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Vikki Hankins of Orlando wrote a book about her ordeal.

BY STARLA VAUGHNS CHERIN
FLORIDA COURIER
Two months before she turned 19, Vikki Hankins’ mother committed suicide. Less than two years later, she found herself in front of a federal judge facing 25 years to life in prison.

Hankins’ book entitled "Trauma" tells of feelings of abandonment and her struggle through the penal system and her subsequent healing that led to a mission to reform sentencing guidelines so that what happened to her won’t be a legacy for others.

‘Abandoned’ 
by mother
She found out early how quickly life could get out of hand.

An honor roll student reared in a devout Jehovah’s Witness family who were farm laborers in Crescent City, they settled in the small town. The family traveled throughout Florida following the harvest, and went as far north as New York for apple picking season.

More money came into the house when Hankins’ mom was hit by an 18-wheeler and received a legal settlement. She bought land and a trailer and she remarried. Of her three children, the two little ones stayed with mom but the eldest, 13-year old Vikki, went to live with her grandmother.

Grandmother’s love and excellent care did not wipe away the feelings of anger and abandonment brewing as Vikki wondered why was she separated from her mom and siblings.

Bad effect
"I love my grandmother, but I was affected by the move. I stopped talking. My grades went from A’s and B’s to C’s and D’s. I had to go to summer school to make up some grades.

"My mom was paying less attention. She was newly married, had just moved, and still worked in the field. Coming home feeding her family and then running over to spend time with me, I could see she was exhausted, but it hurt, hurt, hurt not to be with my mom, brother and sister," Hankins told the Florida Courier.

Hankins began a relationship with a street-smart boy who wasn’t a Jehovah’s Witness. Climbing through the window, sneaking out at night to go for a ride in his car, he was popular - a star athlete, a tough guy - and he liked her. It was every girl’s dream.

Hellish marriage
Mom eventually caught her coming in at 3 a.m. She invited the young man to Bible study; he came. Upon graduating from high school, Hankins married him, and that is when her life began to fall apart.

Hankins’ mother split from her husband, moved out of her new home into a rented one, and shortly thereafter had a nervous breakdown.

Hankins’ loving husband began to sell crack cocaine and sample his wares. Up two and three days, spending his entire paycheck, they moved from place to place. His self-abuse turned on Hankins. Once he hit her so hard, he broke his own wrist.

A year after the nervous breakdown, Hankins’ mother killed herself. Around the same time, Hankins’ husband went to jail. She was alone and wondering how to care for her younger siblings and grandmother. She saw the fast money her husband made selling the white blocks, so she took to the streets hustling it herself.

Trouble comes
For a while, it went OK.

"I ran out and met someone who fronted me and before the night was out, I was back to get more. He introduced me to a whole other level and world. I was doing things for my family because I had the money to do it. I was taking the place of my mom so they wouldn’t feel the pain," Hankins remembers.

It all ended the day she stood before the judge sentenced to 23 years to life, a sentence longer than she had been alive. If she had been prosecuted under state law, she could have received approximately a four-year sentence. At the time, state prosecutors turned all drug cases over to the federal courts, where mandatory sentencing was the newest weapon in the war on drugs.

"I don’t have a problem accepting responsibility for what I have done, but this was going overboard," Hankins says. "The newspaper read ‘Woman gets 23 years. DeLand Police Sergeant Steve Dovi said, ‘This will send a message to these young people what the risk is if they are caught, we can prosecute in federal courts. We are going to federal court as often as we can.’’

"I’m still shocked. The amount of actual possession was so small to get 23 years. There was no guns, no violence. I was a young person with no convictions or criminal history but with a mandatory minimum, you would think I had murdered someone.

"My brother didn’t last a year and a half after I was sent to prison. He was murdered," she said.

Next week: The common denominator in disproportionate incarceration.

