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SISTERS IN STRENGTH

A collaboration between The Rest of the Story

and the Family Advisory Council of the
Department of Youth Services

Nothing in this booklet may be reproduced

without the permission of the authors.




The Family Advisory Committee (FAC) of the Department of
Youth Services creates meaningful opportunities to engage, encourage,
and empower families (traditional and non-traditional) to participate
in their child’s treatment, including policies, programs, and practices
to improve outcomes for youth in DYS. As a majority of FAC members
prepared to transition off of the committee in June of 2021, the group
decided to end their tenure by participating in the curriculum, The Rest
of the Story, to share their stories with each other and to pass them
along to the group of parents and guardians who will make up the
next FAC cohort. This is a legacy of insightful knowledge from lived
experience, and of love.

The Rest of the Story is a trauma-informed community-based
storytelling curriculum, created by Michael Patrick MacDonald, which
was designed to help participants transform trauma to voice, agency
and leadership through story sharing. Using Restorative Justice Circle
process-style prompts, the experience can be therapeutic for groups
with specific trauma in common. The Restorative process can also

serve to connect groups and individuals working toward common so-

cial justice and community-building goals. Invariably groups produce

a collection of stories, but each individual story is ultimately owned by
its storyteller. The process with FAC was co-facilitated by writer, grass-
roots literary instructor, and community builder, Shana Turner, alongside
curriculum creator, Michael Patrick MacDonald.

The FAC cohort members who participated in The Rest of the
Story curriculum (writers of all of the original pieces of work in this
booklet) are: Nichole Campbell, Sasha Johnson, ‘The Trying Parent’, and
Marilyn Thomas' YisraEL. Pieces that are not attributed to a name were
written collectively by the group. The original cover art is done by youth
artist, NKAtheartist. Graphic design done by Amala Diamond.
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We Are Sisters in Strength

We are a courageous sisterhood of strength with the guts to stand up and boldly do
anything we can for our and other people’s children.

We as parents attended every meeting we could, and participated in every resource
made available throughout our tenure as founding FAC members.

We've been willing to address the work we need to do in order to heal as parents,
while understanding that our kids have their own healing work they are responsible
for.

We believe in our children and we believe in this fight to passionately focus on do-
ing what we can to make sure we all make it.

We are tough divas who use our voices to tell the honest truth, which at times can
be lethal — we mean what we say!

Our journeys mirror each others’, and the reflections we see of ourselves in each
other makes us know that we are not alone. Sharing stories with each other helps
us to release shame and guilt and to build emotional self-control, inspiration, and
strength.

[While this particular group was all mothers and identified as a sisterhood, future

cohorts of FAC are open to all parents and guardians of young people who are in
DYS treatment.]

Sisters in Strength




When | first received an invitation to work with S.1.S. (Sisters in Strength) | was

immediately impressed with their creative name and after reading the text of
the book | was deeply moved.

S.1.S. is a group of strong women aiming to get stronger. The women imme-
diately made me think of my mom. The way their voices came through on the
page, and the tools they have used to get through tough times, made me

remember how much my mom means to me.

Born into a most impoverished and neglected part of Haiti, | was often caught
in life and death moments. It was my mom who was always there to save me.
She literally pulled me out of the way of falling debris during an earthquake,
which has remained a continuous metaphor for her sheltering me from so much
more disaster. Reading the stories by the women of S.I.S. has given me new
and deeper insight into how my mom might be feeling on an everyday basis
and | am grateful to these women for this new way of seeing things. As | grow —
as an artist and as a person—I will aim to continue to be a source of strength for

my mom.

| create all types of art as | am constantly learning new ways to express myself
and to strengthen my skills. It is hard to put a label on what type of artist | am,
but the underlying theme of my art tends to be overcoming struggle. | love
the idea of always emerging stronger and turning difficult circumstances into

a source of strength--for myself and for my community. Art is itself an essential
source of my own resilience and healing and | am thrilled to share it in collabo-
ration with such strong, protective, and creative moms.

-NKAtheartist
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For us to work together we had to build a space of support where we could truly listen
and respect each other as sensitive topics came up. We chose a set of principles and
values that helped guide our communication with each other.
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Kintsugi is the Japanese art of repairing broken pottery by mending the areas of
breakage with lacquer dusted or mixed with powdered gold or other precious
metals. As a philosophy, it treats breakage and repair as part of the history of an
object, rather than something to disguise. The flaw is seen as a unique piece of

the object’s history, which adds to its beauty.

Who, what, where is your gold, even at the places where you feel broken? Who,
what, where is YOUR shine?
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The gold in me is the strength it takes to be able to put broken pieces
together again. | wake up everyday breathing and | continue to piece myself back
together. That's my shine. Supporting each other as sisters the way that we do in this
group, that's our shine.

My mom and | don’t have the best of relationships. | felt powerless my whole
childhood and my mom has said things to me that left me thinking, “you say that to a
human?” | just have to laugh at it so | can deal with it. I've been through a lot of pain-
ful experiences with her but at the end of the day, she’s my mom and | still make sure
she always gets something to eat. But let me tell you, | am the only one, since my
father died three years ago- the ONLY one- that makes sure this lady is straight. | stayed
strong through all the stuff she put me through and I still look out for her. At the end
of the day, | remember that my mother was 14 when she had her first child. She was 15
when she had her second child. Her parents died when she was 15. So she didn’t know
how to love. | take that knowledge to understand that | have to work with this lady. To
this day, | just have to work with her. She had no education and she had to learn a lot
about life on her own. There was nothing for them back then. | feel bad for her. But at
the same time, | wonder whether she ever wanted more for her children, the way | want
more for my kids. | understand now that she did all she knew how to do. | get it now.
I've learned from our relationship and try, as a mom, to be better. | try not to do some
of the hurtful things my mother did to me. | know | can tend to go that way sometimes-
-we all can; we're human!---but | know enough to be like, Oh wait a minute, pump your
brakes Nikki, pump your breaks. Self-awareness is my gold. The resilience I've had
to have to be able to stand strong through all that is my gold. The way | work to
be better for my kids is how I shine.

Three years ago, | lost my father. He was my role model, my everything. It still
hurts that he isnt here anymore. One thing | got from both his life and his death is my
voice. While he was alive he always told me, “Girl, say what's on your mind.” But it
wasn't until he died that | started saying what's on my mind. | know a lot of people don't
like it but | don't care cause | have the right to speak my mind. That's my gold.

The gold to me means strength where you once felt broken, yet you were strong
enough to put yourself back together. We wake up breathing and that is gold. One
day at a time, | will be able to mend my broken pieces back together so everything can
shine. We all probably broke when our kids got in trouble and went to DYS. And maybe
not everybody, but those of us in this group stood together and made ourselves
shine, as advocates for our kids. Our shine is that we started the FAC and are try-
ing to make a difference in kids’ lives. | thank God for Marilyn Ma’'Dear, The Try-
ing Parent, and Sasha. | appreciate my sisters and all the ways we help each other
shine.
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At times it is a struggle to

remember our gold...

The Trying Parent: | dont have gold. My pain and brokenness made me sepa-
rate from my family and from life. It's so bad my daughter has anxiety ‘cause she doesn't
get to be around people and she doesn’t go outside. That's how bad it is. In my situa-
tion, the hard times didn’t do anything but isolate me.

Michael: Well you're here, The Trying Parent, doing this work. You chose to not
hide out. You chose to be an advocate with DYS and you didn’t have to. Some things
got you to this place. It could be your faith, or the love in your heart. You could be a
tiger mom whose kids are everything to her. So don't tell us you don’t have any gold.

Nichole: Your grandson is your gold! When you wake up in the morning, that is
your first gold because you're breathing air. You're still getting up and moving and living
your life. Nothing in your past has stopped you from living. That right there is your shine.

The Trying Parent: | feel like my past does stop me though. | was a foster child to
my cousin. There's something personal that happened in the family and when | tell y’all
that | am isolated, | do not associate with family. And | grew up with the belief that there
is ONLY family, so think about the pain and the hurt | carry. There's no gold there. My
daughter doesn’t even know her cousins and aunties. If | name people, she’s like “who’s
that?” If | show her pictures, she’s like, “I don't know them, they aren't related to me.”
My daughter, son, and grandson are my only family. If | die, my daughter won't even
know who she's related to, because of the trauma.

Sisters in Strength
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Michael: It sounds like you had to make a break with your biological family
for a lot of reasons. The fact that you took that step and made that break for the
sake of your kids is gold right there. A lot of people put up with stuff cause they're
like, “it's my family, we have to stay together.” But the fact that you took those
steps and are taking care of your children--that's gold. You didn’t tolerate living in
a certain situation.

The Trying Parent: | feel like | was protecting my kids. If you can do it to
me, you can do it to them.

Michael: I'll throw into your gold-making alchemy: your ferocity. That's a
fierce mom that’s like, “no, my kids are not going to experience what | experi-
enced. That's not a weak person, that's not a broken person. It's a person that’s put
together some broken pieces with some gold that they found deep inside them-
self.

Shana: And still piecing together, cause we're works in progress.

Michael: Always! And we'll keep breaking in other places and piecing them
back together.

Shana: The fact that you did what you had to do to protect your children in
the ways you knew how, that's responsibility and fierce love. That's gold.

Mike: I've known moms who don’t do that. They keep their kids in a risky
situation.

The Trying Parent: NOPE. That's the part where | come in to say I'll die for
mine. NOPE.

Shana: And that’s gold. That's pure gold, that love that motivates you. And
the love for yourself for knowing that you deserve to be treated well. There are
consequences to the choice of separating from family, like the isolation that you
feel. And there will be consequences for staying too. You got to weigh it out like
you did and you made a decision based on fierce love.

The Trying Parent: Well then my gold is my children. My gold is safety,
movement, survival, love, being blessed and healing. My gold is knowing that
life is short so live for today, not tomorrow. My gold is being able to open
my eyes. Of not hearing any bad news of loved one’s deaths. My gold is

gratitude for this circle we have right now.

Sisters in Strength
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My main gold--and who holds my world together--is my God. Strength,
prayer, hope, patience, communication, listening, empathizing, being a rock
for people- being eyes for loved ones when they can’t see, ears when they
can’t hear is my gold.

| watched my mother suffer with PTSD while | was a child. She lost her 14
year child, my sister, who | laid next to in the bed while she was being killed. Part
of how my sister's murder affected my mother was that she dealt with trying to
protect me by staying away from me as a way to try and prevent the potential pain
of losing me too. Even though | felt abandoned at one point, my strength was to
hold on and keep fighting for my mother’s healing.

| understand why my mother had to be a bit estranged from me in order to
survive and I'm not bitter about it. | understand because I've gone through some
of the same things | saw my mother go through. She and my father died sixty days
apart. | was thirteen and my baby brother was ten. | became like a mother to my
brother after we lost our parents. Then, when he was eighteen, shortly after my
first baby was born in 1981, my brother got killed too. Since | had raised him after
our parents died, it felt like | had lost my own child. | pushed myself away from my
new baby just like my mother had pushed herself away from me when my sister
got killed. My baby was so small. | didnt want to touch him. | didn’t want to have
to take care of him. But | didn’t stay gone, | came back around quickly.

Sisters in Strength
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Years later, that baby--my son Jihad--was murdered on my birthday while
he was in the middle of trying to throw me a surprise party. When that happened,
a black wall went up and all | saw was pain and fear. When Jihad got killed eleven
years ago, | shut down and abandoned myself from my other kids. It took me
longer to come back to my other children than it did to come back to Jihad after
my brother died. It was hard. I've been on this domino path, back and forth, back
and forth, back and forth. And everytime | go through it, | understand it a little
more: | understand how we as people are affected and what is needed for us
to be well. | understand how to support and advocate and help others. Not
just survivors of homicide, but also people who have been involved in DYS
‘cause my brother was involved in DYS, my son was involved in DYS. | have a
lot of strength to share and that is my gold.

| am 60 years old so my Kintsugi bowl is big and full. Something breaks
it every single year, and | keep right at it, putting it back together again. | never
thought I'd make it this far in life. More time to heal and have revelations is my
gold. For eleven years after Jihad was killed, | stopped celebrating my birthday.
Because the day of my birth had also become the anniversary of my child being
killed. One thing I've learned from the pandemic that we've all been doing our
best to survive, is that | need to celebrate each year that I’'m blessed to continue

living. So now | celebrate my birthday again.

Today is a brand new day to right my wrongdoings, to write a new
chapter in my book, to be able to return to my room which is my peaceful
sanctuary space that I'm blessed to return to every night. That is my gold.
My gratitude is my gold. Gratitude for everyone in the Family Advisory
Council, and all of what each of you bring to the table. Gratitude for my cour-
age to do this story-telling class. Gratitude that we get today as a new page
in our lives. Today is our gold.
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The gold means heart, dedication, love, perseverance, and
resilience. These traits are my gold. I’ve had to be a fighter, I’ve
had to be deeply empathetic, to find my own motivation, and I’ve
had to be extremely patient. My ability to be what I’ve had to be to
survive and keep my family together is my gold.

My angels are my gold, too. My sister who died in a car accident
twenty years ago and my nephew who passed away due to gun violence five
years ago. | know they are my angels because so many things have happened
and | shouldn’t even still be here, yet here | am. I've even had health issues and
needed my kids to do CPR on me to bring me back. My angels are my gold. My
willingness to fight for my son to get the support he needs for the
mental illness that started before he even entered kindergarten is
my gold.

| know | have a lot of broken pieces and | really don't always know what
holds it together. | feel like I'm the one who's always helping someone else to
put their broken pieces together. I've always been like that since | was a child. My
parents made me be the one who was more responsible and the one always paying
attention and supporting the others, and to this day | am the go-to person for all
family emergencies and crises. But | don't feel like | ever get that back. No one can
ever be as strong as me, for me. Do | expect them to do for me what | do for them?
| don’t. But even small attempts at being supportive would make me grateful.

Sisters in Strength
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I've had to isolate myself from my family ‘cause I've learned that
they don’t have healthy relationships and boundaries. They don't call to
say, “How you doing?” They only call to say, “You won't believe what
happened.” I'm like, how about asking how I'm feeling today? It's always
something. But even though it bothers me, | still always fix what they need
fixed. | don't know why. When will | start really being like, I'm not going to
do this. | need you to respect me and listen to me and hear me out. | don't

ever do that, even though | know | deserve the kind of support that | give.

Knowing | deserve more and working to create healthy
boundaries is in itself gold. Knowing that even though |
haven’t yet figured out how to get what | need, that | am
putting in the work to grow, is my gold. Some people don’t
even know that they deserve to be treated well. | know that
I do. That is my gold. My fight to learn how to take better
care of me is my gold. I’m grateful for my higher power, for
faith, for my strength and daily prayers, for medicine and
doctors. I’m doing this one day at a time. Giving myself
grace to do my best is my gold.

Sisters in Strength
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A Room I Really Know:
That Sanctuary Space

We were asked to individually respond to the writing prompt, “A Room | Really
Know.” We were not surprised to find out just how in-sync we are with one another-
-each of us went right to that sanctuary we all know well. We discussed how, in order
for each of us to maintain the emotional and mental strength needed to deal with the

challenges our families experience, we have all had to create personal sanctuary space

to go to whenever we need grounding, balance, and peace. That can be a physical
space that actually exists in our lives, or it can be a “place” we go to in our imagina-
tions. We encourage incoming FAC parents to create sanctuary space, to which you
can always retreat (either physically or through meditation or prayer) when you need to
reconnect to yourself.

Sisters in Strength
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My Room | Really Know is being in my God's arms.

When | open up the door to my bedroom at night,

| get the sweet smell of lavender.

As the door continues to open up,

my eye catches my bed which tells me it's time to rest.

As | sit there in the comfort of my bed, | look around and focus on my day,
and then | look above and | say my prayers.

Lord as | lay me down to sleep,

| pray the Lord my soul to keep,

and if | should die before | wake,

| pray to the Lord, my soul to take.

| thank you for this day and ask that | may

Have protection over me as | sleep.

| get a voice back saying, job well done, you may rest for the night.
A place | know so well... there’s no place I'd rather go.

Where my soul and spirits are restored.

Marilyn Thomas’ YisraEL




You see me every morning & night and sometimes in between.
You hold me tight, keep me warm, see my pain and hear my cries.

You're the only place | have peace. It's where no one bothers me. | isolate for
hours to keep space.

You hold my darkest deepest thoughts. You keep me sleeping for hours never
really wanting to get up.

| think in the dark about plans, solutions, options, and change. You listen, don't
judge or speak back.

| talk out loud and no one answers. | find balance and reflect on life.
| can’t be understood, if | can't plan and pray alone.
Being alone in this room brings me joy. My bedroom.

Sasha Johnson




My zone, my space, my peace of mind.

A room | really know it's filled with things that represent me.

| love this place in the morning or afternoon. Even at night.
I'm bold, I'm free, at last I'm me.

This room is where | will be when I’'m happy, sad, or even mad.
It's often dark, it's huge, it's whatever mood I'm in.

This room, | can live here forever, it is perfect just for me.

I'm surrounded by Starbucks cups, perfumes, tons of clothes,

lots of sneakers and a few pictures, but most importantly,

I'm surrounded by the comfort of my own space!

| don't share this room. In this room, everything's locked away from
everyone else.

This room | allow myself to close from the outside world.
| cry, | pray, and I'm most joyful in this room | really know.

The Trying Parent
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A Room | Really Know:

It's not an imaginary place, it's my bedroom — the place where | go to dream.
A room where everything and everyone is free.

A room full of life, full of loved ones, of joyful people.

A room with happiness where my dad and uncle are still here like when | was
younger.

A room with no violence, with no sickness, where everyone’s healthy.
A kid-free room so | can get a break.
It is the place where | am free, that reminds me of when life was easy.

My safe space, my comfort zone, my relaxation room that is mine to keep
going back to, when | need to get away from the troubles of the world.

Thinking of A Room | Really Know truly did something to me.

Nichole Campbell




Important tools for new parents coming into the system are determination
and connection. Parents and guardians need to be connected and involved in all
the resources that are being offered throughout this process. Not because they
have to but because they're modeling something that we all want our youth to
pick up. We want our young people to feel not alone, but supported. As a parent,
| don’t show up because I'm forced or mandated, | do it because my child is not
alone. I'm modeling a vision for them that it takes a village; we do this together.
I've participated in everything | can as a parent and | encouraged my child to par-

ticipate in the work that is gonna help them grow. You should participate as much

as you can in all the classes and groups because you're getting information, you're
connecting with other parents who have stories like yours. Show your child that
you want to be involved and that will also show them that you'll be involved on
the other side.

The Trying Parent



New parents coming into the system need to pray. There is power in prayer and
there is power in knowing who you are and letting your voice be heard. Don't sit back
without saying anything ‘cause a closed mouth does not get fed. If you don’t speak up,
no one will speak up. You get out what you put in.

Marilyn Thomas’ YisraEL

It's important for us parents to model the healthy behavior we want our kids to learn.
Some parents still entertain the mentality that they don’t deal with people from neighbor-
hoods that don’t get along with their neighborhoods. We are the parents, we have to grow

out of that and let that go. Responsibility and leadership are tools we all need.

Nichole Campbell
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Conclusion

Sink & Float

We closed out the final Rest of the Story class by naming what feeling or

thought we want to sink (release, no longer carry) and what feeling or thought

we want to float (hold onto, make stronger).

Sasha: | want to sink the hatred |
have in my heart and float my faith.

Nichole: | want to sink my bad
thoughts and float flowers which
represent me opening up to give
myself more room to experience

good things.

Michael: | want to sink resentments
and anger and float forgiveness.

Shana: | want to sink self-doubt
and float knowing that | only de-

serve love.

Marilyn: | want to sink my PTSD, and float my faith.

The Trying Parent: | want to sink my pain and hurt, and float my faith. Every-

thing | believe in and see for my future will come about.

Sisters in Strength
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