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To God be the glory, for the many gifts He has given me to fulfill His will for my life’s journey and purpose. 

To my great-grandmother and my grandmother, who each served a purpose in establishing a strong moral foundation within me.

To my mother, whose absence led me on a search to find her in everyone I encountered, so that in the end, I would find myself.

To my sons, my besties, my two biggest fans who never let me give up, and two of the best things that ever happened to me.
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My good friend Jackie, who had the vision a few years before I got serious about the book. When I was ready to throw in the towel, she reminded me of my calling and encouraged me to keep going.

Terry McMillan. A gifted writer and longtime inspiration. Disappearing Acts was my favorite. Its subject was something I was all too familiar with, and I was instantly drawn to her way of writing it. She inspired me to write as if I were talking—in a voice readers could hear as that of a close friend they had never met.
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Although she spent a lot of time on the phone, Mama was a woman of few words. She didn’t have patience for any nonsense, and most of the time, she seemed unhappy. She may have been detached and slow-moving, but she was quick to express how tired she was to anyone who would listen. Displaying affection was a rarity, and none of her characteristics were easy for me to understand, let alone accept. Although I knew Mama loved me, I was never confident that she ever really liked me. I was the exact opposite of her. I was a handful—talkative, friendly, curious, highly sensitive, and most of all, dramatic. She did a lot of eye rolling and sighing when I’d get dramatic, so a lot of times, I felt I was doing something wrong.  

Mama was a natural beauty. She wore her hair in a full, bouncy bob that fit her round face to a tee. She rarely wore make-up —with flawless skin, perfectly round eyes, and naturally lined lips, why bother? Then again, the application of make-up, or any other enhancements, would only add to the anguish her insecure, abusive live-in boyfriend, Sam, would inflict.

Many wondered what made Sam so insecure because he was actually quite handsome. He was six years older, but that wasn’t it, either. Somewhere along the way, he’d nurtured an unhealthy obsession for Mama. He would be swept into jealous, accusatory rages—sudden and without warning—leading to countless heated arguments and, more often than not, violent attacks against her. My guess was that he was an unworthy fraction of a man who possessed a prize he knew he could never deserve nor afford. Their fights would leave Mama with a black eye, a busted lip, bruised arms, legs, and anything that would show blatant evidence of Sam’s discontent with Mama, life, and God only knows what else.

Mama had more than a dozen brothers and sisters combined. All of her brothers knew of the abuse but did nothing. Her oldest brother, Charles, may have been the only one to have given a second thought to avenging Sam’s rage against Mama, but having already been in prison for a considerable amount of time before then, he too turned a blind eye to Mama’s domestic distress. With no one to hold him accountable, the fury of Sam’s wrath continued.  

On any given night, we’d be awakened by the sound of Mama’s cries. We expected this when Sam was around in the physical sense, but even when he wasn’t there, remnants of his menacing spirit lingered. Mama just couldn’t be consoled. If we knocked on her door, she wouldn’t get up to respond. Instead, she’d attempt to hush her emotions by burying her head in a pillow, and this would merely muffle her wails and sniffles.  

One night, after an argument with Sam, she walked out of her bedroom and saw me heading to the bathroom. She stood in front of me, kneeled to eye level, put her hands on my shoulders, and said, “Never kiss a man’s ass. Do you hear me?”

I was confused. Why would I want to kiss a man’s ass? That sounded nasty. I didn’t respond.   

“Do you hear me?” This time, Mama’s tone demanded a response.  

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said, raising my pitch so she’d hear me.

Without explanation or assurance, she stood upright again and walked back into her bedroom. 

In the dead of another night, Mama screamed out in horrible pain. She ran out of her bedroom screaming, holding her eye. Unfazed, Sam soon emerged from the room behind her. He stood menacingly in the doorway of Tony’s and my bedroom. Neither of us said or did anything. We weren’t quite desensitized, but we were very much hopeless. We knew better than to try to defend her. Like Mama, we were fearful of Sam, but it wasn’t because he was physically abusive toward us. When it came to us, he was more emotionally and verbally abusive, throwing demeaning comments our way like a dealer at a casino.   

The house we lived in may have been purchased by Mama, but Sam owned it. Under his ownership, the house never felt like a home. It was his dark, tyrannical throne where he’d heedlessly altered every mood, action, and circumstance. 

Mama’s mood would lighten, but only on rare occasions. She’d listen to her record player in the living room instead of retreating to her bedroom. She’d place a red lightbulb into the living room lamps, light cherry incense, and sit there listening to music for hours. I would overhear the music and hope to sneak my way into her space to share some time with her. The music helped Mama’s mood, so most of the time, Mama would let me stay in the living room with her. She would switch the music to Disco, and I would give what I believed were unforgettable performances! One of my favorites was “Last Dance,” by Donna Summer. I loved the way the song started off slow, allowing me to intently sing along so Mama could compliment my voice. Then, once the song sped up, I would add rigorous dancing to my singing, and Mama really loved that. She’d laugh and smile, egging me on. At the end of the song, she’d applaud intently.   

Another song Mama played more often than most was one I didn’t know the name of, but I always asked her to play it. 

“Mama, can you play that song that starts with, ‘Her name is Lola...’?”

“Copacabana!” Mama quickly guessed, excited by the request.  

She gingerly positioned the 45 on the record player, sat down, and gave me the floor. I paused on the part of the song when the woman screamed. I wondered why. Despite it being such an upbeat tune, this part of the song disturbed me. I still had to finish my performance, so I did. After the song was over, my curiosity lingered, so I asked, “Why did the lady scream in this song?”  

Mama’s mood shifted. “The song is about a beautiful woman named Lola. She sings in a club..."

“A club?” I asked.

“Yes, a nightclub. Where grown people go to listen to music, drink, and have a good time. Lola was a showgirl. A showgirl puts on shows, kind of like what you’re doing for me. Well, Lola had a boyfriend, Tony. He worked at the same nightclub. Lola put on such a good show and was so pretty that she got the attention of Rico, a new man who came into the club. He liked her and her show. And like the song says, they fell in love...” She explained it so practically, as if I understood. She continued. “Tony wasn’t happy about that once he found out. Tony and Rico got into a fight. It doesn’t say who shot who, but somebody got shot, and that’s why you hear the scream. Let’s listen to something else,” She suggested. 

She walked over to the record player and put on a perfect distraction. Less than a minute later, “Boogie Wonderland” by Earth, Wind and Fire blasted from the stereo. This perked me up, and I picked up where I’d left off earlier to continue my show.  

Weeks later, Mama’s behavior changed. She stopped biting her nails, letting them grow out completely. Her hands looked far more feminine, and she took great pride in their new appearance. She started spending more time in the living room, playing and interacting with me and Tony. She even took us to Florida, where we spent nearly a week at Disney World. While there, she took an abundance of pictures of us. (None included her, though. Mama hated photographs.) Even after the trip, Mama continued to take pictures of us, and this was unusual for her. 

She’d changed some of her other habits too. Instead of going into her bedroom to take her calls as she’d always done before, she started taking her calls while in the kitchen, where she was cooking more often as well. In addition to the welcoming aroma of home-cooked meals in the kitchen, her smiles and laughter filled the atmosphere with a newfound cheerfulness. Her new practices extended to the Christmas holiday season that year, when she bought gifts for all of her nieces, nephews, brothers, and sisters.  

To this day, I have not experienced a Christmas that surpasses the one in 1981.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART 1




[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

The End (Age 7)
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Before the gatherings, before the champagne toasts, before the bidding of the year’s farewell in the lyrics of “Auld Lang Syne,” before the countdown on New Year’s Eve of 1981, there was bloodshed. 

Mama needed her hair pressed, so we went to my great-grandmother Bammie’s house. I sat beneath Bammie’s wood table in the kitchen and traced the pattern of the tan and dark brown design on the linoleum floor. Just when I closed my eyes, pretending to be a princess in a castle, Bammie’s scolding words interrupted my fantasy.

“Get your butt up, gal!” she scolded. “Kitchen’s full of chairs. What possesses you to want to sit on the floor? Mattie, why you lettin’ that child sit on the floor?” She asked Mama.  

Mama wasn’t the least bit concerned about my seating choices. She’d closed her eyes too and was seemingly swept away by the relaxing effects of getting her hair brushed. Bammie, wanting to enhance Mama’s experience, began brushing with just enough intensity to satisfy Mama’s need to feel the bristles sweep across her dry scalp. Mama gracefully motioned her head to sync with Bammie’s brush strokes, which started to slow down. A retired Beautician by just a few years, Bammie’s skills had been effortlessly sustained. 

Still under the table, I looked up at Mama sheepishly, expecting her to tell me to get up. She was too enchanted with Bammie’s brush strokes to say anything. Her eyes were closed, and she was smiling. Thinking I was off the hook, I placed my foot in front of me to spin myself around in a seated circle.  

“Gal, if you don’t get your butt up!” 

I looked up to see Bammie’s face not too far from mine. She meant business. Her pressing comb was in her hand. I got up quickly and sat in Bammie's favorite chair. It was a wooden chair lacking a cushion that was ideally situated against the side of the refrigerator above a heating vent. The warmth from the vent, coupled with the refrigerator's ambient hum, provided an optimal environment for Bammie's afternoon naps. 

Once in the chair, I pouted, but dared not say a word. Mama’s eyes were now open, and she looked over at me with a slightly amused look of warning that said, Oh, you’re in trouble now.

As soon as Mama looked away, I rolled my eyes. I let a little time pass, and once I saw the coast was clear, I looked over at Bammie and listened as she started telling Mama a story about one of her old clients. At this point, the hot comb was on the stove, on an active jet that was heating it up fast. Bammie pulled the hot comb from the stove.. 

The story seemed to come to life as Bammie placed the steaming comb onto a moist towel she’d set on the counter next to the stove to cool it off. Just as she’d gone to apply the hot comb to the small section of hair at the nape of Mama’s neck, I could sense Mama’s uneasiness. Her shoulders tensed as Bammie combed through the small section with the hot comb while continuing her story. Bammie’s hand was steady, and she seemed unfazed when the steam rose from the comb’s impact to Mama’s hair. Almost in unison, Mama and I breathed a sigh of relief when the hot comb didn’t burn her neck.  

While Bammie’s rant continued, my attention was redirected straight ahead, where I saw movement at the front door, which was a direct shot from where I was sitting in Bammie’s chair. Her front door had a large glass pane, with a raised shade that allowed visitors to be seen and to gaze directly into the house. I recognized the person at the door. It was Mama’s boyfriend, Sam. 

I immediately announced his presence. “Sam’s here.” 

As if in disbelief, Mama got up from her seat and stood in the doorway of the kitchen to take a look for herself. She looked angry, hesitant, and anxious all at the same time.   Bammie put her hot comb back on the stove and turned off the jet. “I’ll get it, Mattie,” she said to Mama before looking over at me. “And you stay yo’ butt right here.” 

I obeyed. Mama sat back down. I watched Bammie walk down the hall and open the door. 

Bammie opened the door, then offered Sam a half-hearted welcome. Sam followed her as she walked back to the kitchen. Once in the doorway, he saw Mama sitting off to the right. Mama looked up at him, but not for long. She put her head back down and closed her eyes, as if expecting Bammie to pick up right where she’d left off.  

“Hey, Mattie.” He said nervously.

Mama didn’t lift her head or open her eyes. Bammie kept working on her hair, glancing back at the stove. She placed the comb onto the burner and turned the jet back on.

Sam stood in the doorway of the kitchen, looking as if he wanted someone to notice him. Unlike Mama and Bammie, I never took my eyes off him. He wore a black skull cap and a black jacket that pronounced his broad shoulders. His complexion was the color of freshly paved asphalt. His piercing eyes seemed to burn a hole in the front of Mama’s head. Tension was thick from the silence and stares until he broke the silence.  

“Uh, Miss Ward, my car is running hot. Do you have a bucket?” He asked while looking in Bammie’s direction.

Without looking at him, she answered quietly and dismissively. “Yeah, there’s a bucket on the way down to the basement.” 

Sam turned around and headed a few steps away toward the basement door. I heard him open the door and grab the bucket, then I saw him walking back toward the front door to go outside. He left the front door cracked. 

“He didn’t close the door,” I broadcasted. 

“Don’t worry about that,” Mama said in a nervous, hushed tone. “He has to bring back the bucket.” The relaxed look she had on her face earlier was long gone. 

Bammie wasn’t talking either. I eased out of my chair.

“Can I please have something to drink?” I asked.

Mama shot me a look without a response. 

Bammie answered. “Sho. There’s some orange juice in there. Get your chair and get a glass out the cabinet... and wash your hands.” 

I scooted her chair to the kitchen sink, just behind where Bammie was standing. I washed my hands. By the time I went to dry them, Sam was back inside, and he was standing in the doorway holding something that wasn’t a bucket in his hand. He had tears in his eyes, and he glared at Mama. She homed in on the gun and bucked her eyes.  

“So, you pack up everything and leave? You gone leave me?”  

Mama screamed. 

Bammie threw both hands up. “Lord, no. No, Jesus. Please don’t do this. PLEASE!”

Bammie walked directly toward Sam, making him back out of the kitchen into the hallway. Sam was silent by then, but tears were falling from his eyes. He wiped them away with the back of his elbow as he aimed the gun at Bammie. The closer Bammie walked toward him, the further he stepped back. Bammie guided him further away from the kitchen to the living room, which was off to the left. Once they made it into the living room, Mama slipped past them both. With the door cracked, she had full clearance to leave out the front door, but she ran up the stairs to the second floor instead. Once Sam saw Mama running past, he pushed Bammie aside. Mama made it almost to the top of the staircase when Sam aimed his rifle and released the first shot at Mama. She screamed while running up the last few stairs. 

By then, Bammie was behind Sam and pulled at him with all her might. The two continued to struggle. Meanwhile, I had made my way closer to Bammie. I worked my way around her and Sam and stood at the base of the stairwell. Now on the floor, Bammie started pulling Sam’s ankle. He lost his balance and fell to the floor. Bammie tried to pull the gun out of Sam’s grasp, but wasn’t strong enough. He pulled away from her as he steadied himself to stand up again. Now with full footing and the rifle secure in his hand, he was determined to get upstairs to Mama. Just then, while still on the floor, Bammie looked up and froze, right in Sam’s path.

Bammie screamed out to me. “Run!” 

She was breathing heavily while trying to lift herself up to stand. By then, Sam was right in front of me. I wanted to get to Mama upstairs, but was also just steps away from the exit and safety of the front door. Just as my foot hit the second stair to ascend, I saw Sam headed in my direction. I dodged around him to get to Bammie in the living room. 

Paying me no mind, Sam ran upstairs at top speed. 

Once I got to Bammie, who’d finally gained footing, she slung me like a rag doll in the direction of my late grandfather’s adjoining bedroom. 

“Go hide. NOW!” she yelled.

I found a spot between the bed and the nightstand and hid. I could hear Bammie’s heavy breathing. I also heard her footsteps as she went back to the kitchen, where the phone was. Her first call was to the police.  

“Send somebody! NOW! My granddaughter’s boyfriend is here with a gun. He gone kill her!” She slammed the phone down. She cried out to Jesus next. “Lord, Jesus, help me. Help us, Lord!”

I heard her pick up the phone again.  

“Vera! Sam done come here with a gun and he’s gonna kill Mattie. Get over here!” She slammed the phone down again. 

The sharp crack of another gunshot boomed through the house.

Bammie walked out of the kitchen into the hallway, where I saw her reflection in the dresser mirror that was
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