g e
¥ comp@sITION
 Memoirs of
. R'_es'\l'\'e:;nq\/
- and Hope

Volume 3

(29
RN .,

SRR
r )..\4“ N 2




4O SHOWS)Y
NOILIS®dINOD

OW.ORG



DEDICATION

Fer those whe wander lost in darkness,

Yet never stop moving toward the light.

For those who refuse to lose faith in their potential,

And constantly push For a better life.

For those who refuse to agwve up, this booK i1s for vou.

Believe in yourself and never forget:

There will always be someone around to

Lend a hand.
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P rologue

gi‘arﬁng Wr'ﬁ'e, Now Features essays written by and

about homeless, unaccompanied youths, all of which are

participants of Starting Right; Now (SRND. These

testimonials were composed for college essays,

scholarships or post-graduate schools. SRN is ending the

generational cycle of homelessness and poverty. These

remarKable stories and the voices of these SRN students

testify to the power of determination and hope.
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FOREWORD

Beautiful Me

We all have a story
And before if | were to write mine in a bocK,

i would be stamped TRAGEDY

| felt +he eFfects of pain

| have taKen my own wrist and cut inteo the ven.

Most of you Know that | was Daddy's pretty girl,
But n actuality | didn't feel pretty at all.

The late night visits and the soft commands "Don't
tell mommy"

All it left me was 'F'eeling cliri'\!

Why wasn't | worthy?

Daddy | was supposed to be your babyl

Why would you hurt me?..
| needed you, why couldn't you see?

What all your Speclad fouches were doing to me?

| wanted your |ove. | wanted te be Dadclv's i+tHe qw‘l

But what you made me made my stemach churn and

curl.

When | locKed inte the mirrer | couldn't see what they

Saw

How? when | have so many Flaws

Do you see my arm?

Those cuts hold my darKest secrets.

The attempts to end my life
Can you Feel my heart?

It's broKen apart

How can anyone ever love me.

When | have so many scars.

| couldn't help it | started putting up guards,

| was scared that all the ones | loved would depart

LiKe | was just some piece of trash to discard.
| was scared, | was alone,




I wish | could have Known

My heart may have been broKen but it is still ntact.

My past will not leave me handicapped.

| locK in the mirror and although it still may be
cracKed, '

| see myself clearly and | am getting myself backK.

My wings may be croocKed but they will still Fly

| may Fall down but | will still get up and try

Never incapable but fully capable

| am stronger than you ever thought pessible

| can guarantee you one thing

This werld was meant for me t+o change

Daddy my success will be my revenge

My reoar 15 as loud as a lien's

| am going to sing, | am going to shout.

I am not afraid.

Listen to my werds we all have cur stories,

But this 1s our chance For a new slate.

We all have our scars, we are perfectly Flawed.

Do you Know how many wonders you can create?

We have gone through hell and through it all we have

Fought.

We hold in ourselves the potential for magie,

Even though our stories have been tragic.

LocK at me | undarstand you, | Know what you went

through.

But what hoppened does not have to define you.

My bocK 1s ne longer a tragedy,

| +hink | will call i+ TENACITY.

| locKed into the mirror and | Finally saw what they all

See.

| said helle to the beautiful me.

Kelsey Mitchell

SRN Student
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Amillio

Amillic graduated from BlaKe High

School. He 1s currently a freshiman at

H'\“sbor‘ough Commumi+y College with the B

intention of bec_oming a Fire-?igh'l‘er‘.
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We sleep in public. parKs; it draws less attention than superstere parking lots. My dad attaches a

water hose to spigots for us to shower. Cheap dish detergent functions as our body wash, shampeo

and antibacterial soap. Showering noKed gives me ariety, the inevitably cold hose water maKes

showering miserable. In the winter, when the cutside temperature plinges inte the mid-thirties, my dad

insists | bare the frigd air in pursuit of hygiene. In addition +o pedestrians, we constantly worry about

roaming parK managers and pdlice officers patroling the area.

| find sleep on a Few panels of cardboard outside. It's difficult Ffor me to sleep in the backseat of

our car since I'm over si Feet tall at 1b years old. Police sirens waKe me. My heart plummets into my

stomach as | Frantically locK around For my parents. My dad appears beside me but we realize my mom

is stucK in the bushes we use as our restroom. The pelice eviet us ofF the premises and we're bacK to

Sguare one.

A Few months earlier, my family and | were Forced to move cut of cur traller becouse we couldn't

afford the weeKly rent. My dad suggested we live in cur car to save menay. We mnoved cut of the

+railer and pursued the open road. Living in a car wasn't too bad; except Finding a place +o sleep.

Every day we ate TV dinners, sandwiches or McDonalds. My dad beught a microwave and Kept it in

the car on tep of our picnie codler; which served as our Freezer. Once school started, my dad dropped

us off at my mom's job, sinca school was within walking distance. After schodl, | wakked to the library

+o Finish homeworK and wait for my mom. The cyele continued for the next eight months; find a park

to sleep in, discretely heat cur food, wake up early and leave for school/work before we were caught-.

One day, the school called e down to the main office because they sent my parents mail +o our

old address. | remained silent as they asked for my new address. | didn't Know what teo say. My

guidance counselor askad why | wouldn't gve my new address and | was forced to spill my story. Shortly

after, my guidance ceunselor recommended Starting Right, Now (SRN), a program for homeless teens,

and set up an interview. During the interview, the Executive Director of SRN said if | was accepted,

they could help me with a place to sleep, food, a savings account, job and tutering assistance. i

sounded too good to be true. After the interview, | anxicusly waited for weeks until | found out | was

accepted into the program. | moved into their transitional housing facility and Felt a huge weight If+

off my shoulders. The other students all come from diverse bacKgrounds with different stories but we

all have one thing in cemmon, we are homeless.

ASter a Few short weeks, the program changed my life. | participated in computer literacy classes,

tutoring, a leadership class and a diversity retreat. | never did well in school er Knew how o express my

emotions but SRN helped me overcome my obstacles. Now, my grades are inproving and I'm learning

about the world. I've been able to experience things I've never been exposed to, such as eating at a nice

restaurant. | feel blessed to have this epportunity because it's a selective program. | never thought

college would be possible. | ne longer wonder if I'm going +o college, | wonder which college | will go t+o. I'm

excited to pursue a degree in axercise science and chase my dream of working in the field of sperts. |

dlse want to give bacK to my community by volinteering at schools and sharing my stery with Kids in

situations similar +o mine. | want +o be an example of hard work paying off, by having a successful,

happy end'lng to my life story.



Arne-Marie

Annie graduated Ffrom Gaither High

Scheool. She graduated From Florida State

Unwersity and received a Bachelor of

Science in Elementary Education. She 1s

currently a 4th grade teacher for

Pinellas County Public. Scheols.
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My dad chose his girifriend over me. Pretty simple. | was not weleome at his

home. It was New Year's Eve and | went o my sister's. My dad never called t+o make

sure | was cKay. He didn't wish me a Happy New Year whan the clocK strucK twelve.

That night | cried. New Year's Day iy sister spoKe to my dad and he requested, l

come get my crap out of his place because he is not a storage unit" To aveid

conflict; | went when he was at worK and grabbed the basics - clothes and

necessities. Within days | went from having a secure home and savings account, to

being homeless.

There were days when | lacKed motivation to get out of bed. | work every night

until I1 pan. and then complete homework until 1 am. Many days | would turn oFF

the alarm and roll over on the couch to sleep some more. | was mentally and

physically exhausted. Friends started worrying about my obsences in First peried.

QuicKly | realized t+hat even though things were dfficult, | needed to maKe school a

priority. Living on your own as a high schodl student is not easy.

My hard werK finally paid of . | saved enough +o buy my own car. Deseribing the

feelings | experienced that day is impossible to put inte words. It Felt so amazing,

Even with Mount Everest sized cbstacles in my way, | was able +o maKe it +o the

summit.

My sister was shipping off to boot camp which meant | needed t6 find a place to

lve. | spcKe to my guidance counselor about my circumstances, and she informed

me of a program that helps youth in my situation. This program helps

unac.companied youth who are academically driven and motwated. After many

interviews, | was accepted inte Starting Right, Now, and they helped me get an

apartment. The world had been ifted off my shoulders, and For once in my Iife, |

felt [Ke | was going +o be cKay.

Net many seniors in high schedl, live alone, werK Full time and maintain an A-B

average. | have preven that | am a leader. | have embraced this responsibility. There

are many bad paths | could have chosen, but | steered to the passageway entering

college. l've learnad even with huge challenges, | refuse to give up. | may struggle ot

times but | always push through. "'Do not fear the wind of adversity. Remember a

Kite rises against the wind rather than with it." Unknown




Alexis

Alexis graduated From Armwood High

School. She i1s currently n her senior

year at Saint Lec Unwersity pursuing a

Bacheler's in Secial Work.
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The gun, aimed at my sister's boyfriend, was held by the father of the little girl

he supposedly molested. i was my last Few days of scheel before summer breoK. |

get off the bus to glass flying and cuss words spewing.

Rumors spread throughout the trailer park he was a pedophile. The Father

cocKed his gun, ready to Fire as the entire parK grew silent.

I ran as fast as | could into my house. | thought he would shoot everyone in the

park. For the first time in my Iife, | was scared.

Somecne called 911 and pelice cars pulled up +o our house. Events unfolded

outside, in front of all the neighbors and the landlord. The cops arrested my

sister's boyfriend. She began sobbing and begging them to gwe him another chance.

Funny how the criminal system worKs....he only spent one night in jail before he

posted ball. He and my sister found a new place to live, pacple +o mooch ofF. My

mom did not have a stable job so she could not pay the electricity bill on +ime. Our

landlord spared us the First couple of times, yet once this incident happened, he

called the electric company to turn it ofF.

The londlord gave us three days to meve cut. In small print, the lease stated "I}

the police were called at any pont while staying here then the t+enants weuld have

to leave the premise." We had nowhere to go. No money and ne savings. My sister

leFt with her boyfriend.

Hawving slept one night without electricity, my boyFriend's Family offered us

temporary shelter and told us about Starting Right, Now a pregram that helps

homeless families get bacK on their feet. | was iFfy about receiving help because |

am very used to being let down.

This incident made me realize each person has to choose their own path. | am

determined to pave a different path for my ife than the rest of my Family. | want

to be the first generation in my family +o follow my dreams. Colege tests your

limits. | am prepared. | am more optimistic. since we have help. | am a stronger

person, more aware of my surrcundings. | want to be a Social Worker/Juvenile

Counselor because | love helping pecple. | relate well +o teens and want to inspire

them to get bacK on the right tracK. In spite of everything | have been threwn, my

passion for helping pecple has grown even strenger!




Avien

Avion graduated From Bowers-Whitley

Career Center. He i1s currently a

Freshman at Hillsborough Community

College with the ntention of entering

the Police Academy.
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Hand in hand with my foster family, we stand arcund the dining reom table and say grace. At

19 years cld, I'm celebrating Christmas For the First time. My mouth waters locking at the spread

of food set in Front of me - homemade mac and cheese, potato salad, turkey, and green beans.

As we bow our heads to pray, my foster mom speaks about the importance of having each other -

our mismatched family. | sit in a circle and cpen presents. | feel awkward. 'm not used to having

presents to open. For the First time, | feel loved. | finally Feel IKe part of a Family. | should have

Known that weuld suddenly come to a quick end.

At three years old, | was drepped off at a group home. | spent my entire life in the foster care

system. Kids are thrown into foster care because of abuse, neglect or abandenment. My mom

was guilty of all the above. The group home was my living nightmare. Kids suffered in there; they

Fought each other and the staff never bothered to breok it up. There's no one to turn to for

help.

The First +wo years of high school, every three months, my casewerKer weuld call and tell me to

pacK up o move again. | lived in oo many homes to count. Each foster house was werse than the

previcus one and never felt [Ke home. None of the foster families cared about me; | was just

ancther paychecK for them. Moving made me harden. | stepped building relationships bacouse |

didn't want to get attached. | was mad at the world and started acting out. Eventually, |

realized this was not the person | wanted to be so | turned +o my faith and prayed for a wiracle.

On my 19th birthday, my caseworKer called and told me to pack everything up, | was meving

again. | was usad to the routine. But, wakKing in, | Knew this foster home would be different. We

celebrated holidays together and ate family dinners. They sat me down and talked about staying

out of trouble, graduating high school and college. | couldn't believe how supportive they were. My

Foster parents even went to my school to maKe sure | had everything needed to graduate on

time. With their encouragement, | went from failing grades to straight B's. I've never Felt so loved

in my entire life. In my foster parents' eyes, | was capable of anything and | was determined to live

up to their expectations. Then, one day, my Foster parents told me they were moving te Georgia. |

wanted to move with them, but the Extended Foster Care Program wouldn't let me. With nowhere

to go, | confided in my schecl social worker about my sttuation. She recommended me to a

program helping homeless teens called, Starting Right, Now (SRN).

When | first joined SRN, | thought the program was toe good o be true. | was seared it would

turmn out to be another group home, but | was wrong. SRN provides me with help applying to college,

-

a stable home and, mest importantly, a new family. Every student in SRN endured difficult

ebstacles, but no one lets their past influence their future. Seeing the other students

accomplish their goals motvates me. My goal in Iife is +o gve bacK by opening a teen center. | wil

start my own mentor program. | cry sometimes because of the things | have seen other Kids g0

Harough. it's heartbreaKing. Growing up in group homes and Foster houses, | witnessed things Kids

should never see. They give up on life because pecple give up on them. | want +o help Kids strive to

succeed. | made a vow to Keep my heart open and to always love. | tell myself that everything

happens For a reasen. | now understand the meaning of my life. | will chase my dream of helping

other youth. | truly can't wait t+o reach that geal.



BrooKlyn

BrocKlyn graduated From Riverview High

Scheol. She i1s currently a Freshman at

Hillsborough Community College with the

intention of becoming a Registered Nurse.
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ook threugh the back window and sea my mother in handeuffs. The cold plastic. seats of the cop car fael daunting. |

scream for my mom and brother, but my voice goes unheard. My enly comfort is iny Four-year-old sister sitting next to me.

| want my mommy. An unfamiliar face approaches the vehicle and says, “Everything is aeing to ba dlright, you're safe now." |

continue to ery harder. Nothing moKes sense. At threa years old, | toKe my initial step towards a long road of loneliness. t's

the very last image of my mom and my litHe brother | can remember.

WeeKs pass and | gat tha hang of the foster core system. Each week, | live with a differant set of strangars | am tdld to

call mom and dod. Moving from place to place isn't so bad until nighttime when demmons greet me in my dreams. The dark

taunts ma with FlashbacKs of my mom being ripped away by strangers.

After months of bouncing from house to house, the unfamiliar face ra-emerges. She tells me to pacK my belongings and

drives me to a townheuse where two strangers stare at me and call me by name. | discover this is my new mother - the

woman who adopts and raises me.

Ona day, my eighth grade teacher instructed me to go to the guidance office. When | cpened the door, | saw my father.

His locK was encugh For me +o Know | was geing home to a beating. At hoine, my nom was waiting with a pregnancy test in her

hand. My dod charged at me, berating me and telling me | was a disgrace to the family. As | ran to aveid his beating, he

threw any object within his reach to the floor, ordering me to picK up the debris. It suddenly hit me. They found cut 1 had a

boyfriend. His hands clutched me as he slammed my head into the refrigerater door repeatedly. My mom jumpad in - |

thought to save ma - but instead she dragged me to the bathrooin o urinate on the end of the pregnancy test, she held

in her hand. | was thirteen yaars old and still a virgin. But no one believed me.

The naxt day at school, the nurse quastioned why my face was so bruised. | tried to deflact her quastions. After school,

a police officer arrived at my house to interrogate me. Scared, | ran away. As an adopted youth, 1 fell under the stereotype

of a treubled soul, cerroded by the influences of my ervironiment, and by default, automatically defnquent-.

With few cptiens, | stayed with a Friend. The next morning whila waking to tha school bus, my heart sarK when | saw my

dad waiting. Comered, ha brought me home, captiva. My relationship with him deteriorated just as rapidly as his relationship

with my mom. Soon after, they divorced. My mom and sister moved cut, leaving me with my unstabla Father. Living conditions

were obysmal. | becamea depressed. Not long after my mom laft, my dad lost +he house because he could no longer afford to

pay it by himsalf. With newhere o go, we all meved in with my mom For a "Few weeKs." WeeKs turned into months. As my dad

struggled to reassert his authority, so did his blows. Trying to help my mom with bills, | got a job and worked each day after

school untl 9 pan. But | could no longer taKe the abuse. So, | started couch hopping between Friends.

The school nurse found cut about my situation and recemmended me to our social worker. Tha social worker said

Starting Right, Now (SRN) offered the one thing | needad most - stability. | had the chance to recaive housing, food stamps

and a reliable source of help. The interviaw process was nerve wracking Knowing everything | needed was just within reach.

SRN accepted me into their program and For the First time, | had a home whera | felt loved and welcomed. The program

taught money management, coping strategies to dedl with amotions, skils +o improve my e and a peacefil, stabla

environment.

New | have the eppertunity to locK to my future. | dream of going to college to bacome the best version of myself.

Unfortunately, collage was never an option because | couldn't afford it. Starting Right, Now gives me tha tools | need to

chase after my dreams. With the help of schelarships and grants, | aspire to attend the Culinary hstitute of America and

become a professional chef. | plan o reunite with my biclegical family and show them all | have achieved. My geal is to help

children suffering through similar situations as mine. | desire to provide them with help and love. My long read of loneliness

ended. | am new on top and | am hoppy.



Camille

Camille graduated from the Unwersity of

Seuth Florida with a Bachelor's in

Environmental Science and Policy. She

currently works as an Academic Specialist

while pursuing a Master's n Global

Sustamnability, concentrating in

Sustainable Enterprise.
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Foreclosure twirled my world upside down during my sentor year of high scheol. My

mom and | were Forced out of our home and became homeless. We lived in and out

of the car, in friend's houses and in Metropolitan Ministries. Yet | Knew, if | wanted

to accomplish my geals, | would have to stay strong and Keep my grades up so |

could attend a unwersity. | graduated with henors, a chord from the Science

Heornor goc'le*l'y, and held a 3.7 GPA.

Ever since | was litHe, | have loved animals and nature. My grandfather was the

one who inttially sparked my interest in the environment; he was a hydrolegist that

worKed for the United States Geological Survey.

When my mother and | moved to Florida, | started hearing about global warming

and how it was going to affect the world in such a tremendeous way. | Feel it is my

biclegical duty to help erase mankind's negative Yootprint upon the earth.

I was accepted into the Unwersity of Seuth Florida where | am currently studying

Ervironmental Science and Pelicy, and minering in Geclogy. | participate in

undergraduate ressarch using foraminifera, while comparing today's ecesystems

to what they were in the Miccene Epoch. Being published in a scienti¥ic journal by

the end of this year 1s my goal.

Beyond my undergraduate Environmental Science and Policy degree and Geology

minor, | plan to attan a Master's Degree of Global Sustainability aleng with a

Master's Degree in Business Administration. With the Global Sustamnability degree, |

can concentrate in entrepreneurship, water or sustamnable tourism. With

entrepreneurship | could focus on a sustainoble economy and envirenment-ally

Friendly ways of transporting and manufacturing goeds.

The werld and its inhabitants excite me. | aspire to be part of the sclution that

gwes all lving beings the ability to peacetully coexist.




Chaelle

Challe graduated From Plant High Scheol

and i1s currently a freshman at the

University of West Florida.
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"Mem, waKe up. WakKe up! PLEASE, WAKE UPI" | scream at the top of my lungs. | panic as | loeK at her

sHEF body. | begin viclently shaking her, but she wil not open her eyes. | am certain something is very

wrong. She is a light sleaper and any sound usually wakes her. We sleep together in the same bed every

night. When | stir to arise, she always wakes with me. | sit next to her on cur bed for hours erying,

pleading for her to open her eyes, but she never does. | finally wak +o my neighbor's house and tell her

my mother isn't waking up. She follows ma home, taKes one locK at my mother's lifeless body, and says,

UChild, your mother is dead.! At ten years old, | am smacKed with the worst possible situation ~ m:
y Y Y ) P Y

——

mother has died sleeping next to me.

Life after my mother passed was difficult. She was my best friend and my only family in Haiti. Two

months later; my Father, who | had never met, flaw to Haiti to bring me to live in America with him. |

only Knew him as a voice on the other side of the phons, who callad enly on special sccasiens. | didn't

want to leave my home, but | had ne cheice. | never said geodbye to my childhoed friends or visit

places where | bult memories with my mother. | left everything | Knew behind to move to a Foreign

country with a stranger, my Father.

Living with my father was a difficult. L had to get accustomed to living with a man | hardly knew.

P ————g —

Our first year lving together we barely spoKe. He was tough and striet, as opposed to my mother, who

had a loving, gentle demeancr. My father never allowed me to leave the house ocutside of school. He

tried his bast to protect me from the dangers of the werld cutside, not redlizing he was placing me

in a cage. | Knew the walls he constructed were only meant to protect me, but it was difficult.

In February 2015, | was in school when | received a call from an unknown number. A nurse at St.

Joseph's hospital was on the other end oF the line, teling ma my father was in the hespital At First, |

thought semecne was playing a sicK joKe. AFter school, a taxi tock me to the hospital When | arrived, |

discovered my Father was hiding stage 4 Prostate Cancer from me. | wanted to be upset with my

Father, but | Knew he was doing what he did best - protecting me. My Father didn't want me stressed

about his ilness. He constantly said, "Scheol will always be your +op priority. Don't ever lose sight of

your future.!! He dreamed of watching me walK across the stage to receve my collage diploma.

My Father was a stubborn man, who never accepted help from others, not even his own daughter.

—a

He becamea weaker with each passing day. Findlly, the doctors ordered him to stay in bed to presarve

his strength. | often slept next +o my dad, since it was the only time the hospice nursas weren't

around. One day, | weKe up to the sound of my father struggling to get out of bed. When | locKed up

and sow his surKen eyes and thin body, | knew he was dying next +o me, just Ke my mom did. On April

1b, 2015, my heart shattered when my father passed away. Death was becoming a norm in my life.

! was lost and devastated. 1 ne longer had a support system to lean on; both my parents were gene.

| started werking to help pay the bills, but barely made ends meet. | confided in my schoel social

worKer about my situation and was recommended to a program called Starting Right, Now (SRND. SRN

{ helps homeless, unac.companied students in situations similar +o my own. Now, | live in the SRN

+rarsitional house and am taKing the necessary steps to achieve my dream of attending college. |

leng For the day | walk across the stage, diploma in hand and happiness in my heart, Knewing I'm moking

my parent's proud.




Carlee

Carlee graduated from Plant High

Scheel and 1s currently a freshman
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In the middle of iy Fourth twela hour shift, | amously checK my phene every few mirutes, hoping to saa a massage from my mom that sha

will coma home tonight. My pocKet buzzes. Her tert is o simpls "ro™. | recaiva the same answier 6 the sama question, night after night for a

year. She has made it clear that her boyFriend is more important than me. It hurts Knowing my mom never wants to come home and be part of

my [fe. At 17 years old, | am on ny own.

Tha next day, | quicKly chack my phone during work, expacting to ses Hha sama resporse from my mother. lnstead, | sas saveral missed

messages from har. L unloeK my phone and feel [Ke Pva been punched in the stamnach My mothar sent me pictures of my empty room, beores of

my bebonginas and a massage saying, "Arthur is my priority. You five with your uncle now." Her boyfriend always came first. He reeKed of whiskey

and spoke n a stuved didlect. | hated him, but my Feelings didn't matter to my mom. Despite her attempts to Kesp his sbuse a secret, | knew

what hoppened behind closed deors. | always haord Hhair faint arguments From upstairs. Like clocknork, she'd appear the next day with

suspicious bruises, refusing to eplan.

One right, my mom ¥nally workad up the courags to move out of his place and into our own apartment.. It didn't last long; they aot back

together shortly after. At first, my mom spent the night at his housa once a week, which quickly turned into multiple nights out of the week

Over the coursa of a month, she moved back into his house, leaving ma to fend for myselF. On top of attending schod ful-time, | was forced to

get a ful-time job to pay the bils. My landlord grew suspicious. | naver +dd him my mom moved out, but my gut t+dd ma he knew. | barely mada

ends mast. Mest days, | went without eating. Evan though | ras strugging to get by, ving dlons was bettar Hhan staying with my uncle.

Eventualy, | crashed on friend's couches, moking sure to leava bafora thew parents woke up. | felt complately abne. Oddly encugh, couch

surfing provided ma with a sense of freedom | never had before. | no longer had to worry obout paying rent or ameritias. With extra time onmy

hands, and the absence of my mother, | fal into the wrong greup of friends. | Knew they didn't have my best interest at heart, but thay were

a weleomed distraction to my hactic lifa.

One night, } went out to meat my "friands" A guy, who never achually niveducad himsalf, swifty came to my side and handed me a sob

cup. Distracted by his Kind eyes, | downed it not thirking twic.e to ask what | was drinking, Shortly after, the music. and strobe fights mada me

nousacus. | barely managed to stumble into tha bathroom, taking refuge on the cold tie Fhor. | weke up in a dark, unfamiliar reem. The vaguely

famtliar shadowed Figura had ma pirnad down. | didn't Know where my clothas were, but it as obvious he found a way to strip them From me. |

opaned my mouth to scream, but before | could make a sound, a cold hand wropped around my threat. | Hhought | could Fight him off. The lost

thing | remember & struggiing to breaK frea. | fnaly reganed conscicusnass the next aftemnoon. 1 Felt shuek in a haza ond couldn't grasp the

redity of Hha situation. In my moment of helplessness, | Knew | reached rocK bottom. | was homeless, defeated ond terrified.

1 decided it was time to live with my uncla. | reluctontly waKed to his front doar, debating if | was making the right dacision, and tapped on

the door. | realized my visit was not expectad. My aunt pepped her head out, saying she's not interested n whatever I'n safing, | couldn't believe

she forgot who | was, but | quicKly remembered her recreational drug usa. Evertualy, she lat me inside. The stench of cigarettes was

nescopable. After a Few days of not sesing my uncle, Iredlized he ro longer lved there. It was just the twio of us.

| finally showed up to school for the first tima in over a weeK and was immediataly called down to the office. My stomach dropped as |

waKed into the principal’s office and saw tha school resource officer. He handed me a loptop and a few itams my mom dropped ofF. Onee Hhe

principal and | were dlone, he called down the school social worker and | confassed my stary. For tha First Hime in two years, | broKe down and

Finaly admitted | needed hep. Thay recommended me to a program helping homeless teens caled, Starting Right, Now SR,

The day | was accepted into RN, a wave of relief rushed over me. | fnaly had a safe place to ve. At one point, | wouldn't let mysalf Hhink

about cdlage. | knew attending college was a dream | could never afford. With Hhe help of SR, | plan to attend collage and receive a degrea in

business. In the future, | want +o own my own riding and training stable for horses. Riding horses has been a big part of my [fa and | want +o

share my passion with others. With SRN bekind ma, | con overcoma anything: In the future, | hope to shara my stery and inspire others to

overcome their obstacles. Im on my way to achieving my greatest dream - attending colege.
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Fifty-six wins and five losses, the world's greatest bexing record, set by Muhammad Al in 1991

As Muhammad Ali's circumstances led him to boxing, my cireumstancas inspired me to fight for my education.

After being evicted From my home and baing forced into homelessness for the third time, my Iifa became a title-

prize boxing match at sitteen.

Falure, doubt and insecurity wera my frequent sparring mates. Every day, | was in the ring with them, +oking

blow after blow. Through it all, | never surrendered my fitle belt; instead, | fought hard.

Ding dingss:Round one. Failure had me comered in tha ring one night as my mother, caving to the emetiona and

mental stress of our circumstances, threw herself onto tran tracKs in a suicide attempt. As she howled that

she had failed me as a mother, it was [Ke wind whistling past my ears from a punch Falure connected to my jaw.

But Failure never expected me o punch back.

| bounced back swiftly, realizing 1 had 1o be the catalyst to change this cycle = to save my mother's Iife, and

mine. | seized her off the train tracks.

From that moment on, education and survival were my priority. Locking at my grades alone, no one would have

Known | was hemeless. It tooK three buses every morning and evening to get to school from a motel = but | never

missed a day. | can remember sitting in chemistry class, listening to my classmates plan excitedly for Halloween =

repeating to myself mentally that | would overcome this struggle as Doubt and Insecurity circled me relentlessly.

With every taunt, | jabbed back, Focused.

As | graduated From high school with a 4.0 GPA and the bell sounded For my next round, | Knew | would not allow

anyone to hit ma below the bel-.

Ding ding... Round two. Undergraduate study tested my endurance and mental agility at the University of

Central Florida. Just as Muhammad All wonted to be the bast of the best — | wanted more than just one dagree

and opted for two additional certificates.

In addition to the maximum of 17 credits every semastar, | worked twe to three part time jobs supperting

myself all Four years. The challenge Kept me on my toes at dll times; | was never sure when | would eat, or if | was

going to be obla to maKe ends meet. When the opportunity arese to study ariminal justice and law in Russia, |

worKed double shifts and appliad Tor schelarships to pay the tuition. The trip's purpose was to explors a foreign

government's lagal Framewerk, but | walked away with far more Knownledge.

In witnessing Russia's system of downtrodden citizens, | discovered the passion | had For the legal system, and

the way in which it affects pecple in multipla countries.

The experiance was a surprise blow, moKing me realize that | was just a small cog in a huge machine and that

the need For change was bigger thon just me. This epiphany led to the most essential diractional shift in my life

to date' my decision to g6 law school. As | walked the stage to accapt my Bachelors degrae and other accolades, |

was unwavering and confident in my abilities, my sights on the prize of a lagal education, my gloves ready. |

inmediately began the training necessary to aid me in making a difference, net just in my Iife - but alse in the

community at large.

Ding dingess Round three. | Know my third round, though what challenges lie ahead is unknown, will not be my last.

As | prepare to enter the ring again, | plan to defeat law school as Al defeated Senny Liston in 195 = cne of his

most controversial fights ever. You Know how the Al vs. Liston Fight of 19b5 ended, don't you? KnoecKeut.
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BOOM the deor was KicKed in. Men, Fully armed, wearing bullet proof vests and

heavy artilery helmets, rushed in the hotel reem with bright fights mounted on their

rifles and handguns. "Get under the bed and hide" my mom shouted. | could hear

panic. in her veice. Dazed and confused, my sister and | jumped under the bed. My

mom made a breaK For the bathroom, flushing drugs and paraghernalia down the

tollet. They rushed in after her and with impeccable aim, shined a perfect little

red det right between my mother's eyes. They arrested her while huge dogs snarled

and snapped at us under the bed. Only seven years old, | was absclutely petrified.

I belted For my mom, grabbed her hand and held onto her as if she was hanging

From a eliff. Finally, KieKing and screaming one of the men pried me loocse and

carried my sister and | +o the bed, making us sit there until my mom was secure in

the bacK of a cop car. That's when | realized these men were police officers. They

loaded us in a separate car from my mom.

We drove to the jail house in silence, except my whimpers. When we arrived, we

asKed a million questiens. But the only thing they told us was that ocur

grandmother was coming to picK us up. They escorted us to a reom full of toys

where a lady handed us a teddy bear. | threw the bear as hard as | possibly could

and wailed For my mether. We waited in that reem For hours before my

grandmother Finally arrived. That night, the most traumatic night of my life, full

of terrer and tears, made me a strong persen.

Initially, when my mom got ocut of jall, she was clean from drugs. All was well For

a Few years but it was not long For drugs and men to reappear. My Iife has been

lKe a rubber ball, bouncing bacK and Forth between my mom, grandparents, and

other relatives. At 17, | realized my mom was never going to be stable, so | got a

job and started supporting myself.

| am a senter in high schodl living in ny ewn apartment. | don't have anyone saying,

et your homeworK done'!; "it's time For school” or "yeu need to go t+o werk!. The

difference between me and most other high scheel students is | can't depend on

my mom. | want my life +o go in the oppesite direction of my mem's. | am

determined to graduate high scheol and enter college. | want to give my Future

Kids the chidhood | never had.
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Lying in her hespital bed, tubes wrapped around her body and needles poKing out of her arms, with

tears streaming down my face, | quietly say, "Mama, it's cKay. You can leave now. Al your Kids are here."

I can't stand to see my mom suffer anymore. | waK closer to her bedside, put her hand in mine and

whisper my Final words, "Mama, | love you so much. I'm geing to miss yeu A single tear slides down her

cheeK as she toKes her last breath. At 17 years old, | lost my best friend - my mother.

My mom was hurting for a long time, but didn't tell anyone. One day, | was at my friend's house when

my sister texted me, "Come home. Mom is very sicK" | rushed home, erying the entire way to my house. |

stayed by my mom's side, staring at her pala blue face. She locked weaK and helplass. My mom Kept

saying 'l will get up in Five minutes!" but | knew she didn't have the energy. Finally, the paramedics

arrived and tried to help my mom walk +o her bed. It was no use. She could barely breathe, nonetheless

walk. The EMT's put her on the stretcher and rolled her into the ambulance. Bafore they closed the

doors, my mom called my name, "Chrissy! | will be right back!" Suddenly, her head fell bacKwards and her

eyes rolled to the bacK of her head. | didn't Know at the Hime, but | witnessed my mom have the heart

attacK that would end her ife. When the doctors woKe her up, it was too late; 76% of her brain was

dead. She could no longer taK to me and could barely move, but | Knew she could hear me. | stayed with

her as much as possble, constantly talking +o her. Every +ime | +old my mom how much | missed her, a

tear would slowly run down her face. Two months after being admitted, my mom passed away.

My mom was the only parsen | could talk +o; we were best friends. She was the one | would go to for

advice. I'd wakK into our housa upset, but as seon as | saw my mem, a smile quickly returned t+o my face.

After school, we spent hours talking around our Kitchen table. She always Knew how +o moKe ma feel

better. Qur small moments togather are my favorite memeries. I'd do anything to have her with me

again.

The first couple of menths after my mom passed were the hardest. | was Forced to move in with wmy

dad, but we had a rocKy relationship. One night, he dranK too much and lashed out on me. | refused to

taKe his abuse and ran away. The first night | slept on the streets. Eventually, | confided in my scheol

psychelogist about my situation. She recommended me to Starting Right, Now, a program helping

hemeless teens in situations similar o iy own. After a long, intimidating interview process, | was

accepted into the program.

SRN changed my life for the batter. Since I've been in the program, my relationship with my father

improved significantly. We stopped arguing, and started talking every day. Before | joined SRN, | didn'+

Knew how to do laundry or cocK. No one ever tocK the time to teach ma simple life skills. Now, | can

confidently stand on my own two Feet. | appreciate everything SRN has done For me. I it wasn't for

this program, | would still be stucK at a dead end. But, God is good. He showed me the road to success.

Before my mom passed, she made me promise two things. The First promise was t+o finish schoel and

attend college. The second was to becoma an indepandent woman. My mom wanted me to be

successful and never have to struggle the way she did. | will Fulfil my mom's dreams. I'm determined to

graduate college and have a career, not just a job. | dream of being a Forensic. scientist and helping

society. | want to sat an example for others to always strive For the best, never sattle. I've learnad -

success only comes to those who worK for it. I'm determined +o worK hard and achieve every geal | sat

For myself. My ultimate dream is to Know | am making my mother proud.
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She pulls cut a clear pipe and litHe baggie containing what locks ke small piec.es of glass. She carefully dreps

somathing in the pipe, flicks tha clear green lighter and slowly lights the bottom. | om feur years old and watch

n awe whila my mother axhales a big cloud of smoKe. She's with a Friend e never seen before. The stranger has

pale blonde hair with scabs all over her body, she locks sick. | see the lock in my mother's eyes change as she

becomes a different person. | Know the locK all toc well - similar +o Dr. Jakyll and Mr. Hyde - a mean monster

consumes my mother’s body. Her friand notices me and peints to the deor, Ive been caught. In cne sudden

movement the docr slams in my Face and I'm exiled from her room. As usudl, I'm alone once again.

Throughout my life, my mom suffered from chronic 'drug addiction - cocaine, hercin and math. | bounced

between Family members because she couldn't taKe care of me. My mother moved us from Puerto Rico to

Florida in an attempt to get her Iife together and escape my abusive father. She Kept telling ma wa were on

cur way to achiave the "American dream'. Shortly after wa got here, my mom's addiction got the bast of her.

We lost our apartment when she chose drugs over paying the rent. She sent me bacK to Puerto Rico to stay

with.my grandparents, who were walcoming, but difficult o live with.

A year later, my grandparents allowed me to reunite with my mom back in Florida. My mom's destructive

lifeshyle had net changed and her bad decisions rubbed ofF on me. At nina years old, | smeKed my first

cigorette and used drugs a Few days later. Following in my mother's footsteps, | quicKly spiraled cut of

control Even though it burnt my nine-year-cld throat, marijuana served as my escape from reality. | was too

young to thinK of the consequences. My mom and dad are addicts and dealers. | presumed | was destined to

the same hife.

A concerned neighbor called DCF and they came to my rescue. My mom, not wanting to dedl with the

commotion, sent me bacK +o Puerto Rico For the fourth time. My grandparents tried hard to gve ma tha love

and attention I needed, but | Knew my grandfather also suffered from drug addietion, as | watrched him sneak

out the bacK after church to get his fix.

Two years later, my mom turned her life arcund. | moved bacK to Florida for the fifth and fnal time to lve

with her and my uncle. My uncle was a good influence, getting my mem into rehab and giving ma the love and

suppert | needed. For one full yaar, my mom was drug free for the first time n my life. And then, old habits

soon resurfaced. Life became a living hell We had nowhere to live and want days without electricity, water and

Food.

One day, a Friend of my mom's offered to halp us get bacK on cur Taet. But as usudl, something always

happened. My mom drove under the influence and totaled our car. | no longer had a way to get to schoel

Missing school because of her bad cheices infuriatad me. | refused to lat my mother drag me down with her. |

made the most difficult decision of my life and left to Finally break the cycle. | moved in with my grifriend's

family, but Knew it could only be temperary.

1 confided in my schodl psychelogist about my situation and she recemmended ma to Starting Right, Now

SRN). SRN helps homeless teens in situations similar to mine and gives us a second chance. Starting Right, Now

encourages me to Focus on self-improvement and build a selid foundation so | can be succassful. | naver want

to rely on any substance to feel diive. With their help, | am preparing For college, learning about Fnancial

responsibility and conflict resclution. | plan en pursuing a nursing degree so | can help sociaty. As a nurse, |

want to share my stery so Kids in detrimental situations can see there is hepe. | look back and realize | was

never destined to be a drug addict or dealer. | was always destined For greatness.



Jarian

Jarian graduated frem Armwood High

Scheol and 1s currently n his senior year

at Florida International University pursuing

a Bacheler's in Hospitality Management-.

" o STARTING
‘ ‘] RIGHT,
J NOW




At the age of 15, | was Kicked out of my house. My mother said she hated

me. She was angry at the world, an effect of her brain surgery, refusing to

speaK to anyone. She disconnected the phones and would not allow me to talk

to Family. Cops and CPS came to my house because my sister cut herself due

to my mother's abuse. My grandpa came to her rescue; she left with him. One

day, | came home from school +o my mom in a Fit of rage. She was yelling and

smacKing me. | called my dad For help. He told me to get out. So, | did. | was

young, but could +oKe care of myself.

I did net want to end up IiKe my brothers, locKed in a cell. | was determined

to attend school. | did not Factor in how | was going to get there, where | was

going to stay, or how | was geing to eat. | began couch surfing and missing a

lot of scheel.

A Friend invited me to stay with him in his trailler. | cannot even count the

days we went without power. | searched for a job, but no employer would hire a

fifteen year old. | had to survive by any means - rob, steal or deal. | locKed in

the mirror asKing, do | want to be a gangster?

I refocusad on school, dedicating my time to playing football. One day

during practice, | tore my ACL. | needed Knee surgery. My dad refused to

help. | wanted o attend cdllege on a Football scholarship. But, as long as | was

under eighteen, my mom owned me, and | was not having surgery. | Knew | had

to be emancipated.

To be emancipated you must prove you can provide for yourself. Finally, at

seventeen, | could get a job. | speKe to my school social worker whe connected

me with a lawyer to Fight my case pro bone. The gavel hit the deskK and my

heart sKipped a beat waiting for my judgment. What if the judge viewed me as

a rebel child SeeK'lng freedom?

| entered the courtroom a child and exited a man. When the judge said,

you are emancipated, | became in control of my future. | worked 40 hours a

weeK while managing my school work. | was exhausted.

One day my teacher and | were talking. He explained | worked double him,

maKing +en times less. | don't want 1o live paychecK +o paycheck. | want +o

show others it is possible to maKe i, no matter the cbstacle. So | turned to a

non-profit organization called Starting Right, Now, who helped me realize going

‘o college is possible, as long as | Keep my head in my books and away From

distractions. They help subsidize an apartment. Now, | can focus on my grades

ond be a true student. | will attend college. And once there, | will +oke

advantage of every opportunity.
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"ToKe your jacKet off," my stepdad demanded. My fps parted to respond, but ha wouldn't taKe less than my obedienca. Hanging my head n

shaime, | peeked through my hair at the ple of clothas | had removed. My heart beat faster. My underear was the only item laft. As 1 lifted my head,

the soltness of iny tears ran down my fips.

"ToKe them ofF or | will get my belt;" ho yelled. My hands trembled as | buered my ponties. Lyrics from o Veggia Tales song repeated in my head.

The monster, my stepfather - the only father | hava ever Knownll launged on the couch, salvating as | undrassed. His breathea sped up as each pleca

of elothing teuched the flocor.

My mom Kept asking ma why | had changed. I only she Knew tha truth. My biological father was naver part of my ife. | was thrae when my mother

mmted her boyFriend to Ie with us. When | tumed twelve, he gave ma extra hugs, calling ma daddy's "pratty girl!" His hand on my back or worm breath

onmy necK sent shivers down my spine. | struggled with depression, anxisty and severe anger issues. My stepfather's issues didn't just reside behind

closed docrs. Ha constantly bost his job; Forcing us to move state to state. Keeping my dark secrat consumed me. Moving every year inhbited ine

from developing relationships. | often sat in my room, curled up and cried. | was angry at my fife, my stepfather and my mom for not recognizing the

pan causing my anger. | questioned God. My faith was shaken and my hope for o better ife teatered on a thin rope.

fugust 2012, | Finally spoke up to my stepFather durng a hypical Fight | was being yeled at for my MlacK of respect”. "Honer your mother ond your

Fathar," my stepfather soid, condemning me with his Favorita Blble versa. There wasn't a slver of a chance | was respecting nor honoring him. That

night, | gathered all the courage n my heart, looked him in the aya and told kim, "Stut up, I don't want to fisten to you and your scriptures. You are a

hypocrite Tha oK of rage flashed n his eyes, reminding me of a demon. | Knew nothing would aver change i | didn't find strength and tell my mother.

When | did, we left n tha middle of tha night, whie my stepFather was at work. We packed all that could it n cur car, dlong vith cur sit animals and

headed to Florida. fis we drove down tha driveway, | boked bacK at the house and a sense of freadom washed over me. It was over, it was findlly over.

Lifa after my stepfather was hard. 1 watched my mom struagle to support us. Thera wera many emotional and fnoncidl battles, such as giving up

eating to have electricity. Tima after time | waked into the Kitchen hoping foed vould magically appear, orly to b disopponted to find nothing. Feod

was a guarantee at schod, but in tha avaring, my stomach Falt empty. Tha rent was naver paid on tima and because of inconsistencies n paying, tha

opartment complex served us eviction papers. After two years of strugging n Florida, my mother moved to Arizona with my sister. | was dropped off

at my uncle's house 50 | could finish school | had already attendad 17 schools so my mom thought it would be best to leave me behind. | enrclled

myself at Robmson High School, as an Unaczompanied Youth. Although | was provided a bed to sleep in, | was stil rasponsibla for buying my own food,

providing my ovn transportation to and from schod and work, and purchasing any essentials | neaded for personal use ar schodl. | would wake up at

five in the moming to get ready for schaol, come home Fer two heurs to cram homeriorK, and then head off +o werk Most nights my shift ended

after 1 am.

One day, | asked my counsdor how to apply for free Linch, since | was an Unaccompanied Youth. She had ma takK to tha schod socia) worKer, who

told ma abaut Starting Right, Now, a program that hebs teens in my situation. After meating with the founder, | was chosen o participate in the

program. Bong accepted alowed me to create my happy ending. The dream of walking across tha graduation staga and recaiving my diploma was the

only hope | hod o escape the reality of my [ifa. The progrom providas a stable home, food, acadamic. tutering and a menter for tha amotiond

suppert | lacked. b soma ways the program feels fKe o family. | went from having poor attendanca to never missing a day of schod.

I was spining, [Ka an uncertain compass, in every direction, unsble to chocse a path. Now, not enly do 1 have a path, | know my destination. When |

look in tha mirrer every marning | remind mysalf | am the girt who was Forced to face pan and strugge and stil managed to come cut on top. By

attending a Four-year university, | wil be the first in my family to set the standard For future generations.

Sometimes Ifa doesn't gp as planned; | would Know, because my fifa claarly ilustrates this. | could buld a meuntain from wrenches that have

landed in the middle of my plans. Life has chalenged me with hurdles. Just as changa is nevitable, cbstacles Forcad upon us are nescapabla and for

most, thera is no detour. When faced with thesa difficulties, lessons ora leamed. Alowing what | endured to defeat me is not an option. Tha path |

am choosing leads to success. After al, 1 am a survvor and no matter how many barriers are thrown in my path, | wil dlways Keep clinbing and reach

the peak
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7:00 pm, Ee clocKworK, cracK-heads and prostitutes appear with bloodshot eyes; soma snort eocaine n the parking lot as | sneaK a

poeK out my motel window, afraid +o ba seen. | Know the dril wal... prostitutes lurk arcund the sida of the highway waiting for a car to

stop. They speaK for a sacond and hop quicKly into the car. | am afraid to open the door or step cutside. | have baen instructed by my

sisters not +o unlocK the door for any reason. The room s small and cluttered with rusted scum, irfested with roaches and reeks of

midew. | fael troppad. | sit up waiting for my sisters to gat hone, Knowing they have o walk by what | witnass cutside. | am 15 years old and

terrified semeathing wil happen o them. | don't want them taken From me - ripped aray [Ke everything | have ever held closa to iny heart |

never stperienced a redl" childhood. My mom abandoned us in a motel My sisters are all Lhave - so | hold on to them tightlyl

The Fst night witheut iny mother was awful. Baing the youngast of threa sisters, | was so tharKful +o hava them with ma. They ware

only 17 and 19 years old but thay +ocK cara of ma. | wasn't old enough to hava a job but thay both worked to afford the one small room wa

shared. Tha motel was not in a safe area and they had to walk home From work every night around 3 am.

My Ifa unravelad nto anguish the day we wera evicted. Walking home from school | heard peopls scraaming ot each other. | redlized the

noisa was eoming From my house. My mom and landlord wara arguing over unpaid rent, which was nothing new. It was tha sama cycle avary

yaar; my mom wouldn't pay rant and we were forced to move agan. She didn't tell me what was gong on, but she didn't have to. | Knew it

was only a matter of +ina until we were KicKed out. The next day, cur landlord put an eviction notics on the front door. Tears straamed

down my face. Wa had nowhera to go.

The Final day oF our aviction, ve pacKed cur balbngings and headed +o a motel The matel was on the sida of a highway, hidden batwaen

Fast food restaurants. The hallways vers cutside so thare was no sansa of security. My naighbors wera jurKies, drug dadlers and

prostitutes. Wa wera threa young, teanaga girls Iving abone in a singla motel room for savan montts; it was the worst experience of my life.

My mom laft us without saying a word, not aven goodbye. A waek later, she called to tel us she was at a different hotal with her boyfriend.

| was shocKad. My mom ceuldn't pay For cur rent but she could pay to stay at a nicer hotal with her boyFrend? Ha didn't even hava a job.

We didn't hava a stova and the mini fridga was too small +o Fit anything. Our only options wera cheap Fast food or micrewaveabla Food.

We ata Wendy's and ramen noodlas for every meal | promised myself, ¥ | aver got cut of the motal, | would never aat thesa items again. We

Ivad down tha streat from schoo! so transportation wouldn't be an issua for ma. | faared my peers would sea whera | lvad so | sprinted to

the motel evary day 50 no one would sas me. My sisters wera Hrelessly working so | was dways alone. | felt sad, depressed and constantly

+hought about my mom. Every night, | laid on the futon, starring at the caifings Hiles, as thousands of unhoppy thoughts ran Hhrough my

head. | couldn't leave the room bacausa my sistars didn't want anything bad to happen to me.

One day, | was callad +o the guidance office to saa our social worker. | found out Iy sistar confessad our situation to the school

social worker and she recommended us to Starting Right, Now (SRI), a program that helps homeless youth. Wa ware able to interviaw with

t+he Executiva Diractor, VicKi SckofK, and she accepted us nto the program. Ms. VicKi said wa wouldn't have o worry about bils anymore.

They would provide us a stabla heme and Food and halp us with academic support 50 ra ceuld attend college. Most mportantly, she said we

could ba Kids agan.

At First, | was hesitant to join the program but it was the only way to Keap what was left of our small family tegether. Now, my sisters

and | ara the first n our family to graduate high school and enter colege. Starting Right, Now (SRN) gava ma the cpportunity to

participate in ladershp classes, amotiond inteligence traning and set me up for a successful futurs. Growing up, ne cne was by my side

to say "congratulations" or "good jpb' Tha SRN staff encourages ma to raach for the stars and dream big. Now, ! locK forward +o

attending colegs, with the help of scholarships and grants, and continuing my education. h the future, | want +o hep sociaty by sharing

my story and encouraging others +o pursue their dreams. | want +o show others that no matter whare you come from or what your

situation is, you can achieve anything you sat your mind to. As my favorite poat wrote, Tha ayas sea there materials for building, ses the

difficulties, tes, and the ebstacles. Tha mind saeks a way to overcoma thesa cbstasles!! - Langsten Hughes
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My mother turned the balt arcund, hitting me on my temple, slicing the corner

of my eve open. Blood ran down my cheeK. Adrenaline coursed through my body

making me numb. My step-Father, in the bacKground, charged at me, egging me on

to Fight back. | vaguely remember my sister screaming; then everything went dark.

At school the next day | was interrcogated about my blacK eye. Not wanting to

get my mom in trouble, | said | started boving and had a match the night before.

My step-father, constantly tried to instigate a Fight with me by throwing me dirty

looKs and softly commenting under his breath. When | would sticK up for myself, my

mom would beat me with her fists or a broom, teling me +o respect him. They

constantly KicKed me cut of the house, forcing me to escape to my Aunts' house.

They would reprimand me for being lazy, even though my step-Father hasn't worked

in three years. He sat in bed playing video games all day while | werked to pay the

bills.

My day started at six am. +aKing +wo buses, then riding my bicyele +wo and half

miles to get +o work. Then, | would go +o school, bacK t+o werk and Finally get home

arcund midnight each day. | would give my mom money For the bills. One day, |

discovered she had stolen $2,000 out of my savings account. | Felt alone and

hopeless, no ene was on my side.

| became a master at hiding my anguish behind a smile and being active at scheol

so no one would suspect my situation. | +ooK it upon myself +o maKe my education

a priority. | threw myself into extracurricular actwities, holding leadership roles,

and participating in countless community service projects, Knowing it would maKe

me a better persen. One day, | mustered up the courage to record my mem

abusing me on my phone. | showed my teacher the video of my mother punching and

choKing me, tealling me | was worthless. She said | wouldn't amount to anything and

she didn't care about me. My teacher watched the recording in awe and

immediately called DCF.

| believe everything happens For a reason. Even though times were tough and | lost

everything, | still saw the light at the end of the tunnel. | Kept my chin high so |

could prove my mother wrong. My cousin was in a similar situation and teld me

about a program he joined called Starting Right,; Now (SRN). They provided him and

many other teenagers with stobility and reseurces te live a successful life. The

program has given me a place to live, a leving Family and classes to help better

myself. When | was accepted inte the program a weight was lifted off of my

shoulders. SRN relieved the stress in my life so | can fecus on becoming a happier

persen. | plan on attending college and becoming a motivational speaker, serving

Kids in situations similar to mine.
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I+ all started my Freshimen year of high school. My mom told me to go Ive

with my dad. | left that day hoping things would cool down and | could come

bacK in a couple days. When | went bacK, my mom and stepdad called the cops

and | was told to move out of my mom's house that day. It has been almost

Four years since we have spoKen.

| ived with my Father the rest of my freshimen year and a couple months

into my sophomere year. My dad and | always had a Fairly close relationship

aven though he never made good choices. My dad is an alcohdlic. A litHe after

moving in with him, our house was foreclosed on. My dad had no jeb and no

savings, so he got a job that required traveling, which left me with no parental

guidanc.e. When my dad was in town he was constantly drunK so | stayed in my

room as much as possible, but eventually arguments between us ensued. He

would have money For his girifriend's beer and cigarettes, but ne lunch meney

or gas to taKe me to school.

The day | leF+ my dad's house, my ife changed. | got a job and workKed after

school, saving up enough meney o buy my own truck so | would not have to rely

on others to get me to school and dnywhere else | needed to go. | Finally had

full control of my life.

The greatest nfluence on my life has been my "uncle" RieKy Sewell, who was

actually my dad's best friend until he started choosing booze and girlfriends

over his friends and Family. RicKy +ooK me n when my dad did not, and

treated me IiKe a son. He has given me guidanc.e and has set a goed example

of how to be a man.

My geals are t+o graduate from high scheol and o start the welding

program at Hillsborough Community College. | want +o begin my career as a

welder so that | can support myself as socon as possible.




Melanie

Melantie graduated from SicKles High

Scheol and 1s currently a junior at the

University of South Florida pursuing a

Bachelor's n Women and Gender Studies.

.

(

- STARTING
) RIGHT,
2/ NOW




| cpened my eyes as his body pressed against mine. | was net startled because

this had been going on For a while now. He was a grown man who had Knewn me since

| was in diapers. | was staying with him by the demands of my mother while waiting in

Conada to become an American citizen, all alone.

His hands ran across my body and he whispered in my ear, "Goed morning

sunshine," although it did net Feel like ene. He got en top of me, Kissed my

Forehead, and laid in bed with me For a Few hours. That was his routine. He would

crawl into my bed morning and night. What happened in between consisted of

"accidental" walK-ins while | was changing or getting cut of the shower. Or even the

occasional grab of the hair, brush against the cheeK or the siow lingering of his

eyes before | could Find an excuse +o walk away. "You're so beautiful," he said while

he served me breakfast in bed and ran his fingers across my hand.

When | Finally decided to tell my parents what was geing on, my father said, "This

is a conversation you should have with your mother.’ When | called my mother, the

only respense | got was the sound of her hanging up the phone. No one believed me. |

had no support system to get myself oFF +his horrible read.

That is when | decided to become independent. Teday, I'n a different person. |

learned | control the road | travel | can hop on and oFF and support myself. | moved

out the house before | even turned eighteen, got a job, and paid my own bills. New

' in Starting Right Now, a non-profit program that aids me, providing a solid

Foundation and allowing me +o continue my growth as an independent woman. | am

about to graduate high schoedl and attend the University of South Flerida. Never

again will | rely on semecne else o save me. My cbstacle was net a bump in the read

that left me broKen and bruised. It was a woKe-up call +o embrace anything life

throws at e and turn it inte an epportunity.
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The ride to his house is nothing new, nothing unfamiliar o my 17 years. Walking in, there are no lights, and | can barely

see, but | Know exactly the room. No time is wasted. Fer hours | do what | need to For a place to stay for the right. Years

earlier, | had read a bocK that invelvad characters so desperate to survive they used their bodies to pay For what they

needed. | did not realize | would later Find myself in a similar pesition, saying | would never lower myself to such a level. Now

lunderstand bacausa | have been there mysalf.

It's 1100 pan. | just got ofF work, completing another eighteen hour day: schodl, work, homeworK, a couple hours of

sleep in betwaan, then it starts over again. I'm exhausted, but | have nowhers o stay, having baen Kicked off of a

Friend's couch due +o +oo many late nights of work.

I Krow what 1 have to do tonight. | Feel dirty, used, nothing more than an cbject rented for the night then thrown

anay. With no placa to stay and worK the next day, | do anything and everyihing in order to not sleep cutside during the

middla of winter and still maKe it +o worK on time +o Keep my job at the burger joint, Five Guys.

Time passes slowly. | am rumb. | Feel nothing other than impatience Fer the sleep that will eventually come once my

debt is paid for the night. | choose to blacK cut bacouse | would rather not remember the abuse my body is suffering,

aven though | will see and feel it the Following day. After what Feels [Ke days, it's over. Passing out once more, | relish in

the sleep | Know I've had o eam.

It's +oo good to ba true. After sacrificing my body in order to pay For what my monay could net, I'm told to get out
k) q my Y pay Y Y > &

at three in the morning. | feel cheated and furious because we agreed to the terins beforehand. | let myself be focled

and have no vay of gaining bacK what was given to me that night* shame, disrespact, and a bad reputation. it's suddenly

so clear | need kim mere than he needs ma. With nowhera to 9o, 1 bag For a ride closer to my job but find myself alone and

in the cold with nothing on but my work shirt and jeans - exactly what | fried +o avoid. Finally finding a littla unlocked

Miata, | wedge myself inside and search the cor For anything that could Keep me warm. IH's fifty degrees cutside and the

car provides hardly any relief. Shivering and uncomfortable, | finally doze off Knowing | have work very soon.

A Faw times | almost dropped out of schoel - the easier choica - but 'm proud to say | am n the International

Baccalaureate Program (B). | had to learn to balance a job, find a place to sleep, and an 1B worKload. In my experience,

poverty and hardship shadow lack of education. When | was homaless, Few things matteared +o me. | forced mysalf +o cora

obout work, shelter, school, and transportation. | was datermined to stay in school, daspite my athaustion. My desire t+o

ba successful was the driving ferce pushing me to attend school each morning and ultimately reach out for help.

| was sixteen when | bacame homeless aftar escaping sewal abuse at my parants' house. | found mysalf bouncing from

house t+o house, never Knowing when | would ba KicKed out. 1had preblams being an indepandent, underage student and

confided in a school social worKer. She teld me about Starting Right, Now (SRN), which is a program halping homeless

teens. | was counting down the days until my eighteenth birthday when | would be legal to interview For the program,

without my parents' consent. During the interviaw, | was nervous and scared but desperate to get out of my current

situation.

I don't often get a breaK in life. When | was accepted into the program, it felt surreadl. SRN gave ma an opportunity,

unattainable on my own. They care about me and provide a stable anvironment, which | never imagined having. | walked en

aggshells in the houses | stayed in, never faaling welcome or secure, until now. Starting Right, Now empowars me by halping

ma plan my future so l'm never trapped in a situation [Ke my past. No longer do 1 have to barter my body. | am respacted

and understood as if | am part of a real Family. Help and relief came just in time to sacure my future. Now, I'm going to

collage and pursuing my draam to cbtain a Business Dagree. At sighteen, | am ready +o put the past behind me and

Focus on my future.



Phillip

Philhp graduated from Steinbrenner High

Schoel and proudly serves in the United

States Marine Coerps. He was recently

promoted to a Lance Corporal.

" STARTING

RIGHT,

NOW




"My blood sugar...my stomach! Get me some orange juice pleasel' | froze in

the doorway, surprised he was asKing For my help. My dad, a strong man, never

shewed weakness. With no orange juice in the fridge, | improvised with sugar

water. He gulped it down, placing his hand over his Face as if he was tired of .

averything. He was usually stoic, but | witnessed fear on his face. | had no idea

how to help. He was drenched in sweat and gasping For air.

1 didn't Know how bad my Father's ilness really was. He told me the pamn was a

symptom of Forgetting to take his insulin. A weeK later; he was diagneosed with

stomach cancer. | couldn't believe it. One of my greatest fears s losing my

parents befere they see me become successful Taking in the news about

cancer was overwhelming. | Knew he was beginning to die.

| grew up mainly with my mother who was unable +o maintain a stable home. |

cleaned myself and washed my clothes at Fast-Ffoed restaurants on a regular

basis. | linKed up with a bad crowd to rebel against my mother. When | turned

19, my mother moved away and | had no choice but o move n with my dad. |

did net really Know him well.

it was my Father's mission to "maKe a man out of me." He made me get a

Full-time job and start paying bills. | was enly a senier in high school. I was

exhausting to work and Keep up in school. My dream of graduating was slowly

detericrating. My Father and | butted heads. He barely spoKe to me unless i+

was yelling out orders. He was never proud of me or showed any affection. |

craved guidance to help shepherd my decisions for the future. With the

cancer riddling his body, he became viclently angry. 1 falt lKe a burden. |

needed to leave, but had nowhere to escape. | confided in my school mentor

about my situation who put me in contact with Starting Right, Now (SRND.

With SRN | found a heme where | am happy and feel welcomed. Thay provide

me with a stable environment and peaceful place t6 lay my head. I'm supperted

in continuing my education and encouraged te de well in schedl. I'm en track

to graduate from high school and will be the first of my siblings +o go to

college. | have a plan For my future, which includes fulfiling my dream to serve

in the military. I'm on my way to bacoming somecne not only | can be proud of,

but my parents can be proud of as well. | see a great future ahead of me and

I will werK hard t+¢ pursue my dreams.
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| threw the first punch. Then guns started shooting and | ran behind a car. | felt

a bullet Fly right past the left side of my face. My mind went blanK ... After that

day, | stopped putting myself in these situations, giving myself a curfew. | did not

want to die.

llved in the projects, Full of bad pecple my entire childhood - drug dedlers, Killers

and ropists. Pesple weuld visit cur home, lay their guns dewn and start measuring

drugs. | learned how to breaK dewn weed quicKly. | seld pills, shet guns and rebbed

people. My mom has spent a lot of my life in jal. | do not Know my Father. This was

all nermal.

Starting high scheol | decided to change my life by trial and errer. | associated

with different people, acting how they wanted, not realizing | just needed to be

me. My junior year of high scheol | was given the opportunity te join a non-profit

organization that weuld mentor me. They would help me with housing, scheol

e¥panses, a job and emotional support. | Knew | neaded the suppert i¥ 1 was really

going to change my life. The program made me think...will | graduate or end up in

jail? Will | moKe anything of my life? | was worried my past would catch up with me;

all the times | was arrested; all the times | didn't +aKe school seriously; all the times

I lost my temper. Those times have changecl.?orever. The program made me

participate n leadership camps, Dale Carnegie, work part time, never miss schoel,

turn in all assigniments and attend anger management classes.

Frem all of this, | realize | don't have +6 be whe anyone wants me te be. | play

Football and wrestle For my high scheol +o Keep myself occupied. The busier | am,

the less treuble | wil get into. Being busy prepares me For the real werld.

| ve alene in my own apartment this year because | can't lve with my mom. She

lves in a small trailer with nine people and there is no room for me. | need to stay

on my positive path. | hope | will be outstanding not enly on the Field and in +he ring

but in the classroom. | will work For it because | don't want anything handed +o me.

} want +o maKe my mom proud and give my brother and sister semeene to locK up

to. | have reconstructed my life inte something different than where | grew up. |

obide by a curfew | set for myself. I¥ | can make it from a terrible neighborhood t+o

a college campus, | Know | can be anything. "When we are ne lenger able +o change a

situation - we are challenged to change ourselves." Viktor Frankl.
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"YOU WORTHLESS BITCHI" erupts out of my father's mouth. My parent's argument dominates tha room, deafening the sound of our

vidao game. | furm up the volume, attempting to shield my fitHa brother From abusive slurs, but my mother’s eries are too clear. Barging

cut of the room, | sae my Fathar spit in har face. In one swift movement, he launches my mom's delicate body into the Kitchen wall A

painful grimace distorts her face, she looks 1Ke a raadoll My mom falls +o the floor, revealing a hols in the wall resembling her sithouatte. 1

ache to protect my mother; her weary body is no match to my father's wrath. At 12 years old, | try to summon the courage to stand

up to my Father, but I'n paralyzed with fear.

llearned the hard way to stay cut of my parant's fights. Wa fved in a small, empty apartment with cna bedroom, which belonged +o

my parents. | slept in the fving room on a dingy sofa with my brother. One night, my mother's bone-chiling seream startled me cut of a

deep sleep. | sprntad towards their room and frantically banged on the docr. As my father swung open tha door, | caught a quicK dlace

of my teary-eyad mother. Infuriated, my father turned his wrath on ma, preaching how | needad to respect him. | refused to respact

the man who taught me to treat women [Ka quaens, yat tried to strongla my mother to death.

Ineadad to escape this lving nightmare. | confassed seven yaors of domestic vidlence, my deepest secret, in a suicide note. | slovly

wokKed barefooted towards tha Kitchen drawer to grab a Knife. | grabbed the blade, prassed it against my skin and asKed God +o forgive

me. s | held my breath | haard tha soft patter of footsteps; my fittle brother walked into the Kitchen. Locking nto his eyes, | falt

ashamed. | couldn't laave him alone. In a snale moment:, | dacided | would never lot tha actions of my abusive father control my life.

Neither of my parents worKed, which resulted i our family being chrenically homelass. hh six years, | faced Fva evictions in seven cities.

They couldn't afford a stabla home and most nights | starvad, but thay always had encugh money for drugs. My father used to refer to

tha fnes of coka as his madicine. My mom would be high on painkillers while my dad quicKly snorted fines of white powdar through o cut

straw. At one point, | thought my father had a job at Home Depot. He periodicaly came home with espensive tools wa had to hida around

tha housa; | naively thought we were playing a game. One day, | was waiting n the car as ha quicKly ran into "work". Thirty minutes later, |

san my Fathar being dragged out of the stera in handeuffs. | quicKly realizad ha wasn't working for Home Depot} he was seling stolen took.

Tha last +ime | saw my dad was Decamber 24, 2009, Christmas Eve morning, my dad stepped cut of the opartment to run an errand.

He said, "Pm heading out. You know the drill: locK the door, don't answer the door for anyene and stay in the house." My father was

arrested shortly after ha laft. At tha tima, my mother was n rehab. She caine back when she found out about my father's

incarceration ond used it as cur chance to escape. Wa quickly pacKed our balongings and meved From Pennsyhania to Florida, staying

with anyene who would toKe us n.

We stayed n friand's houses, but usually had to pay rent. | tooK on a part Hima job whils attending school to pay tha bils. My mother stil

didn't worK and | didn't maKe anough to suppert all threa of us. Eventually, we ron out of loved ones wiling to help. At 17 years old, my

Family Fnaly had to separate. My brother was sent to fva in Phiadabhia with my father, who was racently released from jail. | stayed with

the father of my best friand on a temporary basis.

Eventually, my guidmce counseler called me down to har office. | repaatedly choked on syllables as | confessed my sh‘ugg‘as; blistered

Feat from waking miles in excruciating haat to school, eshaustion from working long hours +o pay rent and bearing the recent

separation of my famly. She recommendad me to a program helping homelass teens called, Starting Right, Now. & few days later, | vas

accepted nto tha program and Felt the weight of the world lift from my shoulders. Thay provide ma with the stable homa | need. With

their halp, | plan to attend collega and bacome a social werKar. My purposa n [ifa is to give bacK o thosa who lest hope. | rafuse to folow

the footsteps of my parents. I'm determined to work hard, achieve greatmess and help my community.

As my brother boarded the plane, his final words to ma wera, "promise you'l naver forget abeut ma.' Iin datermined to be succassful

ond set a good example Tor my brother. | draam of hang the Fnancial stoblity to help my brother pursue a colege education and

ochieve his draams. The ancastral chains of povarty wil ba broken by me. Success is no longer an option, but a lifestyle.
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Do you Know what it's [iKe +o be sitting on the bus, laughing with your friends

without a care in the world and notice every single item that was ever inside your

house now placed in the driveway? The denial instantly soaked into my mind. That's

net my house, can't be. Maybe the neighbors are having a garage sale. As the bus

approached the corner of my stop, reality smacKed me n the Yace.

Reaching my house from the corner never felt se long n my life. Fear, confusion,

anger crept up on me similar to a hungry tiger while stalking its prey. Finally |

reached my mother; the locK of despair on her face mmediately warned me

of her hard earned meney as "rent" but never paid the mortgage and instead let

it Fall nto Foreclosure. There was no way my mother would get her money back.

That day had to be one of the worst ones of my 17 years of e, but the

hardest part was waKing up in the morning and going to school as if everything was

normal. ThanKFully, | was blessed with a streng mether. With her streng will) the help

From pecple who care about us and a great crganization at our side, our werst

nightmare 1s now in the past.

Education is and will continue To be a pradominant part of my fe. fm only the

person | am teday because of the lessons learned through the cbstacles and

sttuations | was forced to Face and overcome, but learning from the "real world"

isn't averything. School is also as nportant; i¥ not mere, as Knowledge gets you

much Farther in ife. This characteristic also justifies my reasoning to become a

part of the medical Field because you're given the wonderful opportunity to spread

your Knowledge to help pecple lve a healthy, lenger life.

1 refuse to be another statistic. | refuse to put my education in jecpardy. |

refuse to gwve up. I'm putting my all inte my education and determined +o

graduate from medical schoeol and | will not let anyene or anything held me back.

I've e¥perienced life at its werse and seen the detriment it caused to those | love

and | would never want +o see them in such a situation IKe that again. Therefore |

must be successtul, determined, hardwerking and fearless not- enly ¥or me, but

For those that mean the werld o me.
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I was & hot summer day, school had just let out a coupla of weeks befora. Ma and a coupls of my clder homias wara hanging cutsids Temny's Corner

Store. Wa wera just doing what wa did on 4 daty basis - smoKing Kewports and seling drugs - whils Keepmg an aye cut For the law, and aur parents, of course.

When things got "Hoo hot" on the blocK, wa would go to the parK down tha streat or behind the local Winn Diie and smoKe wead, whils evarything cocled

down. 30 minutes later, wa would be right bacK at it. b was systematic. We were constantly looking for a way to make a quick dolar.

Whia ring this unforgiing ifastyle, | winessed avarything from robbery to shootouts. | aven angaged in soma of thasa actities myself.

But on ths day, al of this wauld cease and a tum of events would change 1y [Ife and my perspactive of [fe for tha batter. My family - my sister,

brother, mom and myself - wera staying with my auntia and her 3 Kids. Her oldest child had twio babies thare as wel. My imom had been working with my

sister's social worker +o §ind placas to fve and a job The sacial werker referred us to o white lady, Yicki SokolK, who had Founded a non-profit - Starting

Right, Now - whosa purposa serves to provide homas and support homeless and needy familias o ensure a Fair chance For thair youth to complete hish school,

attend college and recave an education.

My mom lot ma Know about the appointment: with Ms. VicKi the day befora. Today was tha day.—1 waKed in tha offica vith mymom. Ms. VieKi was there.

She was very vibrant vith big ayes and a bright, white smile. She was soft spoKen and very sweet. Sha began to ask ma vary formal questions. "How old are

you?" "What interast do you have?" "What are your friends [Ke?"" She wanted to know more about my friends and so | named the two | had just baen

hanging with bafora the mesting - Frank D. ond Boo Boo. Sha went on to say that | nesdad to stay avay From tha crowd that [Kept. | nsaded to surrcund

ryself with positiva people. | needed better hobits. Iwas offended and respended accordingly My demeanor becama hostile, Ain't nothin' wrong with the

Friends | got. 1 TKe my homa boys. We might Tve nagative [festyles but thay ara positive pacple!" She encouraged ma to Find friands my age, get acthe in

sports, go to colega and ba productive. Ms. VieKi politely suggasted | taKe soma tima to thirk about my ffe and | wanted, we could mest agan.

When | got bacK in the hood, | sam a pdice cruises with lights Hashing at Tommy's Corner Store and one of the homies | mantioned in the meating was

being booked and cuffed and taKen to jal |heard from my auntie that the police had raided Frark D's housa and arrastad Boo Boo too. Ha went to prison

For two years. Hamng them taken away was on omen that God was taking to ma Hrough them. | could sea that my mom realy wonted this help. This was

God's answier to her prayers.

Tha nett tima wa mat, Ms. Vicki asked if | was ready to make a commitment to go to school every day, stay out of trouble and ba productiva n my off

time. This was all part of the SRN progrom. | was raaly ready to tel her “no Hharks." But, my inom got dll emotional

I swalowed my pride, bit the bulat and told Ms. Vieki that | would enter the program. Sha let me know that there wiere requirements and | didn't realy

maet the qualificatiens becausa | had a erininal record and | was Kicked cut of school But she said she san somathing in ma and that had vhat it teck to .

tmoKa it out of my situation nte a batter ife. So, sha was wiling +o bend tha nules and go out on a limb For ma and my Famty. On the way to the can, | cadd

tel my mom was relieved of her burden.

Dna year passed and | was back in schodl, playing Footbal I moved across tonn 5o | wasn't hanging cut with my homies often. | was staying cut of treuble

and had even Kicked most of my bad habit's, Ke smoking and drinking, and had adopted soma new ones Iike exercising and reading, | attendad SR workshops

to improve my attitude, acodemics and sacial sKils such as ANYTOWN, Dala Carnegie and Kaplan SAT tutoring. | can honestly say 1 have benefittad inmensely.

Trio and a half years later, | am coming into my seror year of bigh scheol. Lhave totally hurned my e arcund and am Fing a batter ifastyle today. | have

ambitions and gpols. | make plans and executte them. My heart and soul have been enfightened and refaved of any Festerng strass. My mind is elsar and sharp.

1Know what is important and significant. My intentions are positive and my actiens are heart¥elt.

My perspective is in order. | can sea the big pictura ond redlize how the fitHa things, [Ke hope, Faith, hard work ond dedication play into that pictura. |

work hard at thesa things ond better myself as an indvidual | seeK Knonladae, wisdom and understanding of the world | lve . Every day, | pray For serenity.

Mostly | seek ceurage to changa things | can and tha wisdom to Know the difference betwieen what | can change and what | can't: With the Knowledge | seek

ond tha porer it bastons upen ma, | want to change the world around me as | Know it to be a world For the better.

Collage is tha next step in this journey. Not enly in a seholastic. sanse, but in a Spirttual sense. | know ¥ aiven the opportunity to attend a Unfersity, | wil

bring an undying kungar For knowledaa and an unquenchabla thirst for wisdom, combined with a umbing, proud personality. | will have spirit, taaim spirit,

school spirit and most impartantly, a spirit of ffe.
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" is my jurior year of high school and yat another night of uncertainty. Where am | going to slaep? What am | gong to aat? Tha Ky is growing dimmer

and | am feefng winerable, tired, and hungry!

Everyone's ayes are Fuied upon me. It is 2018 and | am standing n frant of over 150 pecple, giving a speach about my life as a homeless youth. At this

point, | am a Freshman at the Univarsity of Florida QP and it has been two years sinca | broka the cycla of homelassness. Shoulders bacK, | am bearming with

pride as | tell my story of overcoming every chstacla sat n my path. My story encapsulates the potentiol daners for the nan-prefit Starting Kight, Now

SRN), and by the end of my speach, | receiva a standing ovation; they are mesmerized by my strength and commitment-.

SR s a ronrprofit that provides o salact rumber of homelass youth an opportunity to dbtain a igher education through mantership. Befers joning

tha program, both of my parents suffered from addiction, and | was Farcad nto the strasts by iy father. Upen discovering my homeless status, a

counselor associated vith my high school's International Baccalureate program helped me opply to SRA.

VicKi SokolK, founder of tha organization, interviaws ma: “Bafore wa beg, | need you to Know that this cppertunity may not work out. Wa hava

anyrhera from Hiea to fiva nterviens a day. | am ready to hear your story but | st need you o know the reality Hat you might not be admitted Inod

oy head slowdy, anticipating disappointment.

Within hours, | discover that | am ane of orly tan homelass youths who have been accepted nto the program. Thay put me i an apartment and halp me

pay some of my bils. Thay provide me vith food and a bed. Becausa of thair help, it is ot long beFora | am graduating high school, atrending UF, and making

my way to study abraad n Chengdu, China.

Ghina is whera | am finally able to stop simply survbing and Fnally begin Inving. My ayes are able to see bayond my own basic needs, and the fast-paced,

cronded streets of Changdu reveal a desparation | thought only existed in Hhird riorkd countries; sick and injured pecpls fie in tha streets beggng for halp,

and | feel the need to make a change.

When | arrive bacK at UF, 1 join an activist group en campus- Students for a Democratic Soclety. Through this endeavor, | discover a love for enangmng

the public. | am a commnity adwcate, working directly against lagislation that could further marginaliza tha poor and the hemelass. | start numercus

projects, such as organizing free medl eventts twice per waek, but 1 find that peopla | encounter are not enly hunary, but also sick or injured. | bagn

exploring differant avarnes for haoling my cammunity.

"Grab tha computer; it's tma to sea tha patient n room 5.

Upen graduating from UF, | am a medicd seribe in an Emergency Department.

The physizian bagins spacking and | am Hyping vigeroushy' "b4 year cld female prasants to tha smergancy department vith complints of laft lowar

extremity edema.." Wa leave the reom and my physician goes over my HPl rota with me. 'Den't Forgat to include the history) it is ana of the most

important partions of a patient's chart. She has coronary artery disease.” I never agan forgat to nota tha history.

Within weeKs of complating traming, my colaagues Know to call me if they want a shift covered. | am working anywhere from 40 to 75 hour vork waeks

and | am rot slaeping much. Tha charga rrse offers her offica to ina; she hands e a Kay and tells ma to ensura that | nop betvieen shifts.

After this fulfiling experience witnassing medicine at work, | am mere certain about iy purpose. fis such, | apply to a post-bachelor program at the

Univarstty of South Florida (USP and spend my spare time whintaering n an Organic. Chemistry laboratory at the university. After one year, with my skils

developed both in tha classroom and the b, | am inspired to apply for a summer research position at tha University of Califormia, San Francisze. | am proud

to say that as of Juna 201b | have been researching immune cell and stem cell differentiation as a potential For therapeutic muscle regeneration at UCSF.

By the $ima L hava recaived my BA. n History From UF, finished my pra-madicine preraquisitas at USF, and moved across the country to jon a

prestigious research team at UCSF, L have proven my abiity as a motivated, enthusiastic, and resourcafid individual, especialy vhen considering the

profaund obstaclas | have evercome and the cpportunities | have had to create for myself. Each experiance has openad a nev page 1 my bock of [ife. Each

paga read is accompanied by a new lesson learned, and each new lassen introduces an even stronger ability to efrpathize with the werld around me.

My commitment is trus, and my heart is full. | wish for rothing mora than to go further with my shudias n order to heb provide my community more

compassion and healng. | am dadicated, just as | have been inmy past, not anky to survive, not merely to thrive, but dlso to axcel at working alonaside

people in an a¥fort to haal tha world, ana person at a tima. Thera is no greater honor.
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July Fourth..Independence Day...at 17..you do not want that to be literal. But,

in my case...July fourth is the day | le¥+ home.

T1aSF & note on Fhe Kitehen table, grabbed a bag full oF clothes, my cat and ron.

That very day, | gained strength and hepe For my Ffuture.

My mom had an unrealistic ideal....a daughter stayed home to clean house. In

10th grade, | was a 1b year old drep out, aganst my own will. | caused so much

commotion (I wanted to go to sehool she decided she didn't want me around and

placed me bacK in school for my 11th grade year.

That year my mom spun out of control, losing custedy of her two younger

children. She began drirKing again, and married a man after only Knowing him for

three weeKs. They Separod'ed, seven weeKs lod'er‘) |eaving us homeless. | was Forced

to meve in with my friend se | could Finish cut my 11th grade year. My mother

moved in with my uncle..so | thought-.

Turns out she had moved n with ancther man. Once scheol was ever and summer

began, | had to move bacK mn with my mom. Baing there with her was awtul. Watching

her drirk and maKe bad decisions became too much For me to endure.

I'was tired of baing abused and neglected. So, | made the hardest decision,

causing me to become independent and lve without a mem. Leaving made me a

leader and showed me qualiﬁes I never thought | had. These sKills will maKe me

successtul in college this coming year, because aleng with leadership comes

responsibility. To this day, | do net regret the choice | made. | tharK God everyday

For standing by me each step of the way. | hope | am accepted into St. Leo

University and can fulfill my dream of being the first college educated persen in

my Family.
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From a young age, | was molasted and roped by iny mother's Fiance and a teenage boy who would babysit. When | turned Four, my sisters and |

were moved nto Iny great grandmother's house because my mother had to serve time in prison. While thare, ny eldest sister steppad on a garden

pitch fork in the bacKyard, causing severe trauma. DXF was darted ond v were taken avay.

When | was ten my fathar was granted full custody. | was Finally going +o be with my dad and | was so excitad. My stapmother daspised ma

because sha wanted to have a famly of Hiree - her, my father and my unbom sister. Evary tima sha got the chanca to blamea ma for something

and gat me in trouble she did, which made my father beat ma. Ha didn't spank me [Ka a parant. He would coma at ma with ful blows of baled up

Fists K | was a man, not his child. | bagan to hate him.

Sehool bacame an issus. | would coma to schodl aach day 50 unhappy and ampty From my Bfe at home that | got mysalf inte a lot of trouble. |

Felt- [Ka i | actad cut in school enoush my dad wauld gve me a fitHa bit of his attention. lt didn't worK. | was just lobeled as troubla.

At tweha, | sam my mother for the First Hima sinea | was Four. But cur relationship was short livad whan sha was sent baeK to prison. My father

and stepmother also split, leaving ma drifting, +rying to find a placa to stay.

For the next couple of years my [ife was a float. Thad no redl home and was vary unstable. My frashman year | was sent to live with my

grandmother who torturad ma. Sha would curse at ma coling ma a worthlass bitch and other nappropriate namas. Each day, when | got homa from

school, I had to clean whatever sha wonted bafere she dllowad ma +o do my schoclwork. By tha tima | fintshad, | would be too slaepy to do homework,

causing my gradas to be low. | was forced to Ive with my grandmother until Dacember 29 2009, On that day, my grandmother was in a Fit of raga,

and ready o fight. Sha tcld my sister and me o gat out of her house. | agreed and bagan packing. Sha ran in my room, punched ma in tha jaw and

then again in the mouth, busting my lip. | Kept blocking her blows untl my aunt ran in tha reom and grabbed my grandma. My sister and | ran to my

Friend's housa and caled tha pofice. Tha police tock pictures of my facs, ip and bruises and callod HES.

My mother pickKad ma up, drurK, and was structed to toke ma to the departinent of children and families as soen as pessible. We went in the

next day. Starting Janmary of 2010, | decided to strva to do battar and gat cut of this [a. When tha semaster started, | was late almost

everyday to my first period class becausa | had no transportation. My teachers bagan to wender. | want from being in scheol ol tha tima, on time,

to being thera soma days and late. Though it was hard Iving pillow +o pest | managed to Kaep dacent grades, join the schoel tennis team, and pass

all of my exams.

The summer going into My sanior year ny situation got even harder. Now L had a job, worKing six days a weeK, Far from where | Ived. Getting

thare tecK hours. | was fving riith my mother, her boyPriond, and my elder sister in a ona bedreom duplax. The space was very crowdad; | sleapt in the

Iving room on one couch whila my sister slept on the other. My sister and mother are night tine pacple, 5o thay would stay up late, maKing too much

noise for e to concentrate on homeworK or get any sleep. After a fem months of lving this way, | dacided enough was encugh, and went back to

sleeping From pilow to post. Every day, | would be searching for a classmata to allow ma stay on their couch for tha night.

In February, the sacio) worker at my sehoo! told me sha contacted a prograim she bafieved could help me out. That program is called Starting

Right, Now. Trio rapresantativas of Starting Right, Now came and interviered me and fiva other students saparately. They told us they would only

pick a faw that it thetr program. Another student and | were chosen cut of six. Thare my ife bagan to change. | signed a contract, agresing to

abida by specific. rules and take on certain respensibilitias, and with Hhat, they habad ma gat my own apartment, a eomputer, printer, internat

access and a school bus to gat me to scheol. They also hebad ma gat a job at McDonalds. For tha First tima inmy [ife, 1 had no werries about whera

I was aoing to rest my haad at night. | could Finally focus on school My journey has just begun.

Ihave proven| aim a Fighter. |have proven | am resiient. | hava proven | am not a quitter. And | would love the opportunity to prova that | am

worthy of baing admitted nto USF St. Pete. | want to ensura | do not end up tika the rest of my famiy. |Know that thraugh aducation, | can

escope homalessnass. | already have toKen tha steps to prove my strength and determination. ] am TKa an ook tree.

The strongest ook of tha forest is not the ana that is protected from tha storm and hidden from the sun. ItH's the ona that stands in the

open where it is compaled to struggle for its axistence against the winds and rans and the scerching sun.

-Nopdleon Hll
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With my head down, | enter the room not wanting to sea the view in front of me. | stand in the doorway, Slently summoening the

courage to locK up and see my mom. The sight of her brinas me to my Knees. Unceontrolable tears stream down my face. As | walk towards

the casKet my body trembles. | reach down to touch her face, but quickly pull avay, the coldness ofher skin scaras me. | see bruises on

her body, evidance of the pain she endured until her $inal day. As | +ell har my last goodbye, | have the strangest sensation she will open

her eyes. | want her +o waKe up and hug ine, but it never hagpens. My mother died, whan ! was only 17 years old, from a hamorrhaga in the

brain, caused from wet brain, occurring in pecple who drink heavly for years.

My Father struagled deeply after my mom's passing: Instead of dealing with his pan, he selfishly saturated himself with aleohol to

achieve numbness. My sister and | wera caught in the middle of this inevitabla storm. Alzchol consumes everyrhing, detariorating the Iife

of the addict and everyone surrounding them.

My mother and father's addictions started with an cccasional bottle of wine at night, which turned into threa or four botHes a day.

Handles of vodKa littered the Floer of our home. My father reqularly drark himself o tha peint of aleshel poisoning, | often missed schoel

to stay home and heb him sober up for work. It was a constant batHe to get my father out of bed. Id Iift my dad from his urine soaked

bed, carry him to the shower and watch over him in case he started saizing. Around February, he hit what [ hoped was roeK bottom. Whils |

locKad after him one day, | realized his drunken state was werse than usual. He couldn't waK or takK. While | carried him, he grew fimp and

stopped breathing. | fel o the flocr to administer CPR. His eyes were wide cpen; staring bacK at me as | frantically pumped his chest-

“CALL 911", | sereamed to my sister as she ran into tha room. Findlly, ha let cut a big gasp and started breathing again.

His problem worsened each day. He lost his job, bils began piing up and we wera evicted on Mother's Day; tha first cne since my mom

passed. Wa beaged cur grandmether to let us stay with her in New Orlaans. My dad contrued to drink himself into a coma. My dad had to

return to Tampa for a DUl court date. Tha morning wa left, he was too ntoxicated to walk, nonatheless drive. Whils | drove 10 hours, the

cor reeked of urina From my dad peeing on himself. When wa arrived in Tampa, my father disappeared to drink. The second night wa were

there, he had a mental breakdown and threatened suicide. Without hesitation, | told him to get in the car and drove to the top of a

paring garage. When we reachad tha top | lboked him in the ayes and said, “Jump! Sea what happens to your famil Ha started sobbing.

My father actually hit rocK bottom. We drove home o New Orleans the next day and cheacKed him into a leng-term rehab.

At the end of the summer, lhad +o maKe a decision ~ drop out of school and stay with my family or retum to Tampa to Finish high

school I 1 returned to Tampa, | Knew | had a large support system. My teachers and principal Knew my mom had passed and wera aware of

my dad's histery. Datermined to go to collega, | chose to fnish sehool My father's car was repossessed and | struggled to find a way

bacK to Tampa. | reached out to my high school principal and they bought me a one-way bus ticket from New Ordeans. | put on a brave

face as | bearded the bus, leaving my sister and grandparents behind, but burst into tears as the bus puled anay. When | arrived in

Tampa | had nowhera to stay. My school social worker and principal recommended me to a program callad Starting Right, Now SRN). RN is

a program heling homeless teens with housing, stablity and academics. After interviening with the program, | prayed every night +o be

accepted. Shortly after; my prayers were answered ond | was admitted nto the program.

I'm determined to succeed in ife and set a good example for my sister. | plan to attend college, dbtain an -=--- n entrepreneurship

and start iy own business. | dreain of creating a non-profit for Kids with parents suffaring from addietion. | hope to ereate a space

whare Kids can go when the stress and emotional toll from their parents bacomes too much, which is a feeling | know all too well I'd e to

provide them with stobifity while helping the parents down the road to recovery. Ultimataly, helping tham become a Family again. | wish o do

For others what Starting Right, Now is deing for me -~ giving me an cpportunity to succeed. SRN provides me vith hope and light, when

averyone elsa threw me away.

s stood basde my mom's casket | made two promises to her. The first promise was to never drink. Tha sacond was to accept any

chalenge [ife throws and conquer it with my head held high. If took a while to accept the cbstacles e threw at ma. However, | leamed

complacency is tha enemy of progress. With the help of Starting Right, Now, | wil not only advance. | will excel and succeed.
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L arrive at tha Haith airport holding a one-way ticKet to travel to the United States to go meat a man I have never mat, my

Father. | am terrified of leaving my mom. | am erly seven years old. Tears run down my cheeks as my mom says "one day, we wil

see each other again | fear she will 'Fa'gef‘ about me, her only daughter. My mother calins ma down; wnv'lnc'lng me leaving her is

the best optien. | wil have a better [ife, she tells me. | do not want a life without my mom. | am leavng my impoverished home in

Haiti n pursuit of the American Dream. A flight attendant comes to aet ne. | am apprehensive, but ao with her as my mom tells

me she will coma on tha plane soon. | anicusly wait- for my mom to walk up the aisle, but- she never appears. t hear the engines roar

and tha heavy plane door close. 1 locK out- the window and sea my mom waving to ma from the tarmac. A ight attendant helps me

bucKe my seat belt as iy body is frozen. Everything becomes very real | wave geodbye to my mother for the last time.

When | arrive in the US, the Flight attendant takes me to the baggage area, where averyone is speaking English. | am Fright-ened

becouse | can't understand anything, A iman wals up and shows an ID. The attendant hands me ofF to a stranger, my father.

I'had read about America - a place with shiny streets and beautiful homes. But redity hits quicKly as | come face to face

with my house located n a dirty, dangerous neighborhoed called "the projects™ In an instant, | lose all hope for a bet-ter fe. We

Ive in a house with two other Families. It is cramped. | sleep on the carpet in a large room. | have no bed, not even a mattress.

There i no air conditioning and we share cur room with bugs and rodents. My dad is barely around and | miss my mom. | learn how

to take care of myself - maKe Food, wash my clothes, get myself to scheol, whatever it taKes to survive.

| throw myself into school, leaming English quicKy. Kids buly me, maKking fun of my thick Haitian aceent. | want so badly to fit

in and not be teased.

As if [ifa is not bad enough, my father loses his job. He becomes abusive, beating us and barking orders for us to clean the

house and cooK his Food. | am now only 12. He maKes a rule that we wera only allowed to go to school and then come straight home.

We are not alowed to play cutsida or leave the housa. My life quicKly turns into a prisen sentence. His 'new girifriend of the week"

moves into our home and never offers help or even trias to Know us. | long For a stabla family with parents who make me feel loved.

| lved IKe this for years. Ona day, my junior year of high school, | went o my neighbors o have my hair done. When my dad got-

home, he was infuriated | was not there. He started banging on doors, looking For ne. My friend's mom came outside to calm him

down and let him Know | was oK. But, ha insisted | leave at Hhat moment. When we got home, he said "this will teach you not to do

that again," and lashed ma with a belt across my arm. | never tried to rationafize his fits becausa thera was never a reason. When

| would try to defend myself aganst his brutality, he would yal at me to leave i | did not e it Knowing T had no whera to go. He

weuld tell me "you better hush about this at schod. | kid my marks undar clothing until they faded. He was afraid | would try to

run away so he hid all of my documents, including my passport and social security card. Somatimes, as punishment, he would make

ma sleep on the porch with only a jacKet to Keep me warim or to use as a pllow. | felt dirty and ashamed.

| eventuolly broKe down and told the secial worker at my school what was going on. She luckily had me interview for Starting

Right, Now (SR, My Sather wos elated that | was no longer his burden. My clder brother had bean through the same situation - he

is from another mother - and was already in SRN. Inow have a peaceful place +o cal home. | don't have to worry about not having

a bed or food. And | now sae a promising Future ohead of ma. APter high schedl, | will enter collaga and study social work. Now that

SRN is o part of my [fe, | am sure | can reach my geals. | want to be financially stable and be able to support my Family whila gving

bacK to my community. | want +o eventually travel to Haith, Jamaica and Africa and help prevent hunger and death rates by

carrying medicine to prevent diseasa.

I has been 10 longs years since | have been reunited with my mom. But, | have never given up hope that one day we will see each

other again. | hava mada education my priority because | hopa to maKe her proud. | want to show her my high schocl and college

diplomas and share my Knowledge back in her homeland.
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My mother's boyPriend melested me night after night until | was 14 years cld. He

would watch as | dressed mysel¥ For scheool and "accidentally” walk inte the

bathreom as | bathed at night. One night as | lay sound asleep, he crawled nto my

bed. After that night, | wasn't the same little girl anymore. He pirated my.

nnocence. | wouldn't dare say anything and steal my mom's happiness. Many nights |

eried my eyes out, atraid of the world. | thought god had gwen up on me. | was no

lenger momimy's little Camille. | didn't Know who | was; it was as i he Kidnapped my

identity along with my childhoed.

September 2010, Immigration tock my mother away from me. My mother had

never been in any trouble and | couldn't understand why they deported her. That

day was IKe living a permanent nightmare.

Ever since then I've had to worK long shifts with no leisure time. | moved into my

best ¥riend's house, sleeping on her living reem Fleor. T had ne where t+o go. Until

recently, | was referred to g‘l‘ar‘ﬁna Right, Now. With their help, | have an

apartment, a bed and a menter.

Watching my mother struggle to provide for us, made me Focus on my

education. | spend countless hours burying my head in bocks. There's only one thing

| focus on - my college admission. | want the oppertunity +o take care of others by

becoming the best nurse possible.

"Orly i¥ you've been in the deepest valley can you ever Know how magnificent it s

to be on the highast meuntan” -Richard Nixon. 1 Knew | can reach my personal

summit.




Contact nFormation:

www.StartingRightNew.org

info@StartingRightNow.org

Follaw us on-

FacebooK — www.FacebooK.com/startingrightnow/

Ihstagram — startingrightnowerg

Twitter - srntweets
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Starting Right, Now ends homelessness |l
* for youth through one-on-one
mentoring, providing a stable home,
obtaining employment, teaching
K financial literacy/life skills and -
gl | - promoting educational achievement;




