
Chapter 1:  When Opportunity Comes Knocking 

“In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.” Albert Einstein 

 

Today, I am a successful Jamaican immigrant living in the United States, with a 

promising career and a beautiful family. It hasn’t been an easy road though. As a child, I 

had a humble beginning. But with a great support system and an inner drive to 

overcome obstacles, I’ve been able to succeed in my personal and professional life. As 

a dark-skinned Black woman, I’ve had to learn how to navigate these obvious realities in 

order to get what I want. As I share from my life, I also realize some of the tradeoffs I’ve 

had to make along the way.  

I come from a family who didn’t have much materially, and my parents struggled to 

provide the basic necessities. By the age of 18, my mother, Pearl, had two babies a 

year apart on her hands. My biological father, Lloyd, a philanderer, was nowhere in 

sight. His hazel eyes and light complexion meant that he was popular with the ladies, 

and he had no plans of settling down to domestic life. 

To say my mother struggled is an understatement. She was in the capital of Jamaica 

with no family around, little support, and two small babies relying on her for their every 

need. Some would say that I was lucky to be alive in 1974 when I came into the world 

as a preemie at six months and two weeks, weighing only two pounds. In fact, for two 

whole weeks from the time I was born, my mom never saw me because I was in an 

incubator. She feared the worse—her baby had died, and the nurses were lying to her. 

After pleading with the nurses, she was allowed to see me.  



My older brother Carey was born deaf and suffered from a mild case of mental 

retardation. It is difficult enough for a teenage mom to manage on her own, much more 

with a child with special needs. When I was five years old, my dad was murdered during 

a very violent and turbulent time in Jamaica due to political unrest. I had the misfortune 

of seeing my dad lying on the ground in an abandoned building the morning his body 

was discovered. There was blood everywhere. That was my first time seeing a dead 

body, and I froze for what seemed like forever, even as I listened to the conversations of 

the adults around me. At that time, I didn’t understand the permanence of what 

happened—I wouldn’t see him again? How could that be? The day before, Carey and I 

spent the whole day with my dad. We’d gotten on his back, and he tickled me so hard 

that I had tears in my eyes. My dad wasn’t a staple in my life, and my brother and I saw 

him only occasionally, so I treasure my last memory of us having him for a whole day. 

During that time, it was our stepfather, George, who was the constant father figure in 

our lives. 

With my mom’s seventh-grade education and her husband’s less than that, employment 

opportunities were limited. We lived in a not-so-nice neighborhood. There were times 

when our meals consisted of nothing but carbs and vegetables, and meat became a 

treat for Sunday dinners. But I remember when I was six years old and in grade one at 

Halfway Tree Primary School, my Mom would dress me nicely in my school uniform and 

send me off to school. There was usually no money for me to buy lunch at school; 

however, my stepdad would sometimes come to my school to give me money for lunch 

from what he received as a day laborer. Needless to say, that made me feel fortunate. 



Early in life, I lost myself in books. I was an avid reader who couldn’t get my hands on 

enough. When other girls my age wanted dolls for Christmas, I wanted books. I would 

frequently find myself curled up on the verandah reading, whisked away to places I 

could only imagine in my mind. My favorite books were fiction, but over the years, my 

desire to read other genres broadened exponentially. Ultimately, my passion for reading 

cultivated the woman I am today.  

As a little girl, I found myself praying to God, most times when I wanted material things. 

I prayed for a beautiful dress to wear to church, I prayed when I wanted money to buy a 

book, and I prayed when I wanted meat with my dinner. I didn’t know, however, that this 

was the beginning of a faith that would develop and see me through some rocky places 

in my life.  

Growing up poor in Jamaica had other challenges too. Jamaica had a strong “class 

system.” It was difficult to move out of the class that you were born into. Even at a 

young age, as I looked around my neighborhood, I knew that I wanted something better 

for myself. After all, I wanted to be like those girls I read about in books. They had lovely 

clothes to wear, amazing families, and choices. What I read about in my novels was far 

from the reality I saw around me. As soon as girls became teenagers, they sought 

refuge in the arms of a man. Many times, these men had little to offer them. It was easy 

to tell these young ladies not to go down that road. However, that was all they saw 

around them. Many parents were barely surviving themselves, and these young ladies 

had to fend for themselves. What they got from the men was money, clothing, or 

sometimes their only means of survival.  



Despite our circumstances, one thing I was blessed to have was a mother who was 

determined that I would have a better life than she did. She worked hard to provide for 

our basic needs. What else stopped me from following my peers? I got involved in the 

church at an early age, and that became my lifeline. 

When I was eight years old, I started attending church. It’s interesting that my mom was 

not a Christian then but she got me dressed every Sunday morning and we both took 

the five-minute walk so that she could drop me off at Sunday school at Open Bible 

Church, and one of the teachers would walk me home afterward.  

I was like a sponge and soaked up all the knowledge that I learned. Soon, Sundays 

alone were not enough for me and I became active in church. I started attending the 

prayer meeting during the week. I also attended Vacation Bible School and participated 

in the Easter programs and in Visionette—a program designed to educate and groom 

young Christian girls. Church became my second home. When I turned nine years old, I 

was baptized and I gave my life to the Lord. At that age, I’m not sure I fully understood 

what I was doing, but I enjoyed the teachings and the company of the people I was 

interacting with at the church.  

Many of the women took me under their wings to ensure that I was living my life in a 

Christ-like manner. In retrospect, they were concerned that I did not have a Christian 

role model at home, so they wanted to make sure that I had help in my walk with God. 

Even when I was undeserving, God never left me. He was always there at the 

opportune time through my various stages and seasons. 



When I was 10 years old, in grade six in primary school, Mom got a cleaning job from 

an American couple, Kathryn and Jay. Looking back at that time, I had no idea how 

pivotal this relationship would be to change the trajectory of my life. Sometimes Mom 

would take me with her when she went to work. She always warned me to be quiet and 

to not touch anything. While she cleaned, what did I do? I would first do my homework 

and then lose myself in one of my books. I didn’t mind going with my mom at all 

because it was quiet and Carey and my one-year-old brother Dwayne were not around 

to distract me.  

When I started going with my mom, the first thing I noticed was just how tall her 

employer was. To a 10-year-old, Jay seemed like a giant at well over six feet tall. At 

first, I was a bit scared, but you can always tell how a person is by the things they do. I 

was always impressed by how he would pick mangoes for my mom. His acts of 

kindness were not lost on this little girl. His wife Kathryn always stopped to ask me what 

I was reading. Of course, I would light up and share every single detail that I could 

remember. 

Kathryn took an interest in me and would frequently inquire about how I was doing in 

school. She would ask my mom about my grades and how I was getting along. I was a 

decent student, and Mom would share my report cards. Kathryn traveled all over the 

world because of her job. She worked for Special Olympics International and headed up 

the organization’s Caribbean office. I really loved when she traveled because she would 

bring back a new book or two for me. That was always such a treat. Going to the library 

was my favorite pastime, but these books she gave me did not have to go back. They 

were all mine. And that made such a huge difference to a 10-year-old. 



 


