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 INTRODUCTION

I was cleaning out the hall closet on a magnificent
morning one spring day when I caught sight of a crumbled newspaper
clipping about this ten-year old girl who was severely beaten by
her mother. The thin black child was me all over again. Several
minutes later I became engrossed further in the piece only to find
out the youngster was murdered at the hands of her own mother just
two days prior to the article. I cried for a while…..For I too had
suffered the grim reality of child abuse. Yes, I was a battered
child. From there on a gripping compulsion overtook my body to the
point where I knew I had to write out my story, with the hope that
some battered child might be saved or spared her life. With these
thoughts in mind, I confronted the awful truths from my past. I
then began to type it out all day until my body was drenched with
tears. My brothers and sisters and I were victims and helpless
prisoners inside our own home. It was a large family and we were
kicked by mother. Oh, she could be so mean as to not realize that
my oldest brother Dale had a beaten waiting for us as well. And
then, (whenever he decided to) we were neglected by my father, and
psychologically abused by all of these characters as well.

Despite my compelling commitment to write out my
story, the candidness of the intricate matters involved was at
first an evil force which held me back. However, a stronger
conviction instilled my body with the strength to go on with my
story. I was What Happened to Suzy that nobody loved. I had so many
nightmares of the awful days of being imprisoned in my brother's
room. His torture was endless. The true fact of this matter is that
What Happened to Suzy rarely suffered these awful intrusions
against her body, mind and spirit alone. But the fight to win my
mother's love was the most pressing matter at hand. Who the hell
cares about a little black girl that nobody loved. Who gave a hoot
about survival when nobody knew that’s what was going on? Time and
discovery brought me to this special place in life. I made it. I
lived through the horrific pain that was brought upon my young life
and now I am indeed thankful to be alive to share my story with
others who might benefit from knowing that no child has to grow up
being abused in any way, shape, or form.


 CHAPTER
1

From Day One

When Suzy was born on May 12, 1955, black baseball
player, Sam Jones was the first African American major league
pitcher to throw a no hitter and the “Hock Lee Bus Riots” in Singapore created
“Black Thursday,” over workers protesting against poor working
conditions, long work hours and low pay. As the notorious Singapore
affair where four people were killed and thirty-one injured in the
violent and bloody riot consumed the nation’s headlines, I, Suzy
Charles, was born the sixth of an eventual sixteen children into a
dangerous family. This was the "New Era," and even the threat of
war faded as a matter of great concern to our nation. Purchasing
power catapulted as hundreds of thousands of Americans invested in
new automobiles and spent millions of dollars on late model goods
from new home appliances to late model cars.

On the other hand, all people were not fortunate
enough to kick back and be gracious about the booming economy. I
was born an innocent infant who would soon be taken home to the
chipped white house along the rusty railroad tracks to a mother
that hated me from the time I was born.

In the midst of a household of a poor family, I was
reared a victim of oppressive black parents, stifled by the racist
conditions and their impoverished lifestyles. They were often
embittered about the fact that there was little, if anything; they
could do about poverty so sometimes my mother took this anguish out
on me. Such tensions were the butt of anxieties within the
poverty-ridden community, which ultimately led to the famed Watts
riot in August 1965. Having not yet grown old enough to reflect on
mother's attitude toward me at this time, family members related
that when I was just a toddler, mother labeled me her ugliest child
ever.

Cockeyed, pitch-black, gangly, no hair, I was locked
up by my mother upstairs in the bedroom. When I asked my mother
about this later, she told me I was a good baby. “There was no
reason to pick you up,” she once related to me. Oftentimes mother
mentioned having forgotten about me completely until my
grandmother's car pulled up in the driveway. Upon hearing tales of
my earliest years, I wonder why my hateful mother didn’t just kill
me. I would have been better off. I can only thank God for the
red-haired, blue-eyed goddess my grandmother, and the woman my
family affectionately nicknamed “Nana.” I always knew Nana
cared.

As much as I loved my grandmother – I wanted my
mother’s love the most. As a child of four, mother was my first
idol ever. The beautiful Indian, Irish and African American woman I
called “mother” was a chocolate goddess. At 5'6", through my child
eyes, she seemed extremely tall. Her dark skin was offset with
deep, piercing, sable-brown eyes. She wore her long, wavy, auburn
hair loose and it flowed about her broad shoulders. Mother carried
her blossoming weight gracefully like Miss America. During these
trying times, mother was indeed the iron woman. I did not know she
ever cried about anything until one night, while all the other
children were asleep, I saw my mother weeping until her body jolted
like a jack-saw. Each whimper was followed by a greater force which
exuded from her body. Seeing mother cry hurt me so bad I dashed
from behind the kitchen door into my mother's arms and begged her
not to cry.

“Please, mother, don't cry. I love you so much.
Don't cry,” I said to my mother. All I could think of was how
dearly I loved this woman. I did not understand why she and I would
never be close. And once I was older, and mother warned me that the
day I turned eighteen I would have to leave her home she was
serious. “Why are you always running to me with so much love when I
hate you so much?” she asked. My heart would pound heavily in my
chest. But the more love I showed towards this matron, the more she
hated me. I took years of drastic measures to win a place in
mother's heart before my time was up and all the things I looked
for in her heart weren’t there. Nor would that love ever be there
for me. I was a hardhead, and while I did indeed alter my attitude
to coincide with what I perceived mother expected me to be, mother
still insisted I was her most repulsive child. She insisted that I
prepare in my heart and soul to leave her without the gift of a
mother’s love. To that end, had I read the signs leading up to my
departure, perhaps I would have left home a lot sooner than when
mother forced me out. I should have recorded events from my
earliest remembrances of mother, from the time we lived in the old,
worn down shack on 132nd Street in Compton, California, when I was
four years old.

Our house in Compton was a filthy, three-bedroom
gray shack made clean only by the elbow grease of mother and other
family members. The small, square windows of this rat infested
shack were matted together with old paint, and in each corner of
the high ceilings, large spider webs occupied the deep cracks.
Already scared of mother, daddy and my oldest brother -I thought
the tall, hay-colored grass would crawl through the dusty windows
and consume me one day.

As a youngster I was forever getting into mischief
and one morning in December of 1959, I remembered mother charged
after me with the infamous RED BELT. Here was another of many
opportunities for her to hit me. That thing, (her red belt) was
steel rimmed with large silver circles that looked like portholes.
Each hole was rusted, and each crack of the whip stung like hell.
Everybody in the family was on to the RED BELT and this day it was
my turn to run again. I first scrambled through dark closets and
hid beneath sagging beds in my attempt to escape my mother, as she
scurried after me cussing and calling me all kinds of names. I was
a bitch, hole in the ground or whatever bad thing she wanted to
call me as I ran from her with a great sense of fear. Eventually I
tired of hiding, and when my brothers and sisters refused to
shelter me anymore, I hid beneath a maple coffee table that leaned
against the front window. I covered my little body with my long
arms as mother began screaming obscenities and hollering.

“Come here girl, you're not going to get away with
that shit.” She pulled me by the leg from beneath the table and she
raised her arm high in the air; I scooted in circles beneath my
hiding place, until I slid back into a safer place. Mother edged
near the table at the same time that I tucked my thin legs beneath
my shivering body. I was scared to death; tears streamed down my
face. Mother edged even closer to the table. I tightened my eyes,
caressed my body, and anticipated the sting of the first lick.
Mother threw back her right arm as the belt snapped against the
air. In my final plea, I begged her not to hit me. “Please don’t
hit me. I won’t do it again,” I pleaded. And that’s when mother
suddenly began to laugh. It was mad laughter that I could feel was
coming from another kind of pain. Nevertheless, I uncovered my face
to thereby witness her kneeling down at the foot of the coffee
table, doubled over in laughter.

“Jory, Dale,” mother called out to my sister and
brother. “Will you just look at this stupid bitch? She calls
herself hiding from me,” mother said. Moments later I could not
help but engage in the laughter along with the threesome, all of
whom took pleasure in my stupidity.

Up to now it had been as if mother was forever
relocating. We moved when landlords kicked mother out of the house
for having too many kids, or they raised the rent before mother
could ever settle into a new home. Since daddy was in and out of
the house mother was solely responsible for the welfare of her ten
children. With help from her mother, my mother an only child
-endured long hours in an assembly line at a toy factory. Every now
and then daddy came home to get her pregnant which riled my older
brother who was also insane. My father was rotten, uneducated, and
he had many other women besides my mother. He came and went when he
wanted and he told me lies that I wished were the truth. Throughout
my father's absence it was up to my oldest brother, Dale, who was
then sixteen to be father for us younger children. And this
appointment by mother would one day be the worst thing my mother
would ever do to her children. Dale abused my whole family. He
alone would leave us with child abuse scars that would never go
away. With or without intent Dale would do to us what no child
should ever experience for the consequences of his forms of abuse
could not ever be lived down. My oldest sister, Jory, was fifteen
when all of this abuse was in its heyday. She did all the cooking,
ironing, and housecleaning like some servant. I remember once a
week mother scheduled regular meetings with the family concerning
food rationing. At this time I was eight, and one bitter cold
winter evening, I could not ever remember being so hungry before.
This night mother ordered Dale to line all of us kids on the living
room sofa for her familiar “Don't eat up the food,” session. Dale
arranged each of us in chronological order. We surveyed one
another, as we sported only thin, dingy undergarments. The scene
was much like one of a detention camp. Having only minutes ago
eaten a dinner of only pinto beans, my stomach still growled for
food. Beans knocked against the walls of my intestines. Hungry, I
used the ruffled edge of my white cotton shoulder strap to wipe
away the salty residue of dried bean juice from the corners of my
mouth. Upon glancing around at other members of the family, I
noticed some held their stomachs, while others were so hungry they
rocked back and forth, waiting for the arrival of our mother. From
Barbara, who was nine, on down to baby Keith, you could see my
father John in all of us. Each of us was deep chocolate except for
my older sister and brother, Jory and Dale, who were products of
mother's first marriage to a man of mixed nationality. People would
call Jory and Dale “light-skinned.”

This evening mother entered the living room I was
glad to see her as usual. Abuse from her never affected the way I
loved her. She first locked out the breath of the cold wind by
pulling together the dual-paned window. Nobody said anything; we
just waited for mother to cuss us out. Mother walked toward the
sofa looking tired and drained. There was no father in this picture
or uncles or aunts. She was alone without siblings; she was alone
in her marriage and now she was alone as she laid down the law to
all these dependents. She then slung her long hair over her
shoulders. In front of the couch she proceeded to speak to us like
we were dogs, a manner to which we had become accustomed. Our faces
sagged, and in unison we all looked up into the serious face of
mother and while she ranted I loved her more and more. The now
heavyset woman tucked her large hands into her hips, and from there
she warned us all not to eat up our meager supply of food before
the designated time.

“All right you no good mutha-fuckas. I don't wanna
see none of you grown ass bitches and bastards eating any of this
food without my permission.” She dug her long fingernails deep into
her hips and pointed down the line as she talked to her child like
dogs. The cussing, the berating the insolence and all was familiar
to us. She said, “Look at you, sitting there looking like a tribe
of goddamn Africans. All you do is eat up all the food in this
house before I can get it in here good. Well, your no good ass
cheating father, John, said he was good for school clothes but
because he didn't come through, I ain't even gone to be able to
send this pitiful tribe to school this year till after
Christmas.”

Mother was frustrated as she delivered the news that
we had all become accustomed to. She tortured herself. She tortured
us and I was too young to help her and this made me very sad. That
hurt me as a child far worse than the vile way she talked to us.
“And you bitch,” mother said to me. If she was not cussing me out
it was my nickname, Suzy. If she was being nice, it was Carol,
which is my birth given name, but more than either Carol or Suzy,
to mother, bitch was my name and I answered to it because I loved
my mother and I cared about her. “I dare you to limp your
pigeon-toed, cockeyed butt nowhere near that kitchen. If you even
look like you wanna go in that kitchen, I will stomp a mud-hole in
your ass. Do you hear me?” she asked. “Huh bitch?”

I heard her. My little heart pumped with sadness as
I wanted to leap off of the sofa and hug her. Instead I quietly let
her know I understood. “Yes mother,” I answered. From there, she
set eyes on Dale, who covered his ears, in an attempt to shut out
mother's ear-popping screams. When mother was at work Dale was in
charge of keeping us quiet. I was always glad when my grandmother
rescued us from Dale because Dale was insane as was my mother.

On this night the cussing, accusations, and
demeaning statements continued. There was no defense against the
raging bull we called mother. Whereas many of us (8) were too young
to challenge our mother’s authority, Dale stood up to her
often.

“Come on, mother,” Dale said. Dale stood up. He
proceeded toward mother and before he knew it she met him and she
slapped him hard and told him to “shut up when I am talking to
you.”

“I mean nothing last around this house, Dale. Don’t
you ever mount your black ass to charge me again,” she yelled. Dale
rubbed the sides of his face and he sat down. The rest of us were
too scared to defend Dale. He didn’t deserve our defense as the
worst of Dale’s abuse was yet to come. “Money does not grow on
trees. I've told you guys time and time again this is for today,
that's for tomorrow and you guys never listen. I catch you sneaking
in and out of the kitchen all day long with crumbs on yo' mouths.
Then when we're having beans for dinner and there's nothing else to
eat, you go around this raggedy place with your tongues hanging
half-ass down to your feet claiming you've been beaten and you're
starving to death,” she shouted.

Of course, when mother talked this way to us we
listened. Her cussing had become such a way of life to us; rarely
did I expect mother to address us any other way. My stomach
continued to roar while mother preached and cussed this evening. I
yearned for her lecture to end and even though I loved her I wished
at that moment that I had a nicer mother. When her fussing reached
the one-hour mark, I was ready to go to bed. Mother caught sight of
my drifting and she slapped me hard across the face with the back
of her hand. Mother's slap would become so familiar to me that
years afterwards I would still feel the sting. For the quickness in
which the hot blood rushed through my face and head was hard to
ever forget. Fortunately, shortly after the slap mother ordered
Dale to dismiss us so that we could go to bed. I could gather from
the resigned looks on my family's faces that no way were any of
them going to challenge mother this night. Instead, the boys
departed to their rooms with Dale, while the girls did the same.
Only two hours later all my sisters were asleep. Rarely was I ever
able to drift into sleep following a “do not eat all the food” meeting. Breads,
pies, cakes, and other goodies flashed continuously through my
mind. Fearing mother's wrath was low on my list of concerns. I had
been beaten, hit, and insulted enough by my mother, father, and
brother enough so that getting food became a supreme priority to
me, overriding any consequences I might have to endure. Therefore,
this night I waited in bed for the exact moment when I could sneak
into the kitchen.

Crickets outside of the bedroom window and bushes
scratching against the windowpane were all that could be heard in
my mother's house. At about half past midnight, Darcy snored while
Barbara sought comfort beneath the tattered bedspread. At the
moment when I was sure my sisters were indeed fast asleep, I
quietly eased to the edge of the bed. Hesitating only a moment
before planting my feet on the floor, I trembled at the thought of
going against mother's wishes. Only my growling stomach reminded me
what I was doing this for and I only wished my sisters stayed awake
to support me and share in some of the fullness that was sure to
come to me.

In the kitchen this night, fumes of bleach clouded
my nostrils upon entrance. While I stumbled in the darkness,
clutching my chilled bones, a pregnant mouse sped across my feet. I
inhaled and exhaled in an attempt to silence my urge to scream. Not
even the later challenge could provoke me to give up my quest for
the forbidden food. The more I eased toward the refrigerator, the
more sweat dribbled down the sides of my face. By the time I met
the Cold Spot, my eyes watered so badly that once I yanked open the
white door of the refrigerator, the white bulb immediately blinded
me. After seizing a frozen wiener, then depositing it safely in a
small hole in my panties, I was certain that I had gotten away with
stealing something to eat until I heard my mother’s voice.

“Dale, what the fuck are you doing that kitchen?”
Mother asked. When no one answered mother's question, I stood in
the center of the kitchen floor, stunned and too frightened to
move. Mother's feet hit the floor hard. By the time she entered the
kitchen, I was slowly edging toward the hallway. Before I could
move another step, she strong-armed me back into the kitchen. By
the time she loosened her grasp of my neck, I was without pieces of
my skin. Forced to face mother with an explanation, I stared
pitifully into her red eyes stinging from where she had pinched my
neck. With my eyes, I pleaded for her to have mercy, for I had not
considered hurting my mother. I only wanted food and to be full,
not to hurt her. My panties were wet, as the meat I had hidden in
them began to defrost next to the heat of my body. Mother didn't
see the stash. She rubbed the blood from my neck onto her flowered
house coat. She looked at the blood and then she looked back at me
and then she ordered me to the bedroom.

Episodes of food abduction during midnight hours
became an ongoing fashion with me. Stealing food and healing my
wounds paled to the hunger I always felt. I was hungry and could
not help myself for stealing food. Part of my stealing was
rebelling for the lack of love I received in my family. My family
was at the lowest level of poverty in the community. Mother
continued to work long hours at her toy factory job, and with her
temperament, it was difficult to explain anything to her. I was
afraid of Mother. So, rather than ask her for anything to eat, I
stole it. On better mornings while we played around the backyard,
Jory rewarded each of us with a cold wiener. John Jr., Donald,
Darcy, Barbara, and I held contests to see who could preserve the
meat for the longest time. Beginning with peeling the wiener
slowly, unwrapping the skin from top to bottom, from there we
consumed only small bites at a time. Saving took great will power
and tenacity, which I did not have. My mouth salivated with great
momentum, forcing me to shove the wiener into my mouth. When the
game was not yet over, I galloped from brother to sister, begging
for just one bite of the food they had savored so well.

The sixties were a period of agricultural growth in
the smog-filled county of Los Angeles. This was also a period of
monumental civil rights struggles. Moreover, this marked a time in
our history when black people had to make serious choices relative
to their social and economic status. In ten years here in Los
Angeles, the population had grown by a million persons. New
buildings were springing up on top of bits of farming land, and
such progression meant jobs. In 1963, when daddy returned home for
one of his drop-in stays, mother routinely filled out applications
for daddy in hope that he would attain steady employment with any
one of the numerous contractors moving into the area. This time
when daddy came home, mother and Nana were in deep mourning. It was
around December 1963, just a month after we lost a President. And
like the nation, my mother and my grandmother were mourning the
death of John Fitzgerald Kennedy. My mother loved our President.
She bragged about her Irish/Black heritage and about being Catholic
because of John F. Kennedy. Nana and mother both thought he was a
good looking man and they always bragged about how young he was at
35. My grandmother was crying and the whole family sat around the
television and mourned for Jackie and her kids, Caroline and John
John. It was the first time that watching the television was so
vital to my mother. They kept showing the black hearse and Walter
Cronkite. Walter Cronkite, the channel 5 newscaster, was in tears,
telling the nation that the man we all loved had been shot and
killed. They kept showing the pictures in slow motion. That just
made Nana and Mother both cry harder. Daddy came home and told
mother to stop crying over the President and help him find a
job.

Former soldier of World War II, daddy, a diabetic
with war injuries, complained all the time how difficult it was to
obtain and maintain employment. Tensions mounted throughout the
household, and one could be certain that for the kids it meant
welts against our bodies issued by none other than my father. Daddy
would beat me until I had whip marks on every inch of my body. He
beat us with the brown extension cord. Then he had the nerve to mix
flour, sugar, and three sixes together. Next, he stood by with the
extension cord making sure we gulped every lump of his nasty
southern potion. Fortunately, all was not lost, in that, away from
home, there was solace and there was unconditional love in the form
of one gracious lady. This lady is my grandmother, the woman we all
affectionately called Nana.


 CHAPTER
2

Nana Is Here

Mother appeared to have been working harder than
ever before by the time I was eight years old. Now the long hours
transformed into tear-filled eyes and I witnessed the entire
tension mother showed while she sat on the sofa. She pounded her
feet against the floor, and then grabbed both sides of her head
while screaming out roars of painful screeches. I was sure daddy's
absence played a role in mother's anxiety, and I knew the topic of
daddy was taboo inside of the house.

Too young to accurately assess the basis for the
strife taking place in my family, I was certain that I loved my
mother enough not to want to see her live this painful existence.
It was a time of youthful bliss and ignorance. And, thank God, my
only wish was to put an end to constant hunger pains that twisted
my stomach. These pains for food had me crying in bed at night. I
yearned for food. Often I wondered if a day would ever pass when I
would not have to enter bed at night starving. I survived such
evenings when rice was all we ate; however, on evenings when our
dinner was only a plate of pinto beans, I vomited them alongside of
my bed while other family members slept. I longed to tell mother I
was hungry. On the other hand, the consequences were not worth the
often brutal interruption.

By the time I was nine, relief came in the form of
my grandmother. Jory Jackson's blue and white Pontiac cruised into
the driveway, and upon sight of her car, the ominous spell within
our household was broken. Her presence never ceased to ease the
tension filled house. When Nana set foot inside of the front door,
immediately all of us thin, black children waived our arms through
the air, chanting.

“She's here, she's here everybody. Nana is here,
Nana is here, everybody.”

Our grandmother positioned herself on the living
room sofa in time to examine all our collections of bruises awarded
us by mother, daddy, or Dale. Nana listened patiently, taking
mental notes, I presumed, of all our whims. Her rich, golden-brown
skin flushed at the sight of purple welts, swollen jaws, and jarred
spirits. Nana’ sea-blue eyes roamed over all her grandbabies,
provoking more adulation. I was so excited by her visits that all
the time I was out of breath.

My heart raced far ahead of any words I had to say.
I was only glad that our pleasantly plump grandmother showed up
just in time to take us home with her for the weekend. She unzipped
the gold zipper on her big black bag and she handed out shiny
nickels to all of us. Later she slipped out of her white work
shoes, and from there, I knew Nana was going to bathe us all and
wash our hair. Nana knew her daughter worked hard to keep a roof
over all our heads, so our grandmother relieved mother of as much
responsibility as she could. When we were all cleaned, from there I
waited for Nana to say:

“Get your nighties; I'm taking you all home with
me.”

“We're going to Nana' house, we're going to Nana'
house,” we chanted.

Before we left, I watched Nana rinse out the kitchen
sink, and then she dried her hands using the hem of her white
uniform. Her short hair was held neatly together by her two
trademark red combs. She wore one on each side of her hair. After
having taken on the task of washing our heads, Nana seemed tired.
Nana did not complain. Instead, she walked outside, settled an
argument, and then threatened to leave those who had not found
seats inside the car at the count of ten. Everyone except for
mother, Jory, and Dale were seated in our grandmother's car. She
then left messages with Jory for mother and once we eased out of
the driveway, I was certain nothing was more satisfying than
spending the weekend with Nana. At home, all of us were suppressed.
We were prohibited freedom of speech. We were tormented; more often
than not, we were scared. Mother halted many requests with quick,
sharp smacks across the face. Dale was mentally and physically
abusive to us and my dad's abuse came in the form of absence,
physical abuse, and downright torture. Around our grandmother, no
one ever worried about saying the wrong thing. Simply put, the
wrong thing was an OK thing with Nana.

“How my grandbabies doing?” Nana asked.

“We doing fine Nana,” we all said.

“Suzy, you know your real name is Carol Denise,
baby. That's because when your mother had you, she was sick, so I
named you Carol.”

“Nana, I'm glad you taking us home with you,” Darcy
said to Nana. I was still thinking about this name Carol. Now
knowing Nana had actually named me Carol, I would be happy forever.
I told my grandmother that mother and Dale were so mean. Darcy said
she was going to tell mother what I said.

“Don't you go telling mother nothing Suzy said,
Darcy. Brothers and sisters must always stick together.”

“Well Nana, if Suzy has another pretty name like
Carol, do I have another name?” Darcy asked.

“No baby. Your beautiful name is Darcy.”

“OK, Nana,” said Darcy.

“Who's lucky, Nana?” Buzzy asked.

“All my grandbabies are,” said our grandmother.

Darcy played hand games with Barbara, Buzzy and
Donald traced etchings on the car window, while the other kids and
I enjoyed the scenery of a pleasant day. Today I was Carol Denise,
regardless of the fact that everyone would continue to call me
Suzy. For this moment, I felt special.

On route to West Los Angeles, people walked down the
street wearing skimpy apparel. Nana steered slowly down Central
Street and, shortly thereafter, familiar rows of neat front lawns
showed blossoming daisies, yellow and white. The aroma of spring
freshness seeped through the cracked window, clearing my nostrils.
Somehow, Nana managed to pull the keys out of the ignition, despite
the noise of eight grandchildren piercing her ears with loud
screams for her attention.

“Let me out, let me out.”

An hour with us and already Nana’ hair hung in loose
strands about her face. Her starched uniform could not be smoothed
when she ironed the wrinkles with the palms of her hand, but her
genuine smile had yet to be removed, today, tomorrow, or ever.

Born September 16, 1913, Jory Jackson was one of two
children born to Frank and Paula Freeman. A few months after Nana’
birth, her family left Bottom, Texas, and then migrated to Tulsa,
Oklahoma. At the tender age of fourteen, Nana gave birth to her
first and only child, Casey Darcy, my mother. Ever since moving to
California, Nana had resided in a comfortable single bedroom
cottage, hidden partially by an avocado duplex in the front.

In 1953, Nana took up employment as chief cook for a
family in Beverly Hills, the Brinz Metals. In the evenings Nana
settled inside her whitewashed house with the cracked blue stairs
that was smartly furnished to suit the needs of one person. Of all
the lovely things that adorned her carefully designed house, the
ten year old portrait of mother was my favorite. It was an old
black and white photo. And that picture sat smack in the middle of
Nana’ Magnavox television set, framed in a simple glass frame with
black trim. Inside that frame, my mother was a sad looking
ten-year-old little girl. She was not smiling and her dark eyes
stared at you with pure evil. Dual satin braids hung over the front
of her thin shoulders, presenting the delicacy and the essence of a
child who seemed untouchable. Always, the portrait of mother
mesmerized me. There she was so beautiful; she was evil, she was
quiet, and I was not sure then, but I think she had been pretty
spoiled. In any case, I was not sure that little girl enclosed
inside that frame was at all the raging woman I call my mother.

Viewing photos was certainly one pleasure I enjoyed
while visiting my grandmother. Another visit to Nana’ house stands
out quite vividly in my memory.

Summer vacation was a time I especially loved as a
child. Since I rarely enjoyed the demands of homework or making new
friends in all the elementary schools I had gone to, I daydreamed
of the next time we would visit our grandmother again. Nowhere else
in the world did the sun shine so bright or flowers bloom so
beautifully, than in her front yard. This was an unpredictable time
of peace and tranquility with a woman who was as close to perfect
as I would ever know a human being to be. The fresh air was even
different in that I sniffed in the freshness of summer and I was
not ever sure I was indeed free unless I was visiting Nana. At nine
years old, I was constantly rebuked and maligned by my mother. She
told me I was ugly, and that I was a helpless looking child. The
older I got, the worse I looked, and there was not an ounce of
self-esteem in my body. Lice lived in my hair, and what was not
bitten out of my scalp by fleas or bugs was burned out. My mother
pressed my hair with a hot comb that was smoking. She left me bald,
hurt, and hopeless. At school, no one ever wanted to sit next to me
in the classroom. I was the monster, the child everybody scooted
their chairs away from. So I was in love with Nana and I was
certain that she would live forever. In her presence my heart
pumped at record momentum, and no weekends went by without my
losing breath at just the sight of her car. The chant, “Nana is
here,” became synonymous with impending happiness.

One summer in 1964, when Nana collected us children
for yet another overnight stay, I had not anticipated it would be
the last time I would see her that way again. “That way” meaning
healthy and alive and glad to see her grandbabies. Nana was the
restorer and the re-builder of everything that was stripped from us
by mother, Dale, and daddy. Nevertheless, the excitement
surrounding her presence was on this one night in my memory at an
all-time-high. Following a snack at our grandmother's house, she
began prepping us for bed.

She sang her favorite song, “Who's Cheating Who,” as
she eased long nightshirts over our heads. Whatever clothes Nana
put on us at her house never went home with us.

“Some of you all go in yonder and sleep in the den,”
Nana said.

“I ain't sleeping in no den by myself,” Donald
said.

Nana brushed Louis's hair, and while she
propositioned him to take up sleeping on the red divan in the den,
Donald continued to appeal his case. When Nana said to Donald,
“Come on baby, come with Nana,” Donald followed her to the den
without complaint. In my grandmother's large bed, the boys did not
budge. They enjoyed being cramped into the bed with us girls. Upon
sight of this, Nana did not argue. In fact, she brought us Donald
and he crammed into that bed with the rest of us. Our grandmother
leaned over the edge of her bed. Her hands were crinkled from all
the bathing she had done for the night. Each of us waited our turn
to squeeze Nana' neck at the time we kissed her goodnight. She
smacked her lips and said, “Give me a kiss, give me a kiss.” Nana
endured all the strain we put around her neck, and then she left
her room where we would spend the night. With filled stomachs and
escalating spirits, now was the time to play. Moments after Nana
left the room, her soft voice belted out one of her favorite church
tunes. Out on the back porch, she commenced to clean our dirty
laundry. She scrubbed each item purposefully against the beige wood
scrub board. Barbara tiptoed out of the bed. She eased the bedroom
door closed. Only the dim night-light above the headboard shined
this night. It was mischief time and Barbara was the first to
bounce onto the bed where she took sides with the girls as we
played tug-of-war with our grandmother's pink bedspread. We tugged
diligently against the weaker team of the boys, Louis, Donald, and
Buzzy. Barbara yanked the cover out of the boys' hands, they all
went sprawling onto the floor, and we cracked up. The girls, Darcy,
Barbara, and I, beat Buzzy's army handily. When Nana signaled us to
stop, we leaped back on top of the bed.

“You all go to sleep in there or I'll send some of
you to the den over there in yonder,” Nana said.

“We will be good, Nana,” we cried back.

Barbara and Darcy looked ever so funny trying to aid
my brothers' back to bed. Darcy and the rest of the girls laughed
hard.

“Did you see that? Buzzy didn't even have enough
strength even with that big head.”

I scooted toward my brother, but he knocked away my
attempt to nurse him and the large bump on his head. I teased
him.

“Poor Buzzy Wuzzy,” I said. At this time, it was
extra hard to keep from laughing.

Minutes following our amusing tug-of-war win,
Barbara and I sought out other prospects for entertainment. On top
of the bureau there was one red, white, and blue box of candy.
Immediately Barbara and I presumed it was a safe candy to eat.
After seizing the carton from its resting-place, Barbara examined
its contents. With her brown hair hanging limply on her face,
Barbara nodded her head.

“Yep, it's candy all right. Exlax is the name,” she
said.

“Yippee!” we all screamed.

“Barbara, I'm telling Nana on you and Suzy,” Darcy
said. With her hair flying in the air, Barbara rushed into bed.
Darcy strained her eyes to see what was in the package. The rest of
us joined in as we gathered around our older sister as she opened
the box of candy. Barbara fumbled with the foil-like wrappers, and
then later, when everyone held at least one square of candy, those
of us who had taken bites were frowning. The more I chewed on the
tasteless treat the more bitter it tasted. I glanced around at
other family members, and from there, I assumed that they too
received a stale piece of candy just as I had. Barbara allowed the
bitter chocolate to drip down the front of her nightshirt.

“I don't like it,” she said.

It wasn't until the rest of us swallowed all the
candy that we realized that no sweet taste was going to follow.
Buzzy snatched the box out of Barbara's hand. Buzzy tossed the box
into the garbage pail. He shook his large head from side to side.
Buzzy then folded his arms against his chest. Still mad about
losing the tug-of-war earlier he said, “Well, I guess I'll just
have to go tell Nana everything on you and Suzy, Barbara.”

“Who? Me? Why you always trying to get me in
trouble, boy? I didn't even get the nasty candy off Nana’ dresser,
Barbara did and you know that, Wappty,” I screamed to my
brother.

Now Barbara gathered up traces of foil out of the
middle of the bed. After disposing the trash in the can, my sister
hopped in bed beside me.

Two hours or more passed before moans filled my
grandmother's bedroom. The oohs and ahs carried tones like those of
cattle in a pasture field, yet none of us realized the reason our
stomachs hurt so badly. Only minutes later, we were all lined
outside of the single bathroom door just outside of my
grandmother's bedroom. Darcy refused to give up the bathroom. She
ignored all the pounding at the door. When Nana heard all the
noise, she entered her room, rubbing her tired eyes. More time
passed before she caught on to what her bad little grandchildren
had done. At this instant, daddy, mother, or Dale would have torn
us up with that RED BELT. I thought perhaps that through our
grandmother's method of solving problems we could all have learned
a lesson or two. My grandmother had a soft, caring voice. She
thought about what she was going to say before she said it. Her
intuitive rationale made us listen to her. We did not challenge my
grandmother's authority, because she was the only authority figure
we really respected. Tonight her smooth voice gave us detail to
what the medication Exlax is all about. She knew we were starving
all the time and that we ate anything, and we stayed hungry. This
night she schooled us, and then she bathed us again. Next, she gave
us some white stuff that made us all feel better. When the cramps
left, I enjoyed having the comfort of knowing that none of us would
suffer brutal consequences for what could be considered, in my
opinion, an honest mistake.

Nana was tired. While she talked, her eyes flickered
back and forth; I watched her blink hard to keep them open. Her
head drooped right of her shoulder, and she rocked back and forth
on the edge of the bed. We gathered around her, some holding onto
her legs while others clung to her arms. I sat on the floor at the
foot of the bed listening to Nana as she spoke. She had done
everything for us. Now she would forgive us.

“So that's why you all had to go to pot. I could
tell you all that you did the wrong thing by messing around on my
dresser, but Nana is gone take the blame this time. Medication like
Exlax can make you very ill. Never take things from anyone without
asking first. How about it if Nana just climbs up here with you?”
She asked.

On this night, when all the lights were out and only
hints of the full moon shone through the bedroom's thin drapes,
everyone snuggled in bed around Nana. She soon faded off to sleep
in no time at all. We covered her still body and cuddled next to
her for the last time ever.

#

The sun is forever glowing, but the blue skies
darkened all too soon on the occasions I visited my grandmother's
house. Galloping on the hayloft grass of her front yard carried
with it the sense of freedom so peaceful it was difficult for me to
ever picture happiness of this kind anywhere else in the world. The
arena of happiness brought with it the sweet aroma of perfumed
daisies and budding roses that always lined her front yard.

It was a weekday morning in July of 1965. I missed
my grandmother and the freedom and privileges of being in her
company. Within the household, Dale was becoming a monster. He
locked us in his room and lined us against the dingy mattress in an
attempt to keep us under his control during the daytime while
Mother was at work. As we sat on the floor in the boy's room, I had
anticipated Nana walking through the door and freeing us any
minute. It never happened. However, days, weeks, and what seemed
like months passed before anyone spoke of our grandmother's curious
absence. So much around the house regarding daddy and mother was
secretive and suddenly a lot of whispering was going on when we
kids came around. I recognized how sad mother was these days. She
cried a lot now. Jory, seventeen, consoled mother's endless tears
and she was crying too.

A day before mother escorted my sister Barbara and I
to our grandmother's house, I was scared and certain that if I did
not see Nana soon, I was going to collapse. We were being punished
in my brother's room more now. Daddy came by the house less and
less. The punishment chamber was a hot room. Inside, we were under
tremendous pressure to endure my brother's every whim. The future
would reveal that my brother's madness was only going to get worse.
I couldn't worry about that. I wanted to see Nana. The anticipation
of seeing Nana again was far greater than any concern I had about
school, mother, daddy, or Dale.

July 15, 1965, is a date I shall never forget.
Mother opened the door to the car and then she seated my sister
Barbara and I in the back seat for the long-awaited trip to Nana’
house. Mother had always dressed Barbara and I like twins. Today we
were dressed in pink and blue sear-sucker short sets. I was nine in
blue. Barbara was ten in pink. Barbara was said to be the prettier
one. At least Daddy told me Barbara was the prettiest. He told me
Barbara had the more striking features and he told me Barbara's
hair was longer, straighter, and better than mine was. It didn't
matter what color we were wearing, or who was the prettiest; it was
hot. This day the heat penetrated through the blue and white
sear-sucker short sets Nana had bought us. For the first time in my
life, I was extremely apprehensive and nervous. In the back seat of
my grandmother's car, I flicked the silver ashtray up and down,
pinching the tips of my fingers until mother demanded I cut it out.
I recognized mother's pitiful face with dried tears and bleeding
red eyes. The bags beneath her bottom lashes caused her eyes to
droop, and when she wept, Barbara patted her on the back. The more
I stared at the back of mother's head, the more furor enveloped my
body. I hated mother for not having been up front with us
concerning our grandmother's absence. I knew as a child there are
certain things you do not tell children. But I also knew that
Mother was clearly aware of what our grandmother meant to each of
us. Not telling us she was sick or even dying was cruel to me.

I hated mother for this. I was forcing myself to
swallow my rage, or I would have surely yanked the bulk of mother's
wild hair. Her sniffing and crying made me want to scream. I knew
something was wrong when the ride to Nana's house took forever.
Only when mother finally did turn onto Cambridge Street and I could
see the top of our grandmother's car did some of the tension ease
from my body.

Once mother parked the car, neither Barbara nor I
raced up the hump on route to the small white house in the back. We
marched in time with mother's slow, dragging steps. Along the strip
leading to her house, I caught sight of dying flowers. Her once
spotless blue stairs were thick with dust. On top of the front
porch, mother opened the screen door and its rusty hinges lacked
the significant pop once there when we ran in and out. The three of
us set foot in Nana' house where upon entrance the stale aroma of
strong medication almost forced me to back up outside. Mother
instructed Barbara and me to sit on the red divan in the den.

As I took a seat on the sofa, I scanned the room
only to see rolled Herald Examiners held together by splitting rubber
bands. Mail had been shoved beneath the door. Particles of flying
lint floated around the room. Mother dried her tears, and then
entered the room where Nana lay. I was sick. I could no longer
defend the truth in my mind at this point. Mother and her mother
were only fourteen years apart. Why would God threaten to separate
Nana from her only child? Though I did everything within my power
to dismiss the painful thoughts that flowed through my mind, I had
no business at all viewing life without Nana. I rocked against the
back of the strong sofa. In the other room, mother squealed loudly
now. At an age where children can usually block things out, I
couldn't deny what was happening to me and my family. This was the
beginning of what would be the most tragic moment in my life. I had
no business at all thinking like this. I rocked against the sofa
harder. Barbara leaped off the sofa and once she peered inside my
grandmother's room, the overwhelming trauma of my grandmother's
impending demise lowered my sister to her knees outside of my
grandmother's bedroom door. In the room ahead of where I was
seated, the old cold spot sang a familiar snarling tune. I had
never believed in God before. I liked him because Nana said she
liked him. Unlike most blacks, we were not brought up in the church
and the only thing I knew about our faith was that it was Catholic.
We didn't practice it unless an earthquake happened or a president
died, like President Kennedy. I tried to have faith now. If it
would save Nana, I could believe now that God was not selfish and
that whatever mother and Barbara were wailing about really was not
that bad. If God was the powerful man Nana said he was, surely he
could work this out. Later, Mother exited her mother's room. I
don't know how much time later it was, but I do remember her
lifting Barbara up off the floor. Then mother allowed entrance to
two strangers dressed in white. They had been pounding at the door
for the longest time. I didn't answer it. I was just as bewildered
over all of this as mother and Barbara. I was trying to block
everything out. They entered my grandmother's door. Shortly
thereafter, the paramedics exited the room with a skeleton-like
figure. She lay limply on the stretcher. Her hair was all white;
the strands were scattered about her balding head. Skin once so
smooth and yellow was now blotches of blacks and blues. Bones were
all she was now. Her thin arms hung loosely over the sides of the
wheeled bed, revealing green and blue veins. Immediately my stomach
jittered back and forth. It seemed I had no control over my
revolting body. Seeing Nana this way sent shock waves throughout my
body. As they wheeled Nana outside into a waiting ambulance, I set
foot inside of her bedroom. The radio screamed out “Cupid” and a
soft breeze lifted Nana' peach colored draperies. The room was
dusky. I searched the stinking atmosphere for answers as to why
this was happening to the woman I loved so dearly. Behind me, the
helpless whimpers of my sister, along with the deflating smell of
sickness, forced me to sit on the feces-filled bed. At this moment
I covered my face with both hands, and
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