Chapter II          All Things Work for the Good…
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If you were to pass me on the street, you’d never be able to tell I came from such humble beginnings.  During the week, I’d be dressed in business attire, attending important meetings or settling down from a hard day’s work.  Pass me on a Sunday, and Sis. Pettigrew is dressed for worship.  Because I don’t carry the bruises of my past any longer, you’d never know the pain and insecurities I struggled through growing up or the horrors of sex at the age of twelve.  You couldn’t see my past relationship with my mother that seemed to implode as I became a teenager.  The reason you wouldn’t recognize those traits in me is because through Jesus Christ I am healed and my body, my mind and my soul are renewed in God. “If any man [woman] be in Christ, he [she] is a new creature.”

One day I started to ponder the question “Why do I praise God?”  That day a smile rose over my face.  I realized that I loved God because he first loved me.  God’s grace is the only reason I am here today to present my testimony. God allowed me to go through some bad things to become someone great for his glory.  I praise God and love Him because he loved me before I entered my mother’s womb. 

 I was born LaTonya Yashica Dozier on January 17, 1981 in Lexington, SC.  I came to the earth as the love child of a married man and single lover-born in sin and shapen in iniquity.  My mom had one girl child who was four and a half years old when I was born.  My dad died before I was born which caused complications with my mom’s pregnancy.  Due in March, I arrived in January prematurely.  From society’s view, I was born with three strikes against me: black, female, and a bastard.

As a child, my mother and grandmother told me stories of the complications surrounding my birth. The hospital discharged my mom, but I remained at the hospital Newborn Intensive Care Unit.  Almost a month later, I was finally discharged to my mom.  Though discharged, I still had major issues to deal with; my legs were crooked and I was overly clumsy.  As a result, I had leg braces until the age of four.

From the time I was born until I was nineteen, I grew up in a small town called Batesburg-Leesville (population 1500 people), SC.  For fourteen years, my mom lived in low-income apartments that were located just down the street from my grandmother and aunt.  I later dubbed it the “Dozier Block”.  No matter where I turned, family was always near.  Most of my friends lived in the same apartment complex, too. We had so many good memories there. We were rough children, playing hard whether at football, Red Rover, or at our imaginary fort in the woods behind my grandmother’s house. 
My childhood was not a fantasy, though.  My cousins and I played hard and had fun, but there were times when situations seemed unbearable.  Life took a turn for the better when God sent a father to my sister and me.  My dad, (my younger sister’s father who raised all my mother’s children) was a wonderful man.  He loved my mother’s kids and in my heart, I truly believed he loved my mother. Life was good back in that day.  We would go visit my dad’s mother in Greensboro, NC, where we’d shop, go to the movies, or have our hearts’ desires. Those were some of the best years of my life.  My dad fulfilled our wishes, but it was his presence and love that made our lives complete. The material things didn’t matter because the most important element of his presence was that he took the time to love us.  Life was great, then.  But the joy of having a live-in father soon faded.  While her children were enjoying great years and fun times, my mom’s years with my father were plagued with his infidelities. He was an awesome father, but a sub-standard companion.  She was brave and strong and finally got the courage to end the unhappy relationship. I never blamed either of them for the separation, though I always had a longing for the two to reunite.

Though his relationship with my mom took a turn for the worse, my dad continued to stay in our lives.  Once he left, though, life was hard. My mom struggled through being a single parent while trying to find a good companion for herself and her children. Life for her was hard; she was a single parent raising three girls, with an unquenchable desire to find a worthy and suitable mate.  My mom’s longing for a suitable mate sometimes clouded her better judgment.  Her heart had been broken and she longed for a love that could heal her open wounds.  As a result, we had many issues growing up, but most of them were never addressed because my mom believed that nothing was wrong.   She believed that she did the best she could for her children.
During my childhood, my mom had been more involved with herself than with her children.  Many times I felt like I gave my mother my dreams and hopes and she gave me empty promises and disappointment.  There were so many events that she missed while we were growing up.  She missed our track meets and chorus concerts, our award days and band recitals. When I was in the seventh grade, I had a huge chorus concert.  I was dancing in at least three parts of the show.  My mom told me she couldn’t make it because she had a headache.  My sister went in her place to cheer me on.  When we returned home, my mother was gone.  Instead of supporting me, she decided to go out to the club. I cried myself to sleep that night.  I did my best and only wanted her approval and support.  Instead I was disappointed.  

My older sister and I were straight A students that were involved in so many positive clubs and school functions.  It seemed on the outside, my mom was proud of us, but on the inside, most of the time, she didn’t even notice our accomplishments.

Around the time I turned fifteen, my mother, my two younger sisters, and I moved in with my aunt and uncle.  Before we invaded their home, I had always looked at my oldest aunt as a mean and bitter woman.  Once we began living with her and her husband, my image of her changed immediately. She was not bitter or mean; she was truthful and disciplined.  My Aunt Alice was a meticulous woman of order, virtue and common sense.  She didn’t tolerate useless excuses and she always gave people the unadulterated, un-sugar coated, double-edged truth.  Throughout my early youth, I looked at this quality as a major threat; however, the quality I saw as a threat soon became one of the things I loved about her.  

After a couple of months, my mom found a house to rent and moved out.  I begged her to let me stay with my aunt.  It was almost perfect. Once again I found myself in a structured two parent home with a wonderful woman who taught me so much about becoming a lady.  She would teach me how to take care of my hair, how to properly clean, and the etiquette of a lady.  The most important lesson I learned was that I couldn’t use my past to excuse my mistakes.  My aunt “got real” with me and told me that I was accountable for the decisions I made regardless of the past hurts that growing up had caused me.  She said these words, “You have to make a choice to succeed.  Nobody is going to give you anything.”  That lesson still rings true in my life today.  

Like my aunt, I truly believe that we must all be accountable for our own actions.  Too many times, we are making excuses and blaming others for our actions.  We all have our own minds and our own bodies and we have to take responsibility for them.  That seems to be the most valuable lesson that my aunt taught me while I dwelled in her home.

My mom believed that my request to live with my aunt was only driven by the location of the new house she was renting.  I never corrected her.  She soon found another house to rent on the same block as my grandmother.  At that time, I decided to move back in with my mom for all the wrong reasons.  In my heart, I longed to stay with my aunt, but my flesh or “fastness” (as the old people call it) led me to move in with my mom to pursue boys.  You see, my mom worked third shift at the time.  When she wasn’t working, she was sleeping or out of the house. I was still fifteen.  In SC, a child can stay home by themselves at thirteen. I knew there would be so many nights when I would really have the house all to myself.  My mom had let me stay home all by myself as soon as I turned thirteen.  I “smelled myself” and I wanted the opportunity to talk more openly with boys.  My aunt wasn’t very strict on boys, but with my mom gone most of the time, I wouldn’t have anyone to answer to.  I could get to know the guys I liked without parental supervision.  I made a bad decision just so I could be sneaky.  That decision came back to haunt me for the next 3 years.  

Living in my mom’s house after being trained properly by my aunt was hard.  My mom and I were like oil and water.  The spring after I moved back with my mom, I ran away and walked six miles at three in the morning to another aunt’s house. My mom and I argued fiercely that night over the very reason I moved back. She didn’t see it but my life almost mirrored hers.  When I arrived at my aunt’s, I begged my aunt not to call my mom and she didn’t.  When I got to school, my mom and grandmother were there waiting for me.  The hurt and pain of my relationship with my mom resurfaced and I remained broken for a long time.  I knew at sixteen that I had made a bad decision when I returned to my mom.  I was a broken child, disguised as a good student who refused to listen to my mom.  

Know that I love my mom with all my heart.  I tell you this story because I want you to see just how good God is.  He turned so many bad situations around in my life, including my relationship with my mother. Like I said, I love her and I would never intentionally bash her character.  However, the truth is the truth and sometimes the truth hurts because it cuts like a double-edged sword.

Throughout my teenage years, my life continued to move along a destructive path. By seventeen, I was dating a boyfriend nightmare.  I thought he was cool because he was not a nerd-more of a “wannabe thug.”  We dated for a couple of months before I found out I was pregnant.  I was devastated.  I had my son the summer after my high school graduation. I graduated high school on May 25, 1999.  My son was born June 22, 1999.  While my friends were preparing for college, I was scared, trying to prepare for a child.  I made so many destructive decisions that cost me so much.  After my son was born, his father joined the Marines and forgot his responsibilities. He developed a “rare case of amnesia” that only seems to affect irresponsible “sperm donors.”  Life seemed so unbearable.  I would cry at night and ask God to hear me, but He seemed so far away from my prayers.  So I continued to proceed in self-induced destruction against my flesh.  I continued to have meaningless relationships with men who only wanted what was between my legs. I’d date a guy for a while, but it was never anything solid because I was operating in my flesh through sex, which was not designed for me as a child or single woman.

Believe me young girls, single women.  An older guy is not always what you need.  We say “we want older guys because guys our age are immature.”  Sometimes it’s good to be inexperienced.  I dated an older guy who had a girlfriend.  I thought he was my dream guy. I knew I would be the one to steal him from his girlfriend and he would love me forever. I thought I was special to him.  Can you say “young and dumb”?  The irony of the situation is that my dream guy belonged to someone else.  To him, I was just another piece for him to play with when his girl was not around. I’d lie with him and he’d leave me to go back and be with her. I bought into his lies and hype about why he was still with his girlfriend. He told me all the things that adulterous men say: “You know I don’t love her…”  “She gets on my nerves…”  “I am going to leave her, but it’s not the right time yet…”  I was so stupid.  I believed him, too. I thought we could make it work and I knew I had been raised better than that.  Know that you are so much more than just “the other woman.”  One day, my older sister spoke revelation into my life.  She told me he was using me for his pleasure and that I was fooling myself.  I knew my sister would never steer me wrong and I began to think about the relationship that we shared.  The realization is that you can not expect to obtain the promises of God-a good mate, a family, etc-while operating in deceit, lies, adultery or fornication. My sisters, you won’t have the reality of a great relationship, an excellent marriage, and an awesome family while operating in sin that is contrary to the word of God. God will not bless you with his promises while you continue to defile yourself, your partner, and the marriage bed (for those of you involved with married men). I ended the relationship and it ended with the guy and his girl staying together.

That was the point in my life where I just got tired.  At nineteen, I was tired of stupid guys, meaningless relationships and sex without love. At that point, I really started praying over my life.  I wanted so much more out of life. In that mind frame, I found my breaking point.  I was broken and I needed God to put me back together again. I knew I still wanted to go to college and be successful, but I had to figure out a plan of attaining my goals. I had to make drastic changes in my life. So at nineteen, I joined the military.  That experience was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to go through.  It wasn’t the training that was hard; leaving my son was almost unbearable. I made the sacrifice because I wanted to give my son a better life. The Army taught me discipline and teamwork.  More importantly, it gave me a valuable and marketable skill like logistics, while providing me the opportunity and money to go to college.  I worked hard and became proficient in many areas of being a soldier.  I am not a spokesman for the military, and for some people, it’s not the right choice.  For me, it was a great tool on my way to becoming successful.  I was on the right track, but I lacked the major element of being successful.  I did not have an intimate relationship with God.  I had knowledge of Him, but no real relationship with Him.

I continued to excel in the Army, but I still had so many issues that I had not dealt with.  I was still choosing relationships with the wrong kind of people.  I had standards in choosing mates, but they were not the right standards.  Ladies, we need someone who is in love with God.  We need a good man who will be the rightful headship that God has chosen all men to be.  This doesn’t mean you are inferior or behind a man; it means that you have a good man whose steps are ordered by God. That is the standard you should base your relationships on, whether you are dating, going steady, or considering marriage.  Godly men are not perfect, but when their steps are ordered by God and they are submissive to his will, your relationship can fully reach the potential and happiness you deserve.

Being young and dumb, I didn’t realize the “X” Factor that I needed to look for.  I thank God for ordering my steps. Two years after entering the Army, I met the wonderful man who is my husband today. He was a little taller than me, but he was smart, considerate and made my happiness his whole purpose in life.  For the first time in a long time, I became a queen.  He honored me, never pressuring me to have sex.  He encouraged me and believed in my dreams.  He was different from the rest.  My husband helped me to realize that my life would be nothing without the love of God. During that time, I rededicated my life back to Jesus Christ.  Since that time, I have been growing closer and closer to God.

I told you all these things because I want you to realize that you can make it.  Whether my life mirrors yours or your life is better than mine was, you can make it.  Know this:  Life is Life.  Sometimes it’s hard and sometimes it’s not.  My life without God was a disaster.   My life with God is a guaranteed blessing.  It won’t always be easy, but with God all things are possible.

Readers please remember:

If you don’t learn anything else, know that you are much more than anyone’s mistress.
Know that your mind and soul are the most valuable parts of your body.
Know that your past does not determine your destiny.  Think about my past.  If you knew me at sixteen, could you really have imagined that you’d be reading my book now?

