretty or
smart. They never said, “I like your name.” Did they even know my name? I used so many fake names; did I
know my own name?
I blamed my promiscuity on the people around me: the people who complimented me about my body
and how my shape would make a man happy. Grooming me to use what I have, not what I know. My mom
told me I was beautiful once, after she beat me for catching me with a boy. I was in my twenties when I first
heard I was smart. But at the tender age of fourteen, I knew booty could turn a group of boys into animals.
I have two daughters of my own now and lots of nieces. I often rebuke family members who talk about
their bodies. I put a stop to the generational curse that took my childhood dream of being the first female
football player in the NFL.

❖
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SHERYL FREEDOM JOHNSON

Forever Child
Can't sit in school at all,
thinking about making mud pies and playing kick ball
running foot races to the local corner candy store
jumping rope and hula hooping
‘til I can't no more.
5, 10, 15, 20
Playing hide and go seek, finding where everyone is hidden
scooping up jacks with savvy and collecting fossils at the creek
Oh, how I'm so fidgety waiting for the three o’clock bell to ring
so I can go to Westwood Park to claim my favorite swing
with my legs and feet sporadically working back and forth
I'd fly with the wind, then off to the sandbox where I'll dive right in
and I just gotta go down that sliding board and hang off the monkey bars upside down
then off to the fountain to get my thirst wet, and into the pool I'll swim around.
I could stay in this time forever
I don't ever wanna grow up
I want to eat penny candy, Lemonheads,
Baked Beans, Now and Later, and ice cream.

I don't ever wanna grow up, I want to stay a
child forever.
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SHERYL FREEDOM JOHNSON

Third Street
Full of prideless people who've lost hope and forgotten their dreams
crowded with those with no self esteem.
It's where the victims of society roam,
for many addicted and homeless, it's home.
Some have families somewhere, some none, some not caring to be a part of one.
On Third many beg
many stories are told
many bodies are sold
many grow old.
In their eyes you see so much pain and sorrow.
They pray daily that there is no tomorrow;
many end up dying on the streets,
to them life isn't worth living.
Third Street is hell… if you fail.
My heart cries out for anyone in this predicament;
see it is very personal for me,
cuz Third Street is where my father use to be.
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ASHLEY BREWTON

Play of a Sad Teen
She was a girl who smiled brightly as the stage curtain opened
Her audience, the school she went to
Her stage, her everyday life
Act 1: Ignore the backhanded compliment.
I’m okay.
Act 2: Ignore the stares and rumors they’ve shared.
I’m okay.
Act 3: Ignore him.
I’m not okay.
Not okay with the love I spared for you from the love I had for myself.
You wounded me.
Hard enough to rebuild the love I had for myself, then to forget you,
but I refuse to let you see me,
the real me that I showed you and that you loved.
So, I’ll just break a leg for my broken heart.
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ASHLEY BREWTON

Where I’m From
I am from U-hauls and new beginnings.
I am from "back up off me and smell the coffee,"
from broken promises and toxic memories.
I am from pizza rolls and late nights of Ben 10,
from mudpies and candy cigarettes
I am from the aching pain of things always being swept under the rug,
from being silenced on my opinions
I am from black lives are STILL lives
I am from macaroni and collard greens
I am from spandex and knee pads,
from scraped knees and squeaky swings,
from mimicry and sly laughs,
from always fighting to be me.
I am from bleach and Korean dramas,
Anime and devastating thrillers.
I am from all that I am and all that I want to be.
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ASHLEY BREWTON

Fro Pride
“This is so hard,” the little girl said brushing through the naps of her locs of hair.
She wondered why her hair was hard to do and others’ weren't.
She didn't know that
her hair rises to the sun in luscious kinks and curls,
it blossoms like the flow of life and defies all gravity.
You are versatile my brown child, there is no need to frown.
There is power behind this Fro and culture is rooted in that scalp.
Take pride in your hair,
for it is a beautiful part of who you are.
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ONITA MORGAN-EDWARDS

Meet Ashley Blanco: Finding Purpose through Pain
A Profile in Entrepreneurship

I met Ms. Ashley Blanco in early April 2022—through creative soul Niambi Jaha-Echols (CEO of Cross
Cultural Agility, LLC) —over Zoom, the way we meet lots of folks nowadays. We connect right away. Her
bright smile and gentle manner make me less nervous. I never know how these meetings will go.
Her last name is pronounced the same as the Spanish word (blahn – koh), meaning “white.” After a
preliminary time zone mix-up, we get together and chat well beyond the 25-30 minutes originally allotted.
Genuinely excited to discuss her love for young people and coaching and coffee, this wide-ranging profile will
help you get to know Ms. Blanco and the importance of her work.
An alum of Howard University (Washington, DC), I ask if she is from that area. “No, I’m from San
Francisco,” she says, and where she still lives. Hence the time zone issue.

OME:

What sent you to Howard?

AB:

I wanted to be around black people who are doing well, in my opinion.

She laughs and continues.

I grew up in a low-income family, community, a lot of instability. Nothing unique when we
talk about the challenges of the Black experience in America and the Western Hemisphere,
but I [wanted] to be around Black people who were doing stuff—in my 17-year-old mind—
Howard was a place where Black people were doing stuff. And where I’m from, people were
doing stuff, but it wasn’t as community-oriented as it could have been.
OME:

When you studied that Howard, was it your intent to work with young people, particularly
young women?

AB:

I wanted to be a clinical psychologist who worked in the juvenile detention centers, which
was very specific. Because when I was in high school, I read a youth-driven magazine that
noted young people’s experience in the California Youth Authority, and I said, I want to
work there so I can make a difference. So I had that in mind, but I didn't imagine going in
deep with my work with young women, because I felt like we needed [to help] the boys
because the boys are really in trouble… but of course, you develop new ideas.
The girls would actually respond to me because I am a woman myself, but it wasn’t my full
intention. It was definitely swimming in the subconscious.

OME:

Do you feel like you chose the work or did the work choose you? For instance, did you feel
called or lead to do this kind of work?

AB:

I definitely felt chosen to do something, I but had to choose [it], because that’s where the
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alignment comes in. Anybody can be chosen to do something, but will they respond is the
question.
My desire to help started [when I was] really young. I was on a 14 Mission bus with my mom
back in the 90s—San Francisco was a different place than it is now—when I saw a young
man get robbed and they broke a bottle on his head. The blood was running down his face. I
was in preschool [at the time], we got [our own] blankets at school that day, and I wanted to
give him my blanket. My mom was saying, “Don’t stare,” trying to protect [the young man]
from feeling more embarrassed, while [also] teaching me to mind my own business. But it
was hard not to look. That was when I decided I wanted to do something.

OME:

How long have you served as an entrepreneur?

AB:

I am in my first four months, full time. Before this, I worked full time as a family support
specialist in San Francisco Unified School District. I worked with families of preschoolers. I
did that for six years and a few months, and then I realized it was time for me to make a
bigger impact. I want to be more creative in my support of people and lift them up where they
feel like, “Yes, I am possible! This is happening for me!” And we are doing this [work]
together.
Five years ago, I started a women’s group. The Holy Spirit said, “Okay, you’re going to have
this women’s group and you’re going to talk about identity, purpose, destiny, and
assignment. And I was like, “WHAT? That is so big!”
The group started with eight women and the first day was just storytelling—we were in that
room together for about five hours—and the only reason I had some guidance was because
of the Spirit of God. I had to ask, “God, where [are] we going, because this is deep.” These
women revealed [things like] losing their children in a fire, workplace trouble, sibling issues
into adulthood, insecurities, and other things. To be trusted in this space with these women,
it said a lot about their faith. They didn’t know me well enough to know where the session
would go, they were trusting God. [Someone said to me], “Well, you seem like a genuinely
nice person.” I’ve learned so much in the last five years. It is tremendous!

Ashley speaks about her endeavors with such joy and passion that I find myself overwhelmed with her
excitement in that moment.
OME:

So, it's ministry for you.
How do you spend your downtime? Do you have any downtime?

I laugh because it seems she is very busy.

AB:

“I do, I do!” I'm not dating anybody (prayerfully very soon I'll be with someone who's really
into me). I don’t have any children, so I do have [free] time. I spend my downtime roller
skating, hiking, playing pickleball, walking and breathing and taking in all the colors
[around me]. I recently got back into drawing so…

OME:

REALLY?

AB:

Let me grab my sketchbook, ‘cause I’m really excited about this.
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OME:

YES, please!

AB:

I've always done art since high school, which was several years ago now, but I got these
beliefs [as] a teenager living in my environment, [living] in neighborhood housing, and just
absorbing [everything]—we talked [earlier] about generational things being passed down—
one of the things that was passed down to me was inferiority.
We know [that] with the way this hemisphere is set up, the way the world is set up, that it
works for the rest of the world for Black people to believe they're inferior. Some of us don't
struggle with it as much as others but I know for me… I developed these attitudes that
impacted my self-esteem, how I communicated, how I approached life. I always loved
drawing, but in high school, I just stopped doing it because it became too much of a chore.
My therapist said [to me recently], “Maybe you can spend some more time with those positive
images and a way to do that is by [making] a collage, [or by writing] a poem…” And I said,
You know what? I’ve been really wanting to try… and I don’t know what my inspiration
would be, because I hadn’t been inspired. The trauma [I] experienced shut me down, and I
didn’t want to participate with art anymore, telling myself, “It’s too stressful, blah, blah,
blah.” I was defeated! And that stopped me from doing art, BUT…

Ashley holds up a sketch of a young woman. The woman appears to be dressed up with hoop earrings
dangling, but her eyes are downcast, and I wonder what this character might be thinking. Maybe she is
admiring the foliage around her, maybe she is thinking about something important, or maybe she is sad.

…we were in a Self-love class lead by the New Generation Scholars Intergenerational
Institute (https://www.muse360.org/ngs), (Baltimore, Maryland). I said to myself, “I want to
be led by young people. I don’t always want to lead.” I’m only 35 [years old] and I know I’m
not old, but you have to be able to receive. So, I was in this class and while they were playing
music, I did this (she says this still holding up the drawing), just to open my mind again and
[I realized] distortions are a real thing.
I was trying to draw from my mind because, again, [my memory] was fragmented, and while
I was drawing this, I [realized], Oh no! It’s happening again… my pictures are not coming
out the way I want them to. So, I grabbed my phone and looked at the picture and saw how
off [the drawing] was. When I rely on my mind, my mind will tell me, “Oh, you can’t do it.”
So, I had to transform my mind. Then I created this! And this is me and my dad! I was just
having fun [with it], trying to find my style again.

We pause and talk about how blessed we are to make space and time to create.
Ashley mentions how the day before our meeting she started to feel those “gremlins” tell her all the things she
cannot do, and said to herself, “Ashley, no one’s grading you, no one’s gonna ask you about a particular
area of the painting, no one’s gonna look at this and be like, ‘Why did you…?’ Just allow this time to work
out the insecurities.”
I realize now how my dad didn’t experience the opportunity to be loved and understood or
experience joy without criticism. With him, it’s always been a struggle, because the fight that
he had with the world turned into something between us.
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My therapist said, “Spend some more time with those pictures.”
I’ve grieved not being able to experience my dad because he was not able to get [beyond] what
happened in 1994 or what happened in 2003, and I took it personally [as if] I [wasn’t] doing enough.
“If I just do this,” [I told myself] “I’ll be respected. If I just do this, I’ll be heard,” and I praise The
Most High for me coming to this place where I talk back to those gremlins and tell them, “You will
not destroy my time!”

We talked a bit about creating as an act of defiance, the time it takes, the love it takes, and the limits of paid art
as work. And how despite all the negatives, we create anyway. We do it (ultimately) because we love
ourselves. Creativity has a way of filling the holes created by living.
See Ashley’s drawings on the following pages.

OE:

What do you do for fun?

AB:

Roller skating, hiking, kayaking, [spend time with] family and friends. Ice cream, walk in the
park. Just simple stuff [like] lunch with my cousins.

She also enjoys dancing, and aside from all the relatively simple and fun things Ashley enjoys, she says, “It
balances out this very deep processing that my body does with information so, it’s good to just do something
where I don’t have to think about how to bring humanity into the presence of God.”

OE:

What’s your favorite food?

AB:

I love pizza. There was one summer at Howard in the Ronald E. McNair Research Program
when our program director fed us pizza every week. When I look back at those photos, I look
like I was eating it every week.
My favorite treat is coffee. I [ask myself], “Do I have an addiction?” I know it’s socially
acceptable, but I just like the experience. I love breads and stuff like that. And greens.

OE:

What’s the best place you’ve ever visited?

AB:

Sunsplash.

OE:

What’s that?

AB:

It’s a theme park. A water park (in Roseville, CA).

OME:

I am always pleasantly surprised to learn the places people find solace, fun, or rest. Ashley goes
on to tell me she’s visited several places on International Outreach. Places like Ecuador,
Singapore, India, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Malawi, and Egypt. As I express my amazement,
Ashley tells me how beautiful these places are. “Sun Splash is so much fun! It is
Thirteen2Nineteen summer 2022 | 11

Thirteen2Nineteen summer 2022 | 12

Thirteen2Nineteen summer 2022 | 13

exhilarating!”
Name a place you’d like to visit, a place you’ve never been.
AB:

South Africa. I really want to go there. It’s just so beautiful. It’s so beautiful and the oldest
language starts there. People say it’s India, but [everyone] wants to give credit to everybody
but Africa. The Coison language.
I want to be in the countryside, learn from the farmers and how to be attentive to nature and
animals. And I want to be on the coast and in the city and back in the rural area or suburbs.
It’s really diverse, [and has] a lot of history.

OME:

What’s the goal of the work you do for your new full-time gig? What do you do?

AB:

I work with kids and it’s all about accessing their genius for long-term fulfillment and
emotional well-being, [which includes] social-emotional learning, incorporating physiology.
So, how do you get into your body in a way that opens up your mind and really connects you
to your spirit? That’s important to me because each and every one of us come into the planet
with this medicine for the generation we’re going [in]to; ancient African philosophy holds
that, and I believe that.
We have this medicinal purpose to our existence. We need navigational skills, we need
direction. Life coaching for kids provides them some tools for self-direction in their learning.
And not saying that they only listen to themselves—NO!—but so they can be co-learners,
including with their parents. How do we partner in our learning experience to create the
most beautiful place possible, where we all belong?
It's balancing the brain (whole brain health), the heart-brain connection, it’s [having] fun,
it’s [making] conversation. It’s not just affirmation but breathing into what you want. I’m
now learning that that’s what incantation is. It is when you bring your whole body into the
fullness of what you’re speaking. Well, that’s what Africans have been doing for thousands
of years! That’s why even in church, when we see so-and-so “catch” the Holy Spirit, that’s
what we’ve been doing. The church gives us a window into that experience, but for
thousands of years, that’s how we’ve connected with spirit. This is how we enrich civilization.
My goal is to help people realize how great they are in God, using everything that is within
them. Not just for you, but how do we do this together? And I know that’s really big, but it’s
possible. We just need people to breathe, be balanced and grounded, and then use that as part
of their success plan. You can’t sabotage and try to be successful [at the same time].

Ashley’s program centers around the research of scholars like Dr. Asa Hilliard III (education psychologist),
Dr. Wade Nobles (psychology), Dr. Na’im Akbar (clinical psychology), Dr. Marimba Ani (anthropology), and
many others. For so many years, Ashley asserts, that White people were told “there is nothing “wrong” with
our kids. They can learn!” She hammers home the fact that the common thread amongst these scholars is the
attempts to delegitimize their work.
AB:

“Black children can learn. Black children are great. But Black children need an environment
conducive to learning in a way that can benefit them and others.
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Ashley’s work “prepares young people to be a part of the community, but because of the systematic
onslaught on our people, our timing is off, we don’t know how to approach one another, we want to slow
down when it’s time to get up, we want to get up when it’s time to slow down, people are selfish,” and she
says she recognizes that “everyone manifests differently. The highest sense of reality for us is truth,
harmony, justice, balance, order, propriety—principles of Ma’at—the oldest value system in the world.
Even Moses was aware of them. That’s what we see in the Ten Commandments! We have to get back to
order. The only order people [seem to] know is ‘me first,’ and people may be ‘me and mine’ [minded]. But
we need to [understand] ‘us and ours,’ and how we do that requires a different level of understanding of
self and of others and our relationship to nature.”
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God reminded me that I am not alone in
this work and that for the last 50 years,
people have been saying this; they’ve
done research, and they didn’t get any
funding for it. But guess what? You
have a reference point, and don’t ever
feel like you can’t do this. I thank God
for that download, that vote of
confidence.
[Africa] is the root of civilization. I
learned by reading Dr. John Henrik
Clarke (history) that, Africa gave the
world its first civilization and perhaps it
can give the world its second.
Coaching helps kids and adults zoom in
on what they want to experience. I don’t
have it all together, I’m just following
the light.
OE: What would you say to inspire a
teenaged girl, a young woman, a grown
woman? What would you tell her?
AB: There is a cosmic, divine order to
your being. Don’t get caught up in
comparisons. Find out what that cosmic,
divine order is expressed through you. If
we could just spend a little more time in
the presence of God… our girls need to
know that they are so divine and sacred
and to be careful of things we rehearse,
the things we tell ourselves over and
over and over again.
❖

@ashleymblanco
https://www.risewhereyouare.com/
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CHELONDA RENE

I Am Still Here
There was a reason I did not die on March 6, 2015, when I had a stroke. I was 44 years old. I never
imagined this would happen to me, and although I did not live a perfect life, I exercised three times a week,
drank lots of water, and avoided fried foods, pork, and beef.
But there I was.
I started intense therapy while I was in the hospital, and the nurses were happy. I was doing well. But
on March 16, 2015, I suffered a second stroke from a blood clot that traveled to my brain. After the second
stroke, I could no longer stand or walk. The entire right side of my body, my speech, my eyesight, and my
memory were all affected. I was unable to feed myself or swallow solid foods without choking.
At the tender age of 51 years old now, I can eat and swallow again. I live pursuing positive purpose in
my new life.
My vision is still not clear, I am unable to walk without help, stand by myself, speak clearly, and
remembering things is sometimes difficult. However, some things are getting easier. Despite these challenges,
I am learning to love the new me. I laugh more, I understand things better, and I use my voice to express
displeasure or anger with people. This includes when I am not pleased with or when I am angry with myself.
It has also been difficult interacting with people who work in the social services sector and talking on
the phone. Under my breath, I have called them motherfucker, idiot, bastard, and dummy. I often got frustrated
when I had difficulties on the telephone. Apparently, they do not understand their own purpose (service). Their
purpose is to HELP! A Home Health Aid broke a necklace that one of my daughters gave me. Another stepped
over trash in the middle of the floor instead of grabbing the broom and dustpan. Someone else did not drain the
water from the can of tuna before putting it in a bowl to prepare for my meal. Someone stained my dark
clothes with bleach but denied it when confronted.
Half-washed silverware.
Served burnt food.
Stole my money.
Yelled at me.
Chatted with friends on their cell phone while working.
And they come and go whenever they want.
I will face challenges. I will face hardship in this life.
I have learned that everything depends on how I choose to go through it, pursuing each challenge and
hardship with positive purpose. I have no choice.
I. Am. Still. Here.
❖
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STACI C. SHOCKLEY-MATTHEWS

Everything and Nothing
Everything has changed but really nothing has.
Ren’s is gone, but not really
just boarded up.
There’s a new sign there, West Side Market
or something.
Dunbar, still on Richey.
The paint is peeling, and the doors hang from the hinges
but it’s still Dunbar
home of the Wolverines.
Just riding by is all it takes to feel
the presence of my past.
Haunting but gentle, urging me to look back.
Remember Jeff and Mane? Spence was always chasing them back
INTO the building!
Conning Mr. Shively out of his car,
“We’re just goin’ up to Mickey D’s for real!!”
Coming back when the seventh bell rang.
So free, with the top down in that red Corvette convertible.
Not really appreciating the true freedom we were experiencing.
Not knowing it would be the last time we ever really had
FREEDOM
that pure and unbridled.
I remember how you tasted the first time our lips met.
Like chocolate and sweat. Sweet. Innocent.
I love the darkest chocolate now because of its
bittersweetness, just like what you gave.
Pulling the back laundry-room window screen out to
get in the house undetected.
I know my aunt always knew, but it’s funny how she never mentioned knowing.
I understand why she did that now, as a mother.
There’s a lot I keep quiet too.
Sometimes better to know and observe.
She’s gone now too, but the house is still there.
Empty and yellow.
Brown pillars being overtaken by vines.
Everything has changed but really nothing has.
I sit here now, in this place, the present,
remembering with sadness and fear.
Fear of leaving it all behind, I guess.
Knowing that I must, but not really because most of it is
just a part of me, a part of now.
A part of who I’ve become and of who and what
I’ll be.
Everything changes but really nothing does.
Everything and nothing.
It’s really all I have.
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Tuesday Like Sunday
I awake thinking it is Sunday. My pastor’s sermon from last week about faith—which means walking
confidently, even when you cannot see what lies ahead and don’t know how to get where you are going—is
strong, clear in my mind. It is only Tuesday, but I know the dream, if that is still what it’s called when you’re
wide awake, if Sunday means something. Has to, doesn’t it? Tuesday being so far from Sunday and all, it
wasn’t just a coincidence that my mind took me there. I think it shows my struggle to believe what he was
talking about. I mean, how can you walk confidently when you not only can’t see, but you also haven’t a clue
where you’re going? I’ve been walking, I guess, but certainly not with confidence which must mean also, not
by faith. Maybe it is my eagerness to have more. More direction, more explanation, more something to help
me take the next step or at least decide what the next step should be.

Here in this place, this now familiar place despite the continuously beeping machines, constant stream
of strangers and smells that are more like death than healing, I have no idea what to do next or how to figure it
out. That’s who I am to the world at large, at least the part of the world that includes me: I am the one who
figures it out. Whatever it may be. How to live on a budget, how to organize your kitchen or closet, how to
keep smiling once your heart has been shattered into pieces like sand, I have helped my world at large with all
of that. This dilemma, knowing what decision to make, to keep or take my son’s life, is one I am completely
lost on how to figure out, fix, or make right. I don’t know what to do and that is what makes Tuesday feel like
Sunday and breathing feel like drowning. I am lost.
The thing is, exactly one year ago, if he had been faced with the very same decision for himself, to live
or die, he would have chosen death. In fact, he did choose it three times. It just didn’t choose him back. It’s
funny how that works in the end. Death is actually the one in control, dangling life, and well, death, before us
like a game of roulette. Death decides when it’s time. Death makes the choice to look away or stare down
relentlessly no matter what stance we take to stare back. One year ago, my son was an addict living in the
streets. Pissing his pants, digging from trashcans for food, lying down with whomever he could find willing to
pay him a dollar to do so, that was his life. In reality, actually, living a sort of death. Although much different
from the one I am faced with deciding about now, still the opposite of living all the same. Now, lying with
machines to do his breathing and suctioning his bowel movements, surrounded by a stench that wavers
between urine, pesticide, and ammonia, he is a recovering addict 389 days clean.
Is this death’s way of saying, now it’s time? Slit wrists, swallowed pills, back-alley knife fights and
jailhouse brawls were not successful, but this eleven-day coma that no one can seem to figure out or reverse is
when death says, “It is time.” The weight of my choices makes my body feel like it does after pushing too hard
in the gym following days of being sedentary. I cannot lift my arms or move my head without wincing. “Is
everything okay?” people ask. I want to slap their faces. I want to spit on them and dig my fingernails, dirty
from sitting in the hospital waiting room for days without showering, into their arms until they bleed. What
part of the mind sanctions asking such a question of a mother who is faced with ending her son’s life? No.
Everything is not okay. In fact, nothing is, so please stop asking. If I look odd or off or the strange sounds that
blurt from my body at random times make you feel uncomfortable, then look away, but stop asking me
questions that churn a rage in me, that make me fear my own self.
What is a mother whose child is dead? It’s a tormenting question that I’ve actually debated before, in
settings far removed from this one. Death doesn’t erase what has been. Just because death occurs, it doesn’t
take away the truth that life once also occurred. I can hear my voice speaking convictions I once held. But
sitting now and realizing, that a child without parents is orphaned. A spouse whose husband or wife dies first
is widowed. I wonder what would I be? I believe there is no name for a mother whose child dies first because
she, too, ceases to exist. She may go on breathing and walking on the Earth and people still see her and maybe
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even interact, but her heart stops and inside she is no more. No need to name a thing that does not exist.
I was so young when my son was born that I don’t remember being anything else but his mother. Some
women that I’ve encountered think that is small and sad. My entire being, my whole identity, every dream and
goal, all I have ever aspired to revolves around him and has since I was sixteen. I didn’t want to go to college
or even be a wife. I didn’t care about those things. I just wanted to be a good mom. My own mother accused
me of getting pregnant on purpose. “How does an honor student who has read every book on every shelf in
every library not figure out how to use birth control in 1999? There are commercials on television for
condoms for God’s sake!” Why am I asked that question? I did not impregnate myself. Why is it assumed the
woman’s responsibility to prevent a life from forming when alone she has no power to create that life? “I
didn’t realize before how much of an idiot you are.” I don’t wear the condom, ask him. When my baby is born,
we will have nothing at all to do with you. You will die alone. Sad and alone. That’s where my mind went. I
remember, because it was the first time I felt like maybe I hated my mother. I don’t know for sure if I actually
did or not, because I pushed and pushed so hard against what I was feeling that it felt like I might throw up.
But I know it felt like hate. And sometimes still does.
My son used to cry and cry whenever my mother entered the room. It was as if he could sense how
cruel she’d been the whole time he lived inside me. His reaction was like his tiny embryo ears overheard the
names she called his mother when she spoke to her friends. Or that his tightly closed eyes somehow took in
her looks of disdain and judgment. The second he was born, she tried to pretend like she hadn’t called me
tramp or whore to anyone who would listen. She shifted into the role of Mimi as if I were a well-established
wife, sure of her direction, instead of a single, sixteen-year-old high school dropout not sure of anything. My
mother had t-shirts and a car seat and stroller exclusively for her car. In the end, though, Corey knew it wasn’t
real. He saw past the bullshit to her heart and that view made him scream whenever she was near.

His scream like glass shattering was vindication, and I adored him for it. I knew as sure as I knew what
to do when my body was hungry or tired that we were created to be together. I’d been in church my whole life
up to that point, but never before had I felt God was real more than I did with that realization. It was not a
random accident or a careless, teenage act of irresponsible passion that brought Corey to me. It was ordained.
It was meant to be. It was on purpose and it was what made now so excruciating and impossible.
My mother enters the room smelling of talcum powder and cheap perfume. To be exact, it is probably
very expensive perfume but because she slathers it on like lotion or because it reacts to some weird internal
body chemistry or because I’ve become accustomed to reviling her, it smells cheap, and it makes me gag. She
has food which on the surface appears kind. Anyone daring to look closer, though, knows better. The
sandwiches, tuna with mayo on white bread, present three things I despise: tuna, mayonnaise, and white bread.
Either she doesn’t know me at all or doesn’t care because she hands me the bag with flourish. “Eat, honey. I
know you don’t think so, but it helps things.” Does it? I wonder. Can a soggy sandwich slathered with mushy
meat restore my child and make him whole?
“Corey, it’s Mimi! You need a shave and a haircut, Mister, and as soon as you’re up and at ‘em I’ll
insist on it.” Since the doctor explained to us that a comatose mind is quite likely capable of hearing and
feeling sensorially, my mother has maintained conversations like these that posture a semblance of normalcy.
Like the food: on the outside it is an act of compassion. A way to support her grandson in line with medical
truths. In reality, it is like her perfume, meant to be exquisite but made garish and hollow at her touch. I take
Corey’s hand and rub his palm with my index finger. This is something I’ve done since he was hours old, and
the motion made his eyes roll back and his mouth hang open in a sort of lulled, hypnotic sleep. I squeeze and
rub, squeeze and rub bracing my son, but also myself for what I know is coming next.
“How are you doing, Corrine? Have you showered? There are doctors here honey, single ones. I know
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you’re keeping vigil but that doesn’t mean don’t be strategic.” She rubs my shoulders while she speaks and
puts air quotes around ‘keeping vigil.’ This is the part that I long ago stopped trying to explain to people
because it made me sound crazy. I never succeeded to accurately verbalize what it was she was doing with
her words, her intrusive touch, and passive-aggressive air quotes. Condescending? Patronizing? Belittling?
Sure. But it was more than that, so much more. Just like there is no word for a mother with a dead child, there
are no words for a mother who sees her child only through the narrow lens of herself, never stopping to widen
the view, and truly see who her child is.
And just like that I knew what to do. I’d been researching books and praying and asking God and the
doctors for direction, and what I had not done was seek out what Corey would want. How would he respond
to this situation outside of me? What would he do? What would he want me to do? Another reality darkens
my realization thought bubble, popping it, and making it feel small. I am like her. As cutting as her actions
have been to me throughout more than three decades, I am copying them, and so if she is horrible, what am I?
More so, if she is horrible and I know it but have willingly adopted her ways, is there a description for me
that holds adequate contempt? I feel tears burning my throat and the back of my eyes and cough to choke
them down. They are selfish tears grieving the part of me that is my mother, thus further proof of our
likenesses.
“My son doesn’t want to live like this.” My words pierce the selfish small talk in the room. “Corey is
no longer here. He’s moved on and he would want the same for me.”
My mother stands abruptly, causing her handbag and half-eaten tuna sandwich to tumble to the floor.
“What in the world are you saying, Corinne?!”
“I’m saying what I know Corey would say if he could. I’m saying what I probably should have said
days ago.” I don’t hear the words my mother speaks because my mind has gone to a place that I imagine,
similar to the one Corey has inhabited for the eleven days. It is quiet. Completely. I no longer hear machines
beep or bodies move in the hallway. I no longer even hear my own heartbeat, and I look around to be sure
that I am sitting in the hospital next to my son’s bed where I was a moment ago. I see my mother gesturing.
Arms flailing, head, and neck twisting at odd angles, and somewhere deep inside I know I would laugh at this
sight under different circumstances. I’m reminded that it matches almost exactly how she looked when I
announced that I was pregnant and refused to get an abortion. That memory is confirmation that I am on the
right track. The behavior chosen when my son was entering the world despite her protests, matches the
behavior chosen as he exits it. That must mean something. I don’t know what, but I know it does. Something
else I know, as I walk to find the doctor to let him know my son’s decision is who I am. I am a mother and
Corey is my son. That was true before he exited my womb and now as he transitions from this place called
Earth, this place where he has blessed my life with laughter, peace, hope and love, it remains true. Death does
not separate us from the love of God. Another Sunday lesson on this unusual Tuesday. Neither then does
death separate me from the greatest love I have known.

❖
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Black Man
There is nothing like a black man.
Your rhythm, your strut, the curve of your butt,
all make me smile.
Even through tears, I’ve smiled at the phenomenon of you.
From Wall Street to behind the wall you are.
Beautiful-hued, fighting to stay true, pimping, jiving, nine-tofiving, lovely, regal, royal king you are.
Rise above the whip’s scars and hear.
Hear God’s voice and understand that you are the original man.
Jesus’ twin.
Black man, there’s nothing like you,
no sunrise can out-bright you, no lion can out-fight you.
You are smooth, especially when you’re rough.
You excel, especially when it’s tough. You’re a black man.
They marvel at your resilience while attempting to sabotage
your brilliance, but on your feet each time you land, like a
mountain you stand.
Beautiful, black, chocolate brother, there truly is no other like
you.
Stimulating, intense, passionate lover of my mind, take my hand.
Let’s seek to understand this journey together.
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Retrograde

I was distracted by the finches.
But bigger in distractibility.
I should have thought it a sign
A feeder outside my dentist’s window,
but I was distracted
there to make you forget the pain
forgetting my pain
made me get one of my own.
In my garden it was already easy to forget
but the feeder with perches enough for eight
made it foolproof.
Robotic, repetitive flicks of heads
and tail feathers,
lulled me blind
blissful, asleep.
I didn’t even question the red one.
Just stared,
head tilted, heartbeat slowed,
watching. Blood red, smaller than the rest.
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Bus Stop Diary
Sometimes the grass was wet
still and fog had fallen mid-air
I could see my mental bets the cold
made my steps real. I was on a mission
and determined to get there.
Sometimes I needed a jacket
but I loved the days it was ok
that I had left it
because movement was guaranteed
for that day and time being
I was on my way.
Lip gloss popped out, fresh sticks
of chewing gum and shiny earrings
I moved quickly to become who I
couldn’t be at home
using those extra few minutes
at the bus stop to step into my zone
Wondering what adventure would the
day bring. I always seemed to figure it out
by the time I got to my last stop
I had to put together a plan not to get
caught.
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13 to 19
Structured routine
had yet to play a beat
to the rhythm of my steps.
Blurred splotches
and
still focus, tend to domino effect
my existing frequently
and insane
throughout the cycle of these months
my menstruating seems extra but
this loop is typical and not
naturally given.
This weight had never been weighed.
No one’s examples
had shown me the proper way.
Evidence in the pressure
suggested maybe my breast-feeding
had lacked the whey.
Because why do I keep
getting stuck was always the
question.
Selfish because of selfish
attitudes
are
somehow
self-less attributes in secret.
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Free Growth
She doesn’t know how to make them understand
she would need them to
understand that pain
had always been the pulse
of curiosity.
In her world
this young lady was no longer
a little girl
her growing was pain free.
Her intelligence would be
assumed: and
she was even mannerable
in and mostly out of posture
yet
it was never enough to hide
her “timidity and innocence,”
her “willing to submit”—daddy issues
always showed
and it was a long while
until she figured this out,
understanding in delay
because her growing was so free.
She had found pleasure
in being the main topic
in popular gossip
therefore her actions and attitude
often… fell unfiltered
Cluelessly
she devoured the attention
with not even one idea
as to what she was feeding.
Experiences of maturity
she sadly chased
in no apparent direction.
Her growing was so free.
It would never matter
the direction of anyone’s approach
she would challenge any
motive;
her addiction needed them
to see
so desperately that her growing had long ago set that little girl free.
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