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This book is dedicated to all the young people  
who believe they are alone, that no one cares,  

and that society has disregarded them.  
I believe in you, love you, and  

will always be here if you need me.  
You are everything!
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Foreword

Diane Latiker is saving lives
Not just of future babies, husbands, and wives
But of children drowning now
In the downpouring rain
Of poverty, hopelessness,
Killings,
Abandonment, pain
Of shootings,
The absence of hugs,
Drugs,
Gangstering thugs
Mothers on meth death
Crack cocaine brains
Fathers on streets
Shouting blame games
Some have even forgotten their names
Some killed by police
Jailed, not released
Children lost and broken, cuffed tight
To the chair of don’t nobody care about me
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Foreword

Despair
So, why should I care?
Why should I care?
Why should I care?
Diane Latiker’s saving lives
Because she does care
And dares to risk all she holds dear
Never embracing
The dark cloud of fear
Not that she sometimes
Doesn’t move past her tears
Not that she sometimes
Doesn’t fall to her knees
And pray to God, please, please, please,
Show me the way
To get through another day
But she gets up
And spits in the face of despair
Cleans herself up
Fixes her hair
And opens her heart
To another young face
Looking for salvation
A safe hiding place
And she hugs them
Scolds them
Holds them and molds them
Till she sees them in peace
Then she opens her arms
Gives them release
Then guides them to look past their pains
Teaches them how to use their talents, their brains
To reach back to others
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Teaches them what nobody really wants to hear
About the enemy within
Their fears, their fears, their fears
But Diane teaches to get in fear’s face
Tell fear his butt is evicted
Get his butt up, out of your place
Pick up his doodoo,
’Cause you now need your sacred inner space
She teaches healing
To give yourself another chance
Stop choking on your vomit
Take off your chains of self- doubt
Take your stance, start your dance
Fear and self- doubt get out, get out!
Diane doesn’t preach fantasy
She lives the price that has to be paid
She has piles of gravestones for those no longer here
And their voices scream at us from those stony bricks
They scream stop, stop, stop!
Stop falling for the tricks
Stop hating each other
And all that looks like you
Stop being the apple and not the tree
We know life’s beating you to your hopeless knees
But if you don’t stand up and see past your pains
You’ll end up like us
Fear and anger
Turned into brick- like pus
We hope folks will hear
What Diane has to say
It’s not about living just another day
It’s not about just becoming another stone
But creating a future that you really own
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Foreword

Building your dreams out of what you learn and know
Get up, never stop, go, go, go
Diane’s book
Is an inside look
At all she’s had to live
Of all the challenges she’s had to face
Diane is a hero to me
An example of all we could be
She’s a gift that keeps giving
All she can give
Teaching by example
The life you can live
Because Diane Latiker is saving lives
Not just of future babies, husbands, and wives
But of children drowning now
In the downpouring rain
Of poverty, hopelessness,
Killings,
Abandonment, pain.

Bill Duke, actor, director, and producer
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Introduction
How Did I Get Here?

“Hey, Miss Diane, can we play?”
My eyes darted around the Curtis Elementary School gym, 

looking for the kid who called over the rubber thud of basket-
balls and squeaking shoes. There was Lamont, standing in the 
doorway with two of his boys. What’s he doing here? I wondered.

“Hold on a minute, I’ll be right back,” I told the volunteer 
helping me wrangle the crowd. I walked past seventy- five kids 
running layup drills in their Kids Off the Block T- shirts and 
over to Lamont. “What’s going on?” I asked him.

He held up his Jordans and nodded toward the court. “We 
wanna play.”

I studied his face. I had known that boy for years, and not 
once had he shown up to the basketball program. He wouldn’t 
even come to Kids Off the Block, the after- school program 
that I ran out of my home. I talked him into coming to the 
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Introduction

bowling alley with us once, but he never would set foot in 
my house.

“Miss Diane, I ain’t sitting next to those so- and- so’s,” he told 
me then— only he didn’t say so- and- so’s. Too many rival gang 
members there, apparently.

I had no idea why he showed up that afternoon ready to 
shoot hoops. But I also knew I never turned anyone away who 
wanted to play.

“Cool, come on in.” I pointed to the lines by each basketball 
hoop. “Go ahead, we just running drills now.”

Lamont and his boys walked across the gym, their back-
packs slung over their hoodies. I figured they’d change into 
their gym shoes and jump in with the other kids, so I turned 
my attention back to the program.

“Miss Diane, watch!” a boy hollered as he flung a basketball 
at the hoop.

I grinned and clapped, watching the ball sail toward the 
backboard and bounce into the net. “Nice shot!” I cheered. 
Three days a week, the gym a block from my house was filled 
with kids just dying to dribble and shoot. Basketball had a way 
of bringing boys together, no matter what block they came 
from or what gang they pledged their allegiance to.

Not fifteen minutes later, the door swung open and in 
walked TO.

Oh, Lord, I thought.
TO wasn’t supposed to be there that day. Most days he showed 

up ready to play, but he had told me he couldn’t come this time 
for one reason or another. And most days, I would have been 
thrilled to see him. But most days, Lamont wasn’t there.

Everybody was scared of TO. The kids told me he still ran 
around with his gang, much as I fussed at him to quit. I couldn’t 

_LatikerMauger_KidsOffBlock_KA_wo.indd   14_LatikerMauger_KidsOffBlock_KA_wo.indd   14 5/28/20   3:44 PM5/28/20   3:44 PM

Diane Latiker, Kids Off the Block 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



Introduction

15

go a day without somebody telling me about kids from TO’s 
and Lamont’s gangs shooting each other up. And now, mem-
bers of both gangs were in the gym with seventy- five other  
kids.

“Oh, hey, TO!” I said nervously. I stood in front of him 
trying to steer him away from Lamont. Lord, please don’t let 
Lamont notice TO, I prayed.

“Hey!” I whipped my head around at the sound. There was 
Lamont, glaring right at TO. Too late.

“I know that was you the other night!” he bellowed, charg-
ing toward TO with his boys behind him. TO didn’t move, 
but he wasn’t backing down. The look on his face said he was 
fixing to fight.

Both boys screamed at each other, hurling words that I 
never allowed my KOB kids to say in front of me. And there I 
was between them, in the middle of a screaming match.

“Calm down!” I tried to yell over them. “The other kids are 
watching. Stop!”

But they didn’t. Before I could move, Lamont and his boys 
reached in their backpacks and pulled guns. Later, the other 
kids would tell me they were .45s, the kind of gun Dirty Harry 
carried. All I knew was they were huge. TO locked eyes with 
Lamont as two boys behind him whipped their guns out too.

Everything froze. From my peripheral vision, I could see the 
other kids staring, scared to move. No basketballs bounced 
now. There was just an eerie silence. I was nearly fifty years 
old, and I was stuck between a bunch of kids dead set on 
shooting each other. It was like something out of a movie, only 
in movies kids holding guns look scared, like they wouldn’t 
actually shoot. Not these kids. Their faces were cold and hard. 
My heart pounded.
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Introduction

If one of these boys gets killed up in here, I’ll never forgive myself, 
I thought. Images of their families flashed through my mind.

Something inside me snapped. How dare these boys ruin 
a perfectly good day of basketball? I was furious at them for 
putting all the lives in that gym at risk. If bullets started flying, 
any one of us could get hit. Not just the kids holding guns. 
Bullets don’t care.

No, I thought. Not today. I ain’t letting this happen.
I grabbed TO’s collar, yanking him down to my height until 

our faces were just inches apart. If I could get through to him, 
everybody else would listen.

“TO, tell them to put the guns down!” I screamed. “Tell 
them! Put the guns down!”

“Miss Diane, I can’t tell them to put the guns down!” he 
screamed right back at me.

“TO! We all gonna get shot! Tell them now! Tell them to 
put the guns down!”

“I can’t, Miss Diane! I can’t do it!”
Our voices grew louder and louder. My throat burned, but 

I kept screaming. No one tried to escape. The boys around me 
were so scared out of their minds, they couldn’t move.

“TO!” I screeched. “Do it! Tell them to put the guns down!”
“I already told you I can’t!”
“Tell them to put the guns down!”
My chest tightened, and I felt lightheaded as I tried to catch 

my breath. Come on, TO, I thought. You better than this.
Finally TO’s shoulders dropped. “Put the guns down!” he 

commanded.
TO’s boys lowered their guns and stared at Lamont. A 

split second later they took off running, busting through the 
gym doors and out onto the street, leaving TO in the gym. 
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Lamont and his guys were behind them with their guns in 
their hands.

I let go of TO’s collar and hightailed it out of the gym and 
into the school. I raced down the hall as fast as I could to the 
principal’s office. “Somebody give me the phone!” I cried out.

I could barely breathe as I called the police. I told them ex-
actly where the boys were, and they contacted the police de-
tective who happened to be in the neighborhood. All of them 
were caught right there in the street and taken to jail.

When I could finally breathe again, I stomped back to the 
gym. TO was still there, shuffling around with his hands in 
his pockets. I thought he might be apologetic. After all, his 
little dispute just about got all of us killed. But instead he 
glared at me.

“Miss Diane, what was he doing here?” he demanded, clearly 
referring to Lamont.

“You already know, TO,” I said firmly. “I don’t turn anyone 
away who wants to play. That’s my rule.”

He crossed his arms. “Well, then I’m not gonna come back.”
“That’s okay with me,” I said. I knew he was bluffing anyway. 

“You can’t tell me who I let come to my program. What you are 
gonna do is you’re gonna stop bringing that mess with you.”

“I didn’t start it,” he protested.
“No, that’s right, you didn’t. Lamont did. But you sure didn’t 

stop it until I made you.”
TO walked off in a huff. When he was gone, I closed my 

eyes and sighed. Diane, what are you doing? I thought. What is 
wrong with you? You could’ve got yourself killed.

This isn’t how I’d envisioned spending my days after my 
kids were grown. I was supposed to be fishing and playing 
with my grandbabies. I was supposed to be free. Not once did 
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Introduction

I think I’d spend every waking hour of freedom looking after 
somebody else’s kids.

I didn’t plan any of this. When I invited ten kids into my 
living room in 2003, I had no idea it would turn into a non-
profit that kept thousands of kids off the streets. I didn’t know 
a bunch of teenagers would turn my life upside down, tear up 
my house, and threaten my marriage. I didn’t know that I’d 
come to love them as my own, that I’d wake up every morning 
thinking about how I could help them that day, that I’d will-
ingly step in front of guns for them. I didn’t know I’d experi-
ence the joy of watching them not only survive but also leave 
gangs, graduate from high school, find good jobs. Or that I’d 
know all too well the heartbreak of seeing them fall back into 
old traps. Get caught up in the streets. Become more victims 
of gun violence.

None of this was my idea. And I certainly don’t deserve the 
credit. I still don’t understand why God chose me to do this. 
If I’d known what lay ahead, I probably would have said no. 
But He used me anyway.

And by His grace, I’m still here.
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One

“You Should Do Something 
with Those Kids”

The bell over the door jingled as my final client left. After hours 
of coloring hair, applying relaxers, and trimming split ends, I 
was beat, but my work still wasn’t done. I picked up a broom 
and swept my station as my mom walked over from her booth 
and flopped down in my chair.

This had been our routine since the day she opened the 
beauty shop. I never wanted to be a hair stylist. I was working 
construction and loving every minute of it when my mom 
asked me to go to beauty school. She had always wanted to 
own a salon, but she wasn’t going to do it without me and 
my five sisters. I was nearly forty years old— the last thing I 
wanted to do was go to school with a bunch of girls half my 
age. But I don’t say no to my mom. Now, years later, here I 
was working in her salon.

Chapter
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“What you got going on this weekend?” she asked me.
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said absently, placing combs and scis-

sors in the Barbicide jar sterilizer. “I think I might take Aisha 
and her friends somewhere. Maybe go fishing.”

My youngest daughter, thirteen- year- old Aisha, was always 
running around with nine of her friends. They’d be outside all 
day running the streets, playing tag, and doing who knows what 
when school was out for the summer. I took them to ball games, 
swimming pools, or bowling alleys whenever I could— mostly 
to keep my eye on Aisha. I liked knowing what she was up to.

My mom looked at me and nodded seriously. “Yeah, you 
should do that. You should stay close to those kids.”

I stopped wiping my counter. “Huh?”
“No, really,” she said. “You should do something with those 

kids, Diane. They respect you.”
“Ma, no they don’t.” I rolled my eyes. “You oughtta be with 

them. The whole time we’re out somewhere, they be acting 
up. Even Aisha is acting up. All they do is complain when we 
go fishing: ‘Miss Diane, this is so boring. Why you making us 
do this?’” I said, imitating that teenage whine.

My mom laughed. “Oh, I know they fuss at you. But they 
really do respect you. You should pay attention sometime.”

“I already have, Ma. Those kids don’t listen to me. They 
don’t listen to nobody.”

My tone said that was that, like her words hadn’t weaseled 
their way into my brain. But my mom knew better. She raised 
her eyebrows at me as if to say, “Mm- hmm.”

When Aisha and her friends ran in and out of my house the 
next day, I took a hard look at them. What did Ma mean by 
all that? I thought. Why did she say, “Do something with those 
kids”? I already do plenty. What else is there?
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“You Should Do Something with Those Kids“

My mom pushed the barbecue into the backyard as I stood 
back watching Aisha. It was a beautiful July night, perfect for a 
cookout. We spent most summer nights sitting in the backyard 
with my husband, James, just talking and grilling burgers or 
chicken on the barbecue. But tonight I didn’t have much to 
say. My mind was in a different place. I hoped that my mom 
wouldn’t bring up yesterday’s conversation.

“Did you think about what I said?” my mom asked.
I braced myself. So much for not bringing it up. “No, I didn’t 

think about it,” I said, avoiding her eyes. “But I will.”
There was that look again, the same look as the day before.
“Okay then,” she said slowly. “I hope you do.”
I dumped charcoal into the barbecue and lit a match, grate-

ful she didn’t say anything else. Why did she have to bring that 
up again? I thought. I don’t have time to do anything else with 
these kids. I don’t want to do this. Aisha’s four years away from 
graduation. I’m supposed to be free, not running around with 
somebody else’s kids.

I hoped she would let it go this time, but I knew she wouldn’t. 
She never lets anything go when she’s serious. And for some 
reason she was serious about this.

Aisha’s friends had been yelling, “Hey, Miss Diane!” while 
running in and out of my house since they were kids. We never 
said much beyond small talk, but Aisha filled me in on the 
basics. I knew more than a few of them were in gangs. Some 
of them were selling drugs. Some of them might have been 
using. Ain’t nothing I can do for those kids, I thought. They got 
bigger problems than I can handle.

My mom always believed that my sisters and I could change 
the world— with or without any evidence to back that up. It 
didn’t matter if we told her we were going to ride a cow down 
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the middle of Michigan Avenue. She’d just say, “You ride that 
cow good because I know you can do it.” Usually her belief 
gave me confidence but not this time. I knew how to take the 
kids fishing or to a show and send them home. That’s it. Ma’s 
wrong, I thought. This is too much. I’m supposed to be fishing, 
not trying to fix these kids.

The next day, my mom and I were in the backyard again. 
My aunt Pearl was there watering the backyard with a hose 
when my mom broke the silence.

“Pearl,” she hollered over the noise of the hose. “You know, 
I told Diane she needed to do something with the kids.”

Aunt Pearl nodded, a hand on her hip, the hose still spraying 
water. “You know what, I done thought the same thing. Diane’s 
got a way with them kids. She really should do something.”

I threw my hands in the air. Here we go, I thought. This 
was Mom’s classic move. If I don’t do what she wants, she 
gets everyone else in the family on her side until I have no 
choice.

“We all been talking about it,” my mom said.
“Hold up, who’s we?”
“Diane,” my mom said, ignoring the question. “You need 

to do something. I know you know it too.”
I didn’t protest. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head, 

even though I couldn’t understand why. But I just couldn’t 
say yes.

“Ma, I don’t know what to do,” I admitted.
“Well, just do something,” she said. “Think about it.”
I wasn’t going to get away from this. These thoughts that 

kept running through my head, keeping me awake when I was 
supposed to be asleep, they were all from the Lord. He wanted 
me to do something. And He wouldn’t let me off the hook.
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“You Should Do Something with Those Kids“

I spent the next three days on my knees. God, I don’t want 
to do this, I prayed. I’m just a mom. I got problems with my own 
kids. I don’t know what to do. I’m not a role model.

I had my first baby when I was just sixteen. I married the guy, 
because that’s what everyone said you’re supposed to do. I was 
too young to know better. Ten years later, I was divorced with 
six kids. I didn’t even have a high school diploma to help me. 
I had a few wild years after that. I thought God had forgotten 
about me, and I was tired of being the good girl—I wanted to 
know what it was like to be bad. I tried every drug and drink I 
could get my hands on and even had another baby in the pro-
cess. But I still didn’t feel satisfied. So I found myself at church 
again, asking Jesus to give me another chance. That’s when I 
met James. He was loud and had more hair than I’d ever seen on 
a man— but he sure was cute. One wink and that was it for me. 
We were married two weeks later. I wouldn’t recommend that 
to any of my daughters, but it worked for us. We had Aisha, we 
settled into Roseland, and life was good. But now I was forty- six. 
All but one of my kids were grown, and I was just a few years 
away from freedom. Hadn’t the time for a new calling passed?

God, please ask someone else to do whatever it is You’re telling 
me to do, I prayed. If for some reason You really do want me to 
do this, give me a sign. I need some real proof that it’s You before 
I jump. I need to know You’re going to catch me.

I didn’t get a sign. But I also couldn’t shake the feeling that 
this was His plan. On the third day— July 15, 2003—I stood at 
my front window watching Aisha and her friends playing and 
lifted up one last prayer. God, what could I possibly do with them?

And there it was. His answer: Just listen, Diane. I heard the 
words in my head clear as day. Find out what they need. You’ll 
know what to do.
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My eyes snapped open suddenly at the sound of Aisha’s 
laughter. She and her friends were running all over the block 
playing tag. Most of them were thirteen or fourteen years old— 
not kids anymore but still not grown. I took a deep breath. I’m 
going to go out there and ask them what they want to be when 
they grow up, I thought. I’m not sure where that question had 
come from. These kids might laugh at me. But before I could 
stop myself, I had one foot in front of the other, out the door 
and down the front steps.

“Aisha!” I hollered. I waited for her to come running, but 
she didn’t look at me. Those kids were carrying on so loud 
they couldn’t hear me.

I tried again. “Aisha!”
She jerked her head in my direction. “What?”
“Y’all come over here a minute.”
All ten of them shuffled over, forming a half circle around 

me. They stared, waiting for me to say something.
“What y’all think I’m fixing to do, make a speech?” I joked. I 

always make jokes when I’m nervous. Luckily, the kids didn’t 
notice my motive and laid out laughing.

“Oooh, Miss Diane, you bad,” said Senneca, one of Aisha’s 
friends.

This was my chance. “I was just wondering, what do you 
guys want to be when you grow up?”

I barely finished my sentence before they all started in-
terrupting each other, calling out at least five occupations 
each. They jumped up and down like five- and six- year- olds, 
carrying on like anything was possible. They wanted to be 
singers and rappers, teachers and lawyers, doctors and nurses. 
Aisha wanted to be a child psychologist, singer, therapist, 
and masseuse.
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They hollered over one another until I held my hand up. 
“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” I said, laughing. “Could you 
maybe choose just one?” These kids still have dreams in them. 
These streets haven’t taken that away.

After they quieted down a minute, I spoke up again. “If I 
invited y’all into my house, would y’all come?”

They looked at one another, confused. “Miss Diane, we al-
ways come to your house,” Aisha’s friend Jamal said.

“No, I mean like come to my house, get off the street, that 
kind of thing,” I stuttered.

But they all acted like they understood. “Yeah, Miss Diane, 
we’d come.”

“Good, good.” I tried not to smile too big. “I’m gonna get 
y’all off the block.”

DaJuan, one of the boys, laughed. “Yeah, we gonna be the 
kids off the block.”

We all froze. “That’s it!” I cried. “You’re the Kids Off the 
Block!”

I herded all ten of them into my living room. They flopped 
down on my sofas and chairs, barely fitting in that ten- by- 
twelve room. My mind was a complete blank. They all leaned 
forward in their seats, some of them drumming their fingers 
on the arms of my furniture. I couldn’t tell if Aisha was con-
fused or embarrassed.

These kids think I’m fixing to do something big or amazing, I 
thought. But I have no clue what I’m even going to say.

“Well,” I said, “do y’all want to talk?”
They nodded halfheartedly.
“About what?” Jamal chimed in.
“I just want to know what’s going on with y’all,” I said.
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Now they were confused again. “But Miss Diane, Aisha grew 
up with me!” a girl named Lisa said.

“Yeah,” Richard chimed in. “You know my mom and dad. 
You know our people.”

“Yeah, you know me!” a few others joined in.
The room buzzed as the kids talked over one another again. 

Aisha’s loyalty to her mama overruled her embarrassment. 
“Hey!” she yelled. “My mom’s talking!”

Everyone stared at their shoes, looking embarrassed.
“You right, I’ve heard some things,” I said carefully. “But I 

want to hear from y’all what y’all are doing. What’s going on 
at school? What’s going on at home?”

For a few minutes we all sat in silence. Finally, I heard Da-
Juan’s deep voice. “I’ll go.”

DaJuan had been following Aisha around like a little puppy 
for weeks. That boy thought the sun shined out of her toes or 
something. Now was his chance to impress her. I didn’t know 
much about DaJuan, but I did know he was a talker. Catch him 
on the right subject and he could yak your ear off. Not only 
that, but this boy was big for his age and strong as a mule. None 
of the boys would play around boxing with DaJuan. DaJuan 
would knock them out cold. If I could get him to be vulnerable, 
I knew the rest would follow.

DaJuan looked down, avoiding eye contact with the other 
kids. “I guess most of y’all know my dad is locked up,” he said, 
fidgeting with the couch cushion. “My mom, she’s working 
at Burger King or Wendy’s— one of those places over there. 
But she don’t even make enough to keep the lights on. So . . .” 
DaJuan shrugged. “I got five brothers and sisters. I got to help.”

He didn’t tell us how he helped his mom but he didn’t have 
to. Everybody knew he wasn’t out flipping burgers or calling 
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out orders. I’d seen him on the corner at night myself more 
times than I could count. Only one reason anybody stands on 
a Roseland street corner after dark. I fought to keep the words 
from bubbling out of my mouth. Boy, you got to stop selling 
them drugs! I thought. You find another way to help your mama, 
but this ain’t it! But this was my time to listen.

“My mom needs help,” DaJuan continued, his voice crack-
ing. “But there’s nobody. Ain’t nobody gonna help us. I got to 
bring money home somehow. I don’t want to do it that way. 
But nobody’s giving me a real job. So I do what I gotta do. We 
gotta survive.”

No one made a sound as DaJuan fought back tears. Jamal 
put his hand on DaJuan’s shoulder, while Aisha and the girls 
sat next to him in support.

DaJuan finally took a deep breath. “I guess that’s it. That’s 
all I got.”

“Thank you for sharing that,” I said. Before I could ask if 
anyone wanted to go next, Jamal jumped in.

“Yeah, my dad ain’t around either,” Jamal said, trying his 
best to act like he didn’t care. “Sometimes I see him. Most 
of the time I don’t. We ain’t got no money and no food. I 
gotta swipe food sometimes just to keep us going. We so hun-
gry some nights I make my sisters ketchup and mayonnaise 
sandwiches.”

The other kids laughed and pretended to gag. They thought 
he was making a joke but quickly stopped when they realized 
he wasn’t.

“My mom don’t care,” he said. “Shoot, we don’t even see 
her half the time either. She’ll just up and disappear, not 
even telling us where she’s going. Probably because my mom 
hates me.”

_LatikerMauger_KidsOffBlock_KA_wo.indd   27_LatikerMauger_KidsOffBlock_KA_wo.indd   27 5/28/20   3:44 PM5/28/20   3:44 PM

Diane Latiker, Kids Off the Block 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission. 



Kids Off the Block

28

“Jamal!” I shouted, but I stopped myself. Don’t you talk about 
your mama like that, I thought. No mama hates her child. But 
I held my tongue.

Jamal just shook his head sadly. “No, Miss Diane. She tell 
me all the time.”

My jaw dropped—I couldn’t help it. I knew Jamal had a flair 
for the dramatic. Maybe this was one of his tall tales.

“You mean she gets mad sometimes? Yells at you?”
Jamal shrugged. “She says, ‘I hate the day I had you.’”
No one knew how to take those awful words. The girls moved 

to Jamal now, patting his back even though they weren’t so sure 
he was telling the truth.

He sighed. “I got to keep whiskey in my room just to survive 
in that house. That’s the honest- to- God truth. It’s the only 
way I can stay there.”

I could nearly feel my heart break inside my chest as I watched 
him burst into tears.

“I think about it all the time— what did I do?” Jamal con-
tinued between sobs. “Why can’t my own mom love me? Isn’t 
that what moms are supposed to do?”

No one had ever heard Jamal share like that.
I was about to ask someone else to share when I heard 

Aisha pipe up. “I’ll go,” she said, looking at me pointedly. Oh 
boy. I wonder what horror story this child is about to dredge up 
about me.

Aisha’s lip quivered as she began her tragic tale of being 
pulled out of her neighborhood elementary school to attend 
a well- respected Catholic school. I had to close my eyes to 
keep them from rolling into the back of my head. Here we go, 
I thought. Throwing it in my face that I wanted my daughter to 
get a good education. Go complain about it to Oprah someday!
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I just knew the other kids would be on my side and back 
me up. But instead, as I looked around the room, I saw under-
standing nods.

“Yeah, I can see why you would be mad about that,” one 
boy said.

By this point steam was pouring out of my ears. All these 
kids were turning me into the villain just for sending my kid 
to a better school. But I couldn’t say a word. I had to listen to 
Aisha, just like I did to all the other kids.

One by one, the kids went around the circle sharing their 
stories. Hours passed and no one left, not even to get a snack 
or a glass of water. They stayed even when my husband burst 
through the door, hollering, “Hey! What are y’all doing in here?” 
They laughed for a minute at how loud he was, but they kept 
right on talking.

I didn’t ask a single one of them to volunteer— they did it 
on their own. The only boy who didn’t speak up when it was 
his turn was Isiah. But after everyone else had a chance to 
speak, Isiah took a deep breath.

“Y’all pick on me,” he said calmly, making eye contact with 
each kid around the circle.

My eyes widened as I looked at each kid, horrified. I shot 
Aisha a look that made it very clear he better not be talking 
about her.

A few of them protested or laughed off his accusation. “Aw, 
nah, we don’t pick on you,” another boy said, trying to play it 
cool. Isiah would have none of it.

“Yes. You do,” he said with the same steady tone. “Y’all think 
I’m dumb. But I’m not.”

He turned to me. “I’m gonna be somebody great one day, 
Miss Diane. And they all gonna talk about me.”
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“Yes you are, Isiah,” I said, choking back tears.
Suddenly I glanced at a clock— it was 8:30 p.m., more than 

four hours since they had first sat down in my living room.
“Oh, it’s late!” I said, startled. “Everybody’s got to go on home. 

It’s getting dark.”
I was interrupted by a chorus of protests. “It’s summertime, 

Miss Diane!” Jamal said. “I ain’t gotta be in till ten o’clock.”
I shook my head. “We can talk more tomorrow. You all got 

to get home to your families.”
When my living room was empty I collapsed on the couch. 

The long list of problems I’d just heard played through my 
head like a movie. How am I going to get DaJuan off the street 
corner? What on earth am I going to do with what Jamal said? 
And when am I going to have a talk with Aisha?

None of these kids looked perfect from the outside, but I 
had no idea how very grown- up their problems were. I was 
smack in the middle of an emergency, trying to save kids who 
had very urgent needs. Their problems were too big. Too big 
for me to handle anyway.

Oh, Lord, I prayed. What in the world have I gotten myself 
into? What if I can’t help them? I don’t have super powers. I can’t 
rush in and fix everything.

In that quiet living room, I felt God speak. You’re right, I 
sensed Him saying. You can’t. But you don’t have to. Just trust Me.

I did the only thing I could. I picked up my phone.
“Ma!” I cried. “You won’t believe what these kids just said!”
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