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Ms. Sunshine

There are clothes thrown all over the floor, skirts and heels, make-up and finger-nail polish everywhere.  A few girls are standing in front of the mirror, seeing which shirt would look better with their jean mini.  

Allison Barker is getting ready to go out with a bunch of her girlfriends for her nineteenth birthday.  They’re going to hit up Club Paris in Orlando for a night of kicking back and celebrating their first year of college.  

A year ago at this time, Allison was, like most high school seniors, fretting over which college to go to.  She was waiting for a response from Flagler College in St. Augustine and touring Florida Southern.  With her current situation, she was looking for the best financial package, and a fun campus – but mostly – Allison was looking for a way out. 

On Sept. 8, 2005, Allison’s mother died from breast cancer.  Since then, her family life had fallen apart.  Things with her step-father had never been great, and with her mother’s death, even more of a burden was put upon her to take care of her three younger siblings.  

Her youth minister, Tammy Hawkins, has always been there for Allison.  “She grew up so quickly when her mom died,” Tammy said.  “Even before that, they depended on her so much.”

Tammy pushed her towards Florida Southern; as an alumna herself, she knew what the campus had to offer.  “I wanted her to be around,” Tammy explained, “but far enough that she could still get away.”  

Once Allison decided on Florida Southern, Tammy took her for another visit to the school, this time stopping by the Kappa Delta sorority house.  Tammy’s intent was clear, she said that she knew all that the sorority had been for her and wanted the same for Allison.  

“I wanted her to have a family on campus that she could depend on,” Tammy said. 

Packing for her first year of college was different for Allison then most 18-year-olds.  She was leaving behind so many memories, both fond and forbidding.  She left her home in Winter Haven knowing that she had no desire to return. 

Life was fairly normal for the first couple months of Allison’s new life.  It’s no surprise that she took the advice from Tammy, who had become such a close confidant over time, and joined Kappa Delta – even though the only thing she knew about sororities she “learned from the movies,” she said.    

At one point, she almost backed out.  Allison wasn’t sure if she was ready to be a part of this family.  “Sometimes it’s hard for me to put my heart out on the line, I’m afraid I’ll get hurt,” Allison said.  

Tammy convinced her to talk to Jennie Gordon, who was the president at the time.   “She told me that I may regret it if I didn’t stick with it,” Allison recalled.  

 “She was trying to find out who she was,” Jennie said.  “I told her that sometimes you just have to let yourself be vulnerable so that people can see who you are, and you have to know that people are going to accept you regardless.”  

Being in a sorority “is a great web of support, whether you’re just having a bad day or something even bigger,” Jennie told her.  “It’s about having someone take care of you for once.”  

Being taken care of is not something that Allison is used to.  It takes a lot for her to ask someone for help, Tammy explained.  

Knowing that her financial situation was also a cause for concern, some reached out to her to help her.  Even though she works almost every day at the daycare for Gold’s Gym, paying for school and a sorority was too much for her own wallet.  


Both Tammy and Marianne Clark, a friend of Allison’s mother, have helped her in paying fees for Kappa Delta, among other things.  “Ms. Clark is the one who nicknamed me ‘Sunshine,’ and well… it’s kind of stuck,” Allison said, laughing.  


With all of this set in place, things were going pretty well for Allison, despite her past.  


Allison’s sunshine was covered with clouds on the day she went home to see her family on Thanksgiving.  It was that day she found out that her younger sister, Beth, had ran away from the children’s home in which she had been living.   


Shortly after, even though Beth had returned home again, things got even worse. The darkness was just the beginning of a storm.  


Most college freshman look forward to going home for Christmas break.  Allison was dreading it.  She knew that her step-father’s anger toward her was building up.  He was always telling her that she “didn’t call enough, or didn’t come by enough,” Allison said.  


She said that she foresaw something happening, but wasn’t prepared for what did.  “I didn’t think it’d be something that big,” she said.  


While Allison was visiting her mother’s parents with her siblings in New York, her step-father turned off her cell phone, cancelled both her health and car insurance, and took away her car.


The car had been a gift from her step-father in May of 2006.  “He was always holding it over my head,” Allison said.  He said that he paid for the car, and it was his, and he couldn’t afford it anymore so he was taking it back. 


He wouldn’t hand over the payments to her, however, and Allison says that some of her friends in Winter Haven say that it is still sitting in his driveway. 


“That was it,” Allison said.  “He ruined the relationship, and I decided that I’d do everything on my own.” 

“I don’t even know what his motives are anymore,” she says.  

She spent the rest of Christmas break with Tammy and celebrated Christmas morning with her boyfriend, Bill, of almost a year and his family.  “They’ve helped me out a lot, his family.”  

Bill and his family got her set up with a new phone, and she and Bill started looking around Polk County for a car.  

Her boss at Gold’s Gym, who has always been supportive of her situation, told her about Golden Rule Health.  Golden Rule is a cheap health insurance agency that is great for college students who are emancipated or living on their own. 

It was her grandmother and uncle in New York, however, who delivered her good news.  They got her a good deal on a car, a reliable one that she could afford.  Her grandmother also set Allison’s car insurance on her own plan in order to help out. 

Even more of a relief to Allison, was the fact that her grandmother gained temporary custody of her brother, Bruce, and sister, Beth.  Allison couldn’t be anymore happy for them, knowing that they needed to get away from her step-father just as much as she did.  

Allison is finally getting her life on track.  “It feels like I’m just trying to build my life back up,” she said.  “I’m trying to decide what I want, who I want to be.  I’m not controlled anymore.” 

“I can be whoever I want to be, and it’s ok,” she said with a smile. 

Tammy couldn’t be more proud of her.  “She’s definitely had her eyes open to what the world is more like outside of her shelter,” she said.  “She’s finally open to where God is leading her, and that’s a good thing.” 

   Finally basking in the days of sunshine again, Allison is able to settle down and be who she is.  “I think she’s found a lot of what she was looking for,” said Jennie.  

Watching down on her with a smile from the heavens is her mother.  If she were here, Allison said, “I hope she’d say that I’m doing the right thing.” 

“I tell her all the time,” said Tammy, “that her mom would be so proud of her for becoming the person that she is.”  

“She wasn’t ever really all that emotional, Allison said laughing.  “She’d probably just make some joke.”

“She’d smile, and I would know that she loved me and was proud of me,” she said with a smile on her face that lights up the whole room. 

Allison Barker lives up to her nickname, gleaming like the sun shining, and embracing the world with strength and determination.  

“I am going to make it,” she said boldly. 

