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Perseverance Should Be My Middle Name

Born 1982, to Joanne Sawyer and Angel Maldonado in Spring Field, Massachusetts Jessica A. 
Maldonado, who currently resides in Brooklyn, New York with her only daughter Jalia Jones 
Maldonado who is 15 years old. I have been living on my own since I was 18 years old.  The 
youngest child out of five children. Having faced almost every system that was designed to make
people of color fail such as a failing educational system, foster care systems, the juvenile justice 
system, adult correctional system, the welfare system, and even in and out of the multiple shelter 
systems growing up, I managed to escape what society would call a predetermined statistical 
system.  

Growing up with parents from two different back round wasn’t easy. It was Puerto Ricans
against the Blacks. My Mother was considered a Black and my father was Puerto Rican. Their 
parents hated each other which made it very challenging for them to raise a healthy family 
together. My parents was young when they had their first child together and neither of them new 
anything about child rearing. After their second child was born (who was born in prison), my 
grandmother gained custody over the two oldest children while my mother was in prison. Shortly
after my mother was released from prison, she and my dad conceived the third child who my 
grandmother didn’t take in, because she was ill. 

My parents eventually moved to Massachusetts, and there is where my brother and I was 
conceived. Big money started rolling in, so did the drugs, the women, and the abuse. My mother 
became so uneasy with her life situation in Massachusetts, she decided to pack her clothes and 
her children and hit the road. Not only did she hit the road with no return, she hit the road and 
drove her in her three beautiful children off the road over a cliff. Only to get stopped by a solid 
tree standing tall and firm in the middle of nowhere.

We finally reached Brooklyn, New York after the accident. After my father’s family heard
of what happened, they gathered as many family members and friends and came searching for us
in New York. When my mother’s family heard that my father’s family was in New York, they 
moved us into a place they called “safe”, THE CARTER HOTEL (family shelter) on 42nd street, 
Manhattan, New York. This is where the real torcher and neglect started. My mother was 
introduced to crack cocaine and it turned our whole life upside down. I remember being four 
years old in the shelter getting into everything that wasn’t age appropriate. The Carter Hotel was 
where I witnessed not only my first death but multiple deaths. People was over dosing in the 
staircase left to right. Black body bags and black vans which I later learned was coroner was at 
the Carter Hotel quite often. I had no clue that it was deceased people that was being carried out 
to the morgue. It was pretty normal to me.

After staying in the Carter for some months, my mom’s got an apartment somewhere on 
149th street in Manhattan. There is where the crack cocaine really took its toll, and the stone cold 
neglect took over. Mom would leave us in the house for hours alone with no food. My brother 
Angel would go outside for what felt like days gathering food to feed us.   

One day my brother went outside and came back with two pair of jeans that became his 
favorite jeans in the world. He made it very clear to us that we were not allowed to touch his 
jeans. This particular day we were left alone, one of us got severely injured. A kid was hit in the 
head with a glass punch bowl right above the temple almost resulting in death. Well, this kid who
nearly lost her life by the hands of a sibling was me. Yup! I was five years old when my brother 
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hit me across the head with a glass bowl. Although it was not meant for me, it did not change the 
fact that I almost lost my life. 

After nearly losing my life in the house because my sister didn’t know what to do, I was 
rushed to the hospital. Can you imagine experiencing all this trauma then being interrogated by 
authorities and Bureau of Child Welfare (BCW), which is now called Administration for 
Children Services (ACS). This was the scariest experienced as a child. All three of us was placed 
in foster care. My sister and I was placed in a home with a woman named Ms. Mamie Green and 
her family in Coney Island, where I was first introduced to God. My brother was placed in a 
separate home with what I believed to be a wealthy family that loved him (Bob Gore, Pat Gore, 
and Rob Gore, who is known as Dr. Gore and currently an Emergency Medical Physician at 
Kings County Hospital).  

Unlike my brother Angel, my sister and I didn’t have a great experience in foster care. 
Accepting change and parent child separation was difficult. I was too young to understand that 
the decision was for safety purposes only, but old enough to understand that the love was no 
longer there. Yes, it could have been much worst and it could have also been more loving and 
supportive. I remember not making curfew and could not eat dinner as punishment. The times we
missed curfew, we would go to Coney Island and eat the food people left on the table. To them it 
was garbage, to me it was a good meal.  

Accepting change was continued to be very difficult for me. After being placed back with
mom, figuring everything would be normal and not knowing the emotional effect the trauma I 
experienced had on me, I was excited.  240 Madison Street was a horror movie and an education.
I was surrounded by boosters, drug abusers and dealers, and people taking lives for the simplest 
reasons. When I was nine years old, I witness my first incident of police brutality. I saw my 
niece’s father get shot by police right in front me. I laid on top of him just so they wouldn’t hurt 
him anymore than they did. A year later, my sister got shot in the face while partying. There was 
never a peaceful moment. I didn’t know what or who I was going to wake to. When I was10 
years old, my oldest sister introduced me to shoplifting. She taught me how survive without the 
help of anybody. I was surrounded by the biggest boosters and the biggest drug dealers in the 
area. Shortly after uniting with my family, my mother lost her apartment causing us to relocate to
another shelter. The fighting got worst. I was embarrassed to live in the shelter. My mother 
hardly was home. My oldest brother ran the shelter apartment and I refused to live there with 
him.

There was a lot dysfunction within my family and in the community. We fought literally 
every day. My mother was hardly home just like when we were young. She left us alone to care 
ourselves. As I became a little older, the fighting towards me had gotten worst and my mother 
had no control. I began to reflect on the time when my siblings and I were left alone and my 
brother hit me in the head nearly killing me. I wanted a family that I didn’t have to fight with, so 
I decided to leave my home in search of another family. 

At the age 14, joined this family outside of my biological family. A family that I have 
known to accept people the way they are, protect them, and serve each other. A family called the 
BLOODS, which actually stands for Brotherly, Love, Override, Oppression, and Destruction. 
Although I didn’t agree with most of their activity, but I felt comfortable at the same time. This 
family provided me with a safe space, love, food, power and respect. I dropped out of school all 
together and started shoplifting fulltime. Eventually, my mother had to get a P.I.N.S (Person In 
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Need of Supervisor) on me. I was considered a runaway dropout, and I was getting in trouble 
with the law back to back. 

I was 15 years old when I caught my first criminal charge. Eventually, it lead me to 
juvenile detention for one whole year of my life away from family and friends. When I returned 
home from JD, things at home was pretty much the same including family fights. 

After getting released, I thought about doing the right thing, but that was impossible for 
me to do going back into the same toxic living environment. Family still fighting as usual, 
mother still drinking her life away, and kids running wild. I stated shoplifting again to provide 
myself with food and clothes, and to provide for my family. When I was 17 years old, I went on 
to date an older guy who I thought loved me and was going to protect me. He treated me so nice 
in the beginning, until he knew he had me trapped. He provided me with everything I needed and
wanted. I had fur coats, Rolexes, diamonds, designer bags and shoes, and lots of money in my 
pocket. Once he knew he took me away from my family completely, he started to abuse me. He 
began abusing me physically, emotionally, economically, and sexually. 

At 18 years old I gave birth to son Jessiah Jones Maldonado. I was finally going to have 
someone who I could love unconditionally and someone who will love me unconditionally. 
There was no doubt in my mind that I wasn’t going to keep my baby. I fell deeply in love with 
him while he was in my stomach. I was the happiest person in the world. I did not care about 
anything or anyone. 

 Throughout my pregnancy, I endured so much abuse, all of what I listed previously. The 
stress and abuse caused me to go into labor early. I had my son when I was going on 7 months. I 
was in the hospital in labor for two weeks. Due to me having an early labor, he had to stay in the 
hospital for an extra two weeks. Six weeks after the love of my life was born, God called him 
home to rest in peace. Yup! The love of my life passed away. That was the hardest tragedy I had 
to face in my life. 

I became angry with everybody. Two years later, I gave birth to my daughter Jalia Maldonado 
who I was afraid to bond with. Not wanting my daughter to experience poverty in the way I had 
growing up, I continued shoplifting and dealing with a guy that could provide for me. I began 
dating this older guy who lived in Westchester. This guy had a lot of cash, he was dark skinned, 
and tall with muscles which means he could protect me. You name them and we were close with 
them. At this point, I was having the time of my life. Once I found out some personal business of
his that he kept me away from, he became violent. The real him came to light. The abuse had 
gotten so serious to where I needed out. One day we were arguing, it gotten so bad to where hit 
me with his truck. That was the end of our relationship.

When I became better, I started with my old tricks (shoplifting). It eventually led me to 
doing 10 months on Rikers Island where I had to be away from my daughter. Consequently, 
while serving a city year on Rikers Island, I obtain my G.E.D which put me at a greater 
advantage of getting a job upon release. When I realized I wanted better for myself and my 
daughter, I wanted to be in position/ systems where I thought had failed me as a child. I was out 
for revenge in positive way. Shortly after I was released, I started working at the Department of 
Education, as a Teacher’s Assistant. While working for the DOE, I realized that there were many 
barriers that prevented me from connecting with students in the way that was needed, so I 
decided to change careers. I then moved on to gain full-time employment at Lutheran Social 
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Services, where I thought I would be able to connect with young girls (who shared similar 
experiences as myself). After working at Lutheran Social Services, I realized that wasn’t the 
place for me either. I decided to further my education at The College of New Rochelle. Returning
back to school after dropping out of school in middle school was a great challenge for me, but I 
kept pushing. As I matured through my educational journey, I realized that I had a purpose in 
life.

While in undergraduate school, I established a Student Government that supported 
students and built the bridge amongst students, staff, and faculty. One month upon graduating, I 
enrolled in The College of New Rochelle’s Mental Health, Master’s Program and The College of 
New Rochelle hired me as a Part-time retention Specialist. While in Graduate school, I 
volunteered for one year with KAVI as a program facilitator. I am currently working for KAVI as
Hospital Intervention Specialist in Kings County hospital and Facilitator at Wingate High 
School. 

I am currently enrolled in the Mental Health graduate program at The College of New 
Rochelle, where I am 20 credits away from obtaining my master’s degree. Along with pursuing 
my Master’s degree at The College of New Rochelle, I am enrolled in The New School, Institute 
for Transformative Mentoring, which is an amazing program for informally incarcerated 
individuals who has made major transformation. Although I believe this program could be for 
many individuals, I love it because it has helped me heal in ways I never thought of, such as 
confronting and healing from the death of my son. 

Life is a cycle to me. Who would believe that I would be working with KAVI, who the 
founder is Dr. Gore, my foster brother. Someone who I met when I was in foster care. I have 
dreams of becoming one of the best women of color Mental Health Specialist in my community. 


