


Introduction
BY SUSAN L.TAYLOR, ESSENCE MAGAZINE

A CALL TO COMMITMENT

It is the pinnacle of pain. 

What could be more wounding to a parent’s psyche and soul than losing a child?
What could hurt a mother’s heart more than having her beloved’s life suddenly
stolen? What could be more crushing than losing her son, her daughter to 
violence so senseless and burying her young one out of season? It’s not the 
natural order of passage. It’s not the way life is supposed to be. 

I have met so many women throughout the nation who have lost their children to violence—a colleague at
Essence, Dee Sumpter in Charlotte, Yvonne Pointer in Cleveland, Hazel Cameron in Seattle, Frances Davis
in New York City. 

Over a six-year period, all three of Frances Davis’s sons—Raleak, Andrew and Frankie—were gunned
down in the streets of Brooklyn. 

“What, I wondered, had I ever done in my life to deserve this?” Frances questioned. “I had always been
compassionate. My house was always filled with children. My sons’ friends were always welcome in our
home. I wasn’t a perfect mother, but I was honest with my children,” Frances whispered. They were my
friends. When my husband and I separated, they were my protectors. My sons were fine young men—they
didn’t drink or smoke and weren’t involved with drugs—and yet my children, all of them, are gone. 

Frances also spoke about how her great loss was deepened. When it’s a Black man who is murdered, “the
media makes you feel that they weren’t completely innocent, that in some way they contributed to their
own victimization.”

Frances, Dee, Yvonne, Hazel. I have come to know these amazing women. To raise the nation’s awareness
of this state of emergency in Urban America, I’ve either told their story on the Essence Awards television
program, written about it in books, or spoken about their loss during the many talks I give throughout
the country. All of these mothers have said similar things to me about their lives after their children had
been murdered: They’d had a crisis of faith, thought they would lose their minds, never recover, and had
cast around in utter anguish until they found a way to give some meaning to their tragedy. 

Like Dorothy Johnson-Speight—founder and executive director of Philadelphia’s Mothers In Charge, an
organized effort by women whose loved ones were murdered—all have been deepened by their tremendous
loss. Still they suffer. But their suffering hasn’t been in vain. It has opened the door to wisdom. It has
enboldened them. Today these women are activists. They are spirited leaders, bodacious and brave. They
are raising their voices loudly in their communities to end the killing of our young. 

This is the intention of Mothers In Charge: Faces of Courage. This treasury of mothers’ powerful stories—
mothers in the City of Brotherly Love whose children were murdered—is their offering to us. To a 
society that has lost its way, it provides a moral compass which will lead us home…our way back to love.
These mothers’ wounds and words remind us what we have forgotten: We are each other’s keeper. We are
human and divine and we have a responsibility to God—the giver of life—to use our capacity to create
relationships, communities and social structures that preserve life, not destroy it. We are the adults, the

elders of the village. Our work is to relieve the suffering among the children, protect them, and make a
better place for the generations to come. This is what Mothers In Charge is dedicated to doing. 

I have grown weary of the many meetings, studies and conferences about stemming violence in the Black
community. It is time to take action. At the 2006 Essence Music Festival, I launched Essence CARES, a call
to commitment to enable adults to put a guiding hand on the vulnerable youngsters in their community
and mentor them to wholeness, high achievement and self-sufficiency. So much of the violence in our
society stems from the absence of love, of quality education and opportunity. 

Studies have proven that mentoring works miracles. Mentoring can transform the life of even the most
challenged youngsters. All that’s required is an hour a week of our time to show that we care.

In some cities, less than 20 percent of Black boys graduate from high school; in Philadelphia, it is
approximately 50 percent. Today more women of every race die from violence at the hands of their mates
than from any other cause. And the number one cause of death among Black boys is homicide.

Failing schools, crumbling communities, the lack of employment opportunities, celebration of violence in
the media and thug life in the community, our lack of concern for the poor, the absence of social services,
visionary leadership and political will—combined, these have caused the fraying of family and community
bonds. The violence rendered by our young people today is a result of their dream-crushing pain. It is
their cry for help. It is their scream to the adults to wake up, take charge of the village and restore civility
and peace.

In January 2008, I left Essence magazine after 37 years to join with community leaders—like the women
and men I’m working with in Philadelphia—to build a CARES mentoring movement there. The goal is
to offer healthy, holistic options to our underserved youngsters, so they will come to value themselves,
their family and community, and damp the violence. At this juncture, connecting caring adults with our
at-risk children is my deepest passion.

With mentoring I see light shining at the end of a long dark tunnel. That light is us. Linking arms and
aims and all of us working in harmony together, we will succeed in doing what political will and public
policy have not done: give the many young people in peril in our nation the love and guidance they
need to develop the extraordinary in themselves. Only love will save us.

In your moments of solitude and reflection, may you find a way to help save a young life so that the
mothers you will meet in this book and their children who have died—didn’t suffer in vain. 

—Susan L. Taylor
Founder, National CARES Mentoring Movement
Editor-in-Chief Emeritus, Essence magazine 

Ms. Taylor worked for 37 years at Essence magazine…her writing and concerns expressed here reflect her intimate work with

the Black community; she would be the first to acknowledge that this urban violence, although predominantly affecting the

African American community, touches all races, as can be seen in the faces of the mothers in this book.
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It’s late on a Friday night. Maybe early Saturday
morning. Certainly past Dorothy Johnson-Speight’s
usual bedtime. She stands huddled over a cup of coffee,
on the north side of City Hall.

It’s the exact spot where, more than a century ago,

legendary activist Mother Jones started her March of the

Factory Children, an effort to reform child labor laws

and save children’s lives. Johnson-Speight has a similar

vision. But she, a matronly 50-something who took a

long nap today, has a different approach.
You can hear her helpers before you see them,

rumbling and whining somewhere to the east. Then
suddenly several motorcycles round the corner of City
Hall, and they sound like a groundlevel thunderstorm.

“All right, then,” Johnson-Speight murmurs. She is a
reserved woman, a poised woman, not given to outbursts
and not easily impressed.

But several motorcycles become dozens, then dozens
become scores, and then—as her eyes widen the scores
become hundreds. Maybe 300 motorcycles in all, roaring
and screaming as they circle Philadelphia’s City Hall.
Their riders wear tattoos and black leather, and one
sports a skull mask. They park on the north side, at
Johnson-Speight’s feet. Many are members of a
Philadelphia-based group called Bikers Against
Violence, but others came from up and down the

Eastern Seaboard. They’ve come to give Johnson-Speight
a hand in her mission tonight: to infiltrate some of the
city’s deadliest neighborhoods, occupy them duringthe
deadliest hours, and spread the word about the anti-
violence group Johnson-Speight founded after her own
profound encounter with violence.

It’s a tactic bordering on vigilantism, pushing into
territory where government programs can’t reach. But
the city’s murder rate has climbed beyond all
accounting, and Johnson-Speight has called for action.

A massive biker named Darryl, in a head scarf and
black leather vest, grabs a bullhorn and addresses the
throng. He warns them about the neighborhoods they’ll
be overtaking. They’re lethal. “But if we can stop one
murder tonight,” he says, “we will have accomplished
our goal.”

The bikers all raise a fist into the air. For a full
minute they stand that way, still and silent as statues,
with Johnson-Speight at the center.

“All right, then,” she says.

He was in some sense a mama’s boy. And she
loved that.

Johnson-Speight worked in mental health, and her
son, Khaaliq, worked in mental health. She focused on
troubled children, and he focused on troubled children.

She was working towards a postgraduate degree, and he
was, too.

He was, above all, a good boy: He had just won
acceptance to the master’s program at Springfield
College in Delaware, and when he finished it, they—
mother and son—planned to open a therapy practice
together, working side by side.

In November 2001, Khaaliq, then 24, moved from
his mother’s home to the Olney neighborhood, where he
shared a house with his half-brother. Almost
immediately he encountered Ernest Odom, his off-kilter
neighbor. Odom had a fixation on parking spaces, to put
it mildly, and one evening a friend of Khaaliq’s parked
on the curb in front of Odom’s house. When Odom
noticed, he started yelling, screaming about disrespect,
so Khaaliq talked with him and—it seemed—defused
the situation.

A couple of days later, Khaaliq returned home late,
after a date. He parked his car behind his own home and
walked around to the front. He didn’t know two critical
facts: Someone, in his absence, had parked in front of
Odom’s house. And Odom now hid there, waiting.

As Khaaliq passed, Odom stepped out and shot him
eight times: Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.
Bang. Bang.

He only stopped when his gun jammed. Khaaliq’s
alarmed brother peered out from a window and saw
Odom standing over his brother. Holding a gun.
Kicking his face.

Khaaliq’s brother telephoned Khaaliq’s mother: “A
man shot him—”

She rushed to the hospital. “I’m sorry,” a doctor said.
She collapsed.

A moment like that alters a person, as surely as falling
from a considerable height. The only question is how the
person reacts. Some people fly from the pain, some
people hide from it, and some people—a remarkable
few—take action.

Since she was a little girl, life had prepared Dorothy
Johnson-Speight for the decision: She chose action.

One day this spring, before the midnight ride with
bikers, Johnson-Speight arrived at her office on
AlleghenyAvenue and examined her schedule. The
office’s thin carpet and mismatched furniture bore
witness that her organization, Mothers In Charge, is
propelled not by money, but by an evangelistic sense of
mission. Johnson-Speight flipped through a crowded
calendar, grimacing. The work is often sorrowful and
repetitive. That’s the nature of putting a city on notice;
people have to hear the message again and again.

“Where am I today?”she asked a young volunteer.
The answer came back: Temple University. Speaking on
a panel.

Johnson-Speight requires no preparation for this sort

of public appearance.
She can speak extemporaneously on her subject because
her subject is all around. Through July Ist of this year
[2007], 203 people had been murdered in Philadelphia,
as compared to 188 last year, leading to a total of 406
for that year, and 380 total the year before.*

At Temple, the other panel members made their
presentations—specifically about the danger of prison
inmates returning to the general population without
proper guidance—and the crowd listened politely. Then
Johnson-Speight began, and a torrent of words poured
from her, spilling details: She knows the danger of repeat
offenders all too well. She held up a sheaf of papers.

“The man who shot my son,” she said, “had a
record...”

Here her fist holding a sheet of paper slammed onto
the panel’s table, wham.

“—eleven—”
Wham.
“—pages—”
Wham.
“—long. And through his entire trial, no one came

to sit on his side of the courtroom. No one.”
Even years later, Johnson-Speight holds a seething

rage toward not only Ernest Odom, but the family who
abandoned him. They’re all complicit, in her view.

She gave the audience a succinct description of her
group’s activities: They push for tougher gun legislation.
They work with the FBI on a program called “Step Up,
Speak Up,” encouraging witnesses to come forward after
violent crimes. Last year they staged a mock wake, with
a casket and weeping mothers, on the street outside the
Pennsylvania State Office Building at Broad and Spring
Garden. They spend time with juvenile prisoners, and
try to wake them before it’s too late. And it’s not too
late, she told the crowd. Not for an angry young person,
and not for the City of Philadelphia.

Johnson-Speight isn’t a chatty person, and speaking
this way requires a specific act of will on her part. “I think
it’s more important to listen than to talk,” she says later.
“But sometimes, when it’s important, I will speak out.”

On the panel, she spoke out urgently, and heads
began to nod. Afterward, two uniformed prison workers,
both women, approached Johnson-Speight.

“My co-worker’s son was killed,” one of them said.
“And I worry every night about my own son. How can
we join you?”

Memories are often liars. They fade. They reshape,
hide, erase themselves. But sometimes, moments lodge
themselves in the brain like thorns, and stay.

Dorothy Johnson-Speight remembers sitting in the
living room of her family’s home at age 15. She was just
Dot, then. Her father sat outside, nearby, playing
checkers with a friend. That was a particularly hot July,

A History of 
Mothers In Charge

A WISE PERSON PREDICTED: “IF CHILDREN ARE NOT PROTECTED FROM THEIR ABUSERS,

THEN THE PUBLIC WILL ONE DAY HAVE TO BE PROTECTED FROM THE CHILDREN.” 

Dorothy Johnson-Speight and Ruth Donnelly can, sadly, 

attest to prescience of these words. These two women’s lives

were devastated by a violent man—who as a child had

probably been neglected or abused—who murdered their

sons in separate incidents. He killed Khaaliq with a gun

and Justin with a knife.

Imagine, if you can, the unfathomable grief of losing your

child. Then, read the newspaper or watch the evening TV

news and witness the same story repeated a hundred times,

a thousand times—it is happening in Philadelphia—it is

happening in urban areas across the United States—every day of the year—it is horrific and must be stopped. The

following article by Matthew Teague is reprinted from Philadelphia Magazine who in 2007 awarded Dorothy

Johnson-Speight [the founder of Mothers In Charge] with the honor of “Best Philadelphian.” Dorothy, Ruth and

hundreds of members of Mothers In Charge can be justly proud of this recognition, but their work continues—as no

award will return their children—and they work each day to save other mothers from this grief.

Ruth Donnelly and Dorothy Johnson-Speight

A History of Mothers In Charge

* In 2007, there were 392 homicides in Philadelphia; in 2008, there were 335.



16 17

and the heat lay on North Philadelphia like a blanket,
so that even standing still required exertion. Dot’s
mother had died of cancer just months before, so the
daughter had hardly sorted out her role in the new,
reshuffled family hierarchy.

Someone stepped into the living room, and Dot
looked up. Your daddy, the person said. He’s gone. He’s
had a heart attack.

Just like that. Checkers, then gone.
And in the span of a few months, the young girl

found herself parentless.
She stood alone, then. And angry. She lashed out at

the world, fought at school, stayed in trouble, and was
eventually sent away to a school for at-risk children. But
through it all, she says, a handful of people in the
community, people who had known her parents, “rose to
the occasion” and kept her from tumbling off society’s
edge. She would remember that.

She stayed in school, went to college, and had
children of her own—a son and a daughter. Then in
1986, the daughter, who was two years old, contracted
bacterial meningitis. She, like everyone else close to
Dorothy Johnson-Speight, died.

The mother reeled. But this time, instead of 
lashing out, she sought help. She joined a suburban
branch of the London-based support network called 
The Compassionate Friends, and found support there,
but not quite satisfaction. “The people at the meetings
were good people, but none of them looked like me,”
she says. “None of them lived in my neighborhood.” 
So she took her first step toward activism: She started a
Philadelphia chapter of the organization. The group
allowed grieving parents to gather and remember, to
talk about—to cry about—the loss of their children.

And at the time, that seemed like enough.

On a July night, after a block party in the Olney
neighborhood, 19-year-old Justin Donnelly sat with 
a friend on a stoop and chatted. Probably about
basketball, or his favorite subject, baseball.

A man approached on the sidewalk. He was 
looking for his dog. Had they seen it?

“No,” Justin said. “Haven’t seen it.”
The man seemed agitated by the answer. He turned

away, then came stalking up the stoop and punched
Justin in the chest. Then he turned and walked away.

Geez, the boys thought. What was his problem?
A dark red stain blossomed on Justin’s chest. The

man hadn’t punched him—he had stabbed him. And
the knife tip had nicked his heart. Justin died a few
minutes later, in a police car that was rushing him to
the hospital.

That happened in the summer of 2001, just months
before Khaaliq’s murder. Later, Dorothy Johnson-Speight
watched Justin’s mother, Ruth, pour out her heart on

television during a crime-stoppers segment on the
evening news, pleading for information about the killer.

Johnson-Speight felt an immediate connection with
the woman on television. Her son had died just a few
blocks away. And he, too, had died for something so
trivial as to be inexplicable. At least in Khaaliq’s
shooting, the police had arrested Ernest Odom, whereas
poor Ruth Donnelly had to beg for witnesses to come
forward.

Johnson-Speight went to the Donnelly home, and sat
down across from Ruth at the kitchen table. She felt a
need to swap stories with this woman. Did she, too, take
great detours around the city while running errands, to
avoid passing reminders of her son’s death? Did she, too,
keep her son’s final telephone message and listen to it
repeatedly, to hear the tiniest lilts and inflections? If not,
would she find that strange?

They talked about their sons, their young lives and
their—no easy approach, in conversation—their
slaughters. A few details emerged that froze both
women.

Justin’s killer had been seen around the
neighborhood with a pregnant woman a while back.

Huh. Did you know Ernest Odom’s girlfriend had a
young baby?

It turned out that Justin’s killer was looking, more
specifically, for his pit bull.

Well, that’s strange. Ernest Odom raised pit bulls.
The two women fell silent, at the kitchen table. They

sat and stared at each other.
Perhaps, one of them said, perhaps we should call the

police.
Ernest Odom, it turned out, had no business roaming

the streets of Philadelphia. He had that 11-page rap
sheet, and not for shoplifting or traffic tickets. His

charges were for violence, and using weapons. But in
nearly every charge, page after page, he received probation
or light sentences from lenient judges, or no sentence at
all when witnesses refused to show up in court.

The two mothers teamed up, and attended Odom’s
trials for killing each of their sons, and watched as juries
convicted him and sentenced him to life in prison.

Something about their meeting, and their joint
effort—their unassailable motherly outrage—felt right
to Johnson-Speight. It felt stronger and more active than
simply attending group therapy and grieving together,
as helpful as those things can be. This felt powerful.

Another night, again watching the evening news. 
This time in May 2003. A bad night.

She missed her son terribly that night, and then saw
a news segment about another boy, this one killed while
someone tried to rob him as he exited a pizza parlor. A
pizza parlor.

A pizza parlor.
Johnson-Speight sank to her bed, her spirit all but

crushed, and suffered what she now calls “a psychotic
breakdown.” She wept, and slipped into a state between
sleep and wakefulness. That’s when the vision came to

her: She saw the street outside the pizza parlor. In the
street she saw a boxing ring, and in the ring she saw a
group of angry mothers. Only they didn’t wear boxing
gloves. They carried bullhorns, shouting to the City of
Philadelphia, pleading for young men to leave their
guns at home, demanding that passersby come forward
to bear witness after crimes.

From that vision sprang Mothers In Charge, an
organization Johnson-Speight founded with Ruth
Donnelly and a couple of other women. They recruited
another mother of a murdered child, and another. And

another. And another. And in four years, the group has
grown from three mothers to 300, most having lost
someone to violence. That’s 300 existentially angry
people, bent on extracting something meaningful from
their loss.

Out of Johnson-Speight’s breakdown, an
understanding has come. “I didn’t want this person who
murdered my son to claim my life, too,” she says. She’s a
woman so reserved that her words—especially about her
son—seem to excrete from her lips like drops of blood.
“I can’t have him here physically. To watch him walk
down the aisle. To be in the hospital for the first
grandbaby...” Her words taper.

Yes, she says. The work hurts. “It is painful, reaching
out and touching so many women who have lost their
children,” she says. “Touching my own pain.”

Sometime after midnight, on a Friday night: The
bikers tear north on Broad Street, followed by a half-
dozen women from Mothers In Charge in an SUV.

At intersections, several bikers stop, blocking cross
traffic while the mothers pass through like heads of
state. The mothers shatter this illusion by beeping their
horn, waving, and tittering over the bikers’muscles.

On a block near Stenton Park
in North Philadelphia, the convoy
enters a world entirely populated, it
seems, by black males aged 17 to 35,
who stand agape on street corners
and watch the stream of chrome and
leather flow past. These young men
are, statistically, an endangered
species; some of them—many of
them—will die at someone else’s
hand before the year ends.

Johnson-Speight grows quiet
as the convoy pulls to a stop. She
cares for these young men. She sees
the killer in them, like Ernest
Odom, but she also sees the victim,
like her son. This creates a tension in
her, working against one type and
working for the other. She supports
tough judges handing down tough

sentences, for instance, but she worries that aggressive
stop-and-frisk police tactics will target these men
because of their skin color alone. “I go back and forth on
that kind of thing,” she says. “I know that these police
are out here sometimes facing criminals who have bigger
guns than they do. I understand they’re fearful. And I’m
afraid that’s going to lead to someone innocent being
shot.”

The only solution, then, is to beat police to the spot.
It helps to bring along a few hundred snarling bikers:
As they rumble to a stop, people pour from their homes

Mothers In Charge — Faces of Courage A History of Mothers In Charge

In 2006, Tony Auth, editorial cartoonist from The Philadelphia Inquirer
provided an image of a city that seemed to be awash in firearms.

©2006 TONY AUTH, THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER

In 2006, Dorothy Johnson-Speight and Mothers In Charge, 
along with activists from across Pennsylvania rallied at the 

State Capitol, begging for a reasonable limitation on firearm sales.
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to see what’s creating all the noise. The bikers grab the
men and talk with them about the pitfalls of guns,
while Johnson-Speight stuffs literature in the women’s
hands that reads, “Stop the Violence. Join Mothers In
Charge.”

The neighborhood residents look stunned—Who are
these people who arrived with a thunderclap? What do
they know about life on this block?—but a few of the
women nod quietly, and slip Johnson-Speight’s cards
into the pockets of their housecoats.

Throughout her life, Dorothy Johnson-Speight has
refined herself, and her work: Again and again she melts
down her pain, forges it into a useful tool, and sets to
work repairing her city.

She suffered profound loss early in life, and struck at
the world in anger. But she hammered that experience
into something valuable: She climbed her way back into
society, and became a therapist for at-risk youth.

Then the city’s violence—not just one crazed killer,
but a systematic failure on society’s part—stole her son
away. She shaped that loss into a weapon of sorts, which
she uses to cut through the stagnation and complacency
that binds Philadelphia in the face of violence. “I don’t
know where she gets her strength,” says Natosha Gale at
the Philadelphia FBI, who worked with her on the Step
Up, Speak Up campaign. “This woman works nonstop.
She gives her whole life to save other mothers from
suffering that sort of pain.”

In the four years since Johnson-Speight started
Mothers In Charge, the group has exerted influence on
the city’s most important authorities; it has partnered
with the police department, the district attorney’s office,
and citizens’ groups like Men United. It worked with
the mayor’s office to organize the Adolescent Violence
Reduction Partnership, which identifies and tries to help
at-risk children before it’s too late. Its members go into
Philadelphia’s juvenile prisons regularly, where they run
a mentoring program. Politicians at local and state levels
have endorsed Mothers In Charge, and sought
endorsements of their own.

And all the while, more women join. They’ve lost
brothers, sisters, sons, daughters.

A woman named Donna Giddings joined Mothers In
Charge about a year ago, after a man entered her family’
s home and killed her son, her mother and a friend. The
massacre sprang from adisagreement over a thousand
dollars someone owed her son, and could have been
resolved without bullets. “I had heard of Mothers In
Charge back then, but I didn’t pay attention because I
thought it didn’t affect me,” she says. “Now I know.
And I think other people are starting to understand that
the problem affects us all. I do think things are
changing in Philadelphia.”

Ruth Donnelly, one of Johnson-Speight’s founding

partners, says, “We did this because we needed to let
people know: ‘This could happen to you.’ I think that’s
happening. I really do.”

Saving a city is too big a job for one woman to
contemplate for more than a moment. When she is
alone, away from the panels and government
programs—when she puts down her bullhorn—
Johnson-Speight describes a smaller, more personal
motivation. She talks about her son, and the particular
details of his life, and her attempt to keep them all at
hand. “He and I were planning to work together, when
he was here,” she says. “And now, somehow, it feels like
he’s still living through the work I’m doing. I can keep
him here, by working and remembering.”

What happens when she forgets the exact shade of
white of his teeth when he smiled, the full catalog of
grins, chuckles and laughs, the precise proportions of
tooth, lip and cheek, or the crinkle around the eyes? If
she ceases to carry on their work, will all those details
pass away?

“As I get older, my memory is rusting,” she says, her
voice fading again. “You don’t want to lose that. It’s
almost like a death all over again.”

Such is a mother’s love: If saving the tiniest glint of
her son’s smile means saving the city itself, so be it.

This article is reprinted with the kind permission of 
Matthew Teague, Philadelphia Magazine (August, 2007)

THE MISSION OF
MOTHERS IN CHARGE

The mission of Mothers In Charge is violence
prevention, education and intervention for youth, 

young adults, families and community
organizations. In addition, Mothers In Charge |

works with elected officials on legislation to support
safe neighborhoods and communities for children

and families and collaborates with community 
and faith based organizations.

Mothers In Charge will advocate for families
affected by violence and provide counseling and

grief support services for families when a loved one
has been murdered. Mothers In Charge is comprised
of impassioned mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and

sisters who are committed to working towards
savings lives. Most of the members have experienced
the horror of having a son or daughter or loved one
murdered. Because of the death and the life of their
loved one, each mother and member is committed
to saving lives and preventing another mother from

having to experience this terrible tragedy.

Mothers In Charge — Faces of Courage
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34 Continued on page 82

“What possible good can you see from this tragedy?”   (one night, her son and her mother were murdered at home)

That was the question to Donna Giddings from a friend, some time after that cold winter’s night

which changed her life forever. Never could she be the same mother, the same daughter she was prior

to February 18, 2005. 

Donna lived with her daughter, Briana Giddings, but her son, André had been staying with his

grandmother, Willie Mae Alston, after Donna came to the grim realization that her son was living a

life she would neither condone, nor tolerate. 

This once tight-knit family always found themselves being able to depend on one another. Donna,

the only child born to Willie Mae and Nathaniel Alston was very close to her mother, especially after

her father’s death from natural causes.      

On the night of February 18th in 2005, Donna had a hairdresser’s

appointment. She thought of her daughter Briana’s hair and thought the

happy-go-lucky twelve-year-old would be equally happy to get her hair

done with her mother. Donna called her mother’s home, where her daughter

was, and informed Briana to be ready when she arrived so they could make

their 6:00 P.M. appointment on time. Briana agreed but like most pre-teens,

the young girl was not ready when Donna arrived. Briana had apparently

changed her mind and

wanted to go to a

friend’s house to

watch movies. 

Donna insisted that

Briana get dressed.

Donna, realizing she

was running

extremely late, called her hairdresser and pleaded with the woman to relax

her late policy and allow her appointment to be kept. After chatting with her mother for a while, Donna went to

her son’s room to demand that the twenty-year-old turn his music down. She also took a moment to look at her son

brushing his hair, something she remembers vividly. 

While she spoke with André, he mentioned that he would be possibly going to a club later on that night with two

friends. Donna warned him, “Just remember, everybody is not your friend.” André had a previous argument with

this “friend” over a thousand dollars. An argument ensued and his friend threatened that he would kill the entire

family. Some time had passed and André thought the matter had been resolved. Donna, however, knew better. She

knew a teenager with that amount of money had probably received it through ill-gotten gains. She also knew her

son was involved with the street life, which was why she originally insisted he leave her home. 

Donna Giddings
by NATOSHA WARNER

André Giddings

Willie Mae Alston

“I don’t know how I would make it if I didn’t have

grace from God. I call upon God to give me

strength. I am convinced that you never get over

this pain. You deal with it, you cope with it, but

you don’t allow it to consume you.”

             

           

             

          

              

            

       

             

         

   

             

          

            

              

             

            

               

              

         

             

    

            

           

             

          

             

            

              

            

               

              

         

            

             

              

           

       

          

               

            

            

             

                

              

          

            

             

           

             

              

    

              

               

               

             

             

             

            

             

              

     

               

            

             

      

           

           

            

            

         

             

         

            

             

            

               

              



IN THE SECOND YEAR, you will find the pain softens. You have learned how to ride the waves and they have

taken you out to the deep part of the ocean. The shock wears off leaving you with the merciless reality of what

happened to your son or daughter. You will feel like you are treading water—and there is no end in sight. You

cannot return to your old life, and you cannot see the other shore. You feel stuck, depressed, alone. People around

you expect you to “move on, get over it”...live life. This is the cruelest of all. No one talks about your child

anymore, only for you, that child is still alive, and in every thought you have. You are asked to go to weddings

and graduations, and other happy events for their children, and you are reminded there will be none of those ever

again for your child and the pain is unbearable.

You will have to learn acceptance or you will have no peace, but don’t worry, you have a lifetime to master it. You

will think about forgiveness, and that may or may not come. Hopefully, you can find something to be grateful for.

Remember, there is always something to be grateful for.

Creativity will help you honor your child and celebrate his or her life. In time, you will find a new world. It will

be a combination of the life you had with your child, your years in the ocean and the possibilities of the future.

And you will find joy and a life worth living—but you will feel guilty and disloyal, until you realize that your

child will come with you. You will find him or her in the rising sun or the sweetest flower, and the people you

love. You will understand that you can never lose that one true thing—the love you have for your child. And

someday, when your time here is done, you will be greeted by that smile you miss so much and you will be home.

But for now, live life and love others, in your child’s name. 

If you are reading this and you are a lighthouse in the harbor for those of us who have lost a loved one to violence,

remember that, for us, that person is still very much a part of our lives. You can help by reaching out and telling

us you care, listening to the stories and the memories, ask to hear about our loved ones, and tell us you wish you

had met the loved one, and say his or her name, out loud. 

Don’t hide or shrink away, have the courage to love, to care, to cry with us. We will love you for making the

journey with us.

—Kathleen O’Hara is a Philadelphia area Psychotherapist 

and Victims Rights Activist. 

and author of A Grief Like No Other: 

Surviving the Violent Death of Someone You Love

Her email is keohara@aol.com

www.kathleenohara.com

On page 78, you will find a list of agencies and support groups that can be of immeasurable help.

Losing a Child: 
A Grief Like No Other
by KATHLEEN O’HARA
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Losing a Child: A Grief Like No Other

Losing a child is a grief like no other; the worst loss. No parent should bury a child, it is contrary to the

emotional, spiritual and biological drive to bring life into the world and see it grow. This is especially true for

mothers because we knit the bones and blood of our children in our womb. To witness the destruction of that life

(for either parent) is to have a deep part of one’s own being destroyed.

When my son Aaron was murdered, my life shattered and I found myself at the edge of an ocean I would have to

cross. And if you have lost a child, you will too.

IN THE FIRST YEAR, you will have to tell your story over and over again. You will dread the questions and

the answers. You will find that people keep their distance, as if they might “catch it” if they get too close. People

will make assumptions; ask what your child was doing—as if to justify the murder. You will feel the stigma and

the shame, and it will deeply wound you. If you’re famous, or the murder brutal, your grief will be on display, the

subject of everyone’s discussions. 

You will have to face the question we all dread—how many children do you have? And you will not know how to

answer. In your mind, you will always have the number of children who were born to you.

To cross this ocean of grief, you will need life preservers, so that you will not drown, weighed down by the 

burden of your story. You will need them to do the hard labor of suffering; they are the qualities of courage, hope,

faith/spirituality, optimism, humor, joy and compassion; they will carry you when you are alone and the night 

is long and dark. 

But no one can carry this burden alone. You will need friends, family and community to be your lighthouses in

the harbor, to keep you from crashing on the rocks. But often, they have no idea how to help you. Your family

members are in the ocean too, and if you try to hold on to them you may pull each other under. Yet, there are

resources—Mothers In Charge is one of them—and there are others, formed out of grief, to lend a helping hand

to guide you.

During that first terrible year, you will have to learn how to ride the waves of grief that overwhelm you any time

of the day or night. You will experience the most unimaginable pain and deal with extreme sorrow, anger, guilt

and the crazy feelings. You will dread the birthdays, anniversaries and holidays of the first year and you will

wonder how you will ever live again. You will hold on to memories and cry because there will be no new ones to

cherish. But you will survive this year and you will learn how to ride the waves, they will not destroy you, even

though you will wonder how you will ever live again.
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IN UNISON – The Collective Voice of Mothers In Charge

Linda DeShields Elaine Saunders

Bette Clark

Ruth Donnelly Loretta Stivender

Brenda Powell

Doris Saunders

Sanna Abdullah

Beverly Downey

Bonnie Lucas

Denea Whitest

Jacqui Tobler

Mina Pickney

Yvonne Tobler

Darlene Yancey

“Dr. Betty” Lee Davis

Renée McDonald Wanda RobinsonJane Brevard

Cheryl Grier Pat Griffin Roxann Hargust

Karen Lee

Delores Jones

Kimberly Byrd

Margie Washington Angela WilliamsRenata White

Donna Giddings

Dorothy Johnson-Speight

Valerie Core

Sharon Kelly

Cynthia Austin 

Tonya Waller

Gloria Bryant

Margaret Washington

One by one, we just keep coming, hundreds of us since our grief
support meetings began. Meeting after meeting, with every new
member, our heads shake in disbelief at the retelling of our story. Each
of our stories is unique, but the theme is the same—the senseless
murder of our children. Ours is the Refrain of Mothers In Charge. 

“Will the floodgates ever close?” we wonder. “Not until the war is over,” we
answer. “ War? What war?” you ask.  “There is no war in Philadelphia,”
…“Yes,” we answer, “There is a war in Philadelphia. The war is on the
streets. Semi-automatic rifles reserved for war flowing freely on the streets
declare it, if no one else has.”  We are the Voice of Mothers In Charge.

Nobody seems to have really noticed, at least not enough to stop it,
only we, mothers screaming at the horror of our children being
brutalized on the streets, lost to institutions that have failed them.
Ours is the Scream of Mothers In Charge.

Bought and sold on the streets like bags of candy filled with
poison by youth too young to comprehend life’s sacredness, guns are
only the symptom for a generation of our youth. A broken educational
system. A broken employment system. A broken economic system. 
A broken moral system. All are roads leading our youth to the most
dangerous intersection along the “cradle to prison pipeline,” the
intersection between poverty and race.* 

In this land where opportunity exists for some, but not all, society
has failed our youth. In a cry for help with so many doors closed to
them, young black males are killing each other. When society fails to
protect them and give them equal opportunities to “learn, grow and
flourish,”** all of our children are sacrificed, some as victims, others
perpetrators. All are the Children of Mothers In Charge. 

We have all lost a loved one, a son or daughter, a grandchild, a
nephew or niece, a brother or sister, some within the week, some
years ago. Like a nightmare set on replay, grief unites us, wrenching,
horrific, traumatic grief. Some of us have lost more than one child to
violence. With the second nightmare comes a reliving of the first.
Our children, of many ages, were just living their lives, going
through the course of their day, when life was stolen from them.
Some were going to work, some to school or the store; some were
playing in the neighborhood or in front of their homes; some were
visiting in another neighborhood; some just sitting in their car. For
some of us, the war is so real that we hit the floors of our homes daily,
dodging bullets soaring through our neighborhood windows. The
piercing, gunshot sound is so familiar to many of us that we can
name the kind of gun based on the sound as it leaves the barrel for
yet another assault. We are exhausted, often immobile, not able to
greet the day in our usual way or get on with our usual tasks. With

IN UNISON
The Collective Voice of Mothers in Charge
AN INTERPRETATION BY BETTY LEE DAVIS, PH.D.

Shown below are more members of Mothers In Charge
We could not tell all of their stories—they and hundreds 

more in the organization are an inspiration to us all

.

.

WE ARE MOTHERS WAILING AT THE SENSELESS SLAUGHTER OF OUR CHILDREN. WE ARE MOTHERS RIVETED BY RAGE. 
WE ARE MOTHERS ACHING IN OUR HEARTS, MINDS, BODIES, AND SOULS. WE ARE MOTHERS IN CHARGE. 

the ringing of every bullet, the sound of every siren, the sight of every red,
flashing light, or the unending news reports of yet another innocent life
gone, the nightmare returns. Ours is the Plight of Mothers In Charge. 

We see the pain in each others faces. We hear it in our voices. The
murder of our child is only the first assault for those of us left behind in the
wake of this youth-violence epidemic. Many more assaults follow, within
the legal system and our search for the perpetrator—often never
apprehended—and our appeal for protection from retaliation, which, for
some strikes as early as the funeral; with the employment system and its
absent or inadequate benefits for post-traumatic stress, costing many of us
the temporary loss of income and, for some, the permanent loss of a job and
healthcare coverage; with our own family members and friends, who may
experience grief in a different way and not understand our needs; with our
inability to sleep and new physical symptoms, conditions we are told that
come with traumatic grief; and with doubts about spiritual beliefs that have
sustained us throughout our lives. Ours is the Suffering of Mothers In Charge.

Despite the doubts challenging our beliefs, however, our spiritual beliefs
are, also, still part of what sustains many of us, in what is, to the onlooker,
often an amazing way.  Ours is the Faith of Mothers In Charge. 

We comfort each other with tissues for our tears and a warm hand for
our broken hearts. We feel each others pain. We know the road. We
cannot take away each others pain, but we can walk and rest together on
the darkened path of traumatic grief.  We accept each others need to grieve
in our own way, in our own time. We know there is no one way, no right
or wrong way, to grieve our child. That is the Embrace of Mothers In Charge.
Sometimes, there is a break in the cloud, and in an unanticipated moment,
we see a glimmer of light for the first time.  That is the Hope of Mothers In
Charge.  Our mission is to save the life of another through violence
prevention programs so that our children will not have died in vain.  That

is the Wisdom of Mothers In Charge. We give testimonies and go to rallies.

That is the Message of Mothers In Charge. We attend life celebrations in

honor of each others children. That is the Love of Mothers In Charge. We

gather around our support table with a candle glowing at its center in

remembrance of our children. In one moment we may be reeling with

pain, only to be followed moments later by the unexpected grace of a

smile, as we did this Christmas, when our Founder, in her wisdom,

planned a pot luck dinner after our meeting, with karaoke as a surprise!

Two of us, riveted by sorrow and rage in one moment, joined each other

minutes later, inspired by the music, to break into dance and lapse into

laughter and an interlude of  relief from our grief. Within minutes, the

room was filled with dancing.  That is the Beauty of Mothers In Charge.

We lift our voice in praise of Dorothy Johnson-Speight for her courage

in carrying out her vision that led to the creation of Mothers In Charge

and of Ruth Donnelly for supporting that vision. We are thankful for all

the mothers who opened the way for us by joining Dorothy and Ruth in

carrying out the violence prevention mission of Mothers in Charge and in

the process, gave us a refuge for our grief and strength for the journey. 

We are the Grateful Voice of Mothers In Charge. 

___________________________________________

* Children’s Defense Fund. (2007). America’s cradle to the prison pipeline: a

Children’s Defense Fund report . Washington, D.C.

** Brazelton, B. and Greenspan, S. (2000). The irreducible needs of children:

what every child must have to grow, learn, and flourish. Cambridge,

Massachusetts:  Perseus.

Betty Lee Davis, Ph.D. is a Facilitator of the Mothers In Charge Grief Support Group


