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“In my 38 years of teaching at both the two and four-year college levels, I’ve read more student manuscripts than I’d care to remember. A few were published; most were regulated to the oblivion they so richly deserved. 

When I encountered Ms. Medrek’s manuscript in its initial draft, I was immediately engrossed by her life story. The quality of the writing and honesty and power with which the story was told were simply compelling. . . there is the clear ring of veracity and authenticity in the narrative, and an unmistakable tone of compassion and understanding on the narrator’s part to give the story its power, and if you will forgive the word, it's magic. Frankly, it would not surprise me to learn that the book will someday be made into a successful movie; it is just that good.” Joseph Cambridge, Professor of English, State University of New York.

“There are moments in the chapters. . . in which the emotion and passion you have expressed really shine through and touch the reader. . . This is a very brave endeavor and we at Houghton Mifflin Company wish you the very best with it.” Janice Harvey, Houghton Mifflin Company.









  
  












Dedicated to all those who have and to those who have yet to endure that unavoidable phase of life we call childhood. 










  
  
Introduction


We were four, as far back as my memory went. We each looked as if we had come from different corners of the world. 

Vivian, 10 months my junior, looked as if she belonged in Italy with skin tanned golden, and copper hair in a mass of silky, wavy, loose curls. 

Tisha was next. She looked like a gypsy, or at least what I pictured a gypsy must have looked like. Tisha’s caramel skin was like porcelain, flawless and smooth. Her hair black as the night sky. Her brown eyes were framed with thick, ebony lashes. 

Next, in descending order, was Thaddeus Michael Medrek, Jr. Mercifully, my Dad shortened his name to Guy. Thaddeus was just too much of a name for a baby. Guy could have come from anywhere on the continent of Africa. His palette consisted of only two colors, Oreo cookie and Oreo cream. He had Oreo cookie hair and skin, with a large dimple on each side of his Oreo cream smile. 

And me, I was the oldest. My appearance suggested that my place of origin could have been any Caribbean Island, but it wasn’t. 

None of us came from any of these exotic places. We were all born in New York State, in the only country on the face of the earth where such a phenomenon could have occurred in one family. 

The melting pot — our country, our home, and our house.







  
  









PART ONE
The Truth As I Image It


Their Story…










  
  
Victoria


She didn't like it. Most people called her Vic, and she didn't like it. There were a lot of things she didn't like; this was just another one of them. Vic was not a lady's name. It was more like a vocal reflex than something you would call a woman. But the name Victoria - that name, that name meant you were somebody. It was a long name, a name that rang with strength and triumph. It was a name that, when said in its entirety, everyone looked. No, she didn't like it, but what did her dislike matter? 

Victoria Beach knew, in the way very few have opportunity to learn, the uselessness of voicing personal dislikes. She was born knowing it. This instinctive wisdom was passed on to her by generations of long-lost ancestors through her half-black, half-native American mother and her black sharecropper father. In 1927, in the Deep South, black halves didn't matter. Halves were given no advantages over wholes. Being the sixth offspring of two black Americans meant you were wholly unwanted, wholly uneducated, and wholly poor. Whatever part of this Victoria did not understand at birth, she would learn through personal experience.  

Victoria may have been the sixth child, but she was not the last. At least three more followed. She eventually went to school. She learned a few letters and a little writing. No more was offered in the separate but equal schoolroom in South Carolina.  

When she was nine years old, she contracted polio. She always said it was because of the polio that she spent the next five years in a state medical institution, but I wonder.  

She was returned to her family at age fourteen. She was older, taller, had a right hand that was almost useless, walked with a severe limp, and bore two unusual scars. One scar ran from the middle of her forearm to the base of her affected hand. It was a messy scar, not the kind made with only one cut. The second scar was similar but ran across the base of her affected foot. She survived polio although it left her paralyzed on her right side. She survived the hospital - although it had not prepared her for anything in real life.  

Upon returning to her home, she found that her mother, who was not yet thirty-five, had gone out for cigarettes and she never came back. Her older siblings had each gone their own way. Victoria's father moved, taking her and the remaining little ones to Washington, D.C.  

Victoria never spoke of her experience in the hospital. She never gave any indication of good or bad. She gave no indication of the presence of a companion or a confidante. She never said if she missed her family or if any of them ever came to visit her. Why was she left there for five years? What did she think of all those days and nights? How did she feel? She never said. I can only imagine the sadness that lay at the heart of such silence.  

Occasionally she spoke of life with her father in “D.C.”. She told of two rooms on the fifth floor with electric lights but no plumbing. There was no heat. The out-house was down the street. She told of taking care of her brothers and sisters - hand washing the laundry with washboard and tin tub, doing the housekeeping and doing the cooking. All this she did when she was fifteen. She did it without the advantage of two working hands, two strong legs, or an education.  

My first memory of Victoria is an unforgettable picture. She was perched on a tall stool, her bad foot anchored on the lowest rung, her good foot flat on the floor. She wasn't really sitting. It was more like she was leaning on her good foot while resting her derriere; or rather the stool just happened to be holding it in place. This stance may have at first appeared uncomfortable. That is until one took into account the grand size of her behind. It was huge. Maybe it seemed more so because her legs were so skinny, the bad leg being no bigger than a twig.  

I was told she had twelve children. The last of which was a boy six months older than myself. He was my five-year-old uncle Reggie. Victoria was my maternal grandmother.  

Grandma was big and yelled with a big, deep, base voice. Phrases like, “Reggie, git cho’ ass in here,” and “Reggie, take yo' ass outside,” would be said at maximum decibels.  

Most of her time was spent chasing kids in or out of the house, depending on the weather. It was a job she enjoyed. She liked yelling. And she liked cussing. Grandma could cuss a blue streak. After spewing an especially long array of obscenities, she would ask my dad to excuse her French, meekly begging his pardon by admitting, “Aw hell, you know my mouth.”  

Cussing was part of her. She could no sooner stop cussing than she could mend her leg. Cussing was Grandma's one vice. She didn't drink, didn't smoke, and there was never a man to be seen in her house. “Got no use fo' some raggedy-ass man sniffin' 'round heah. Men don't do nothin' but git on my G-D--- nerves.” That was Grandma's philosophy on sex and marriage.  

But Grandma was married, briefly. Ironically, she never had sex with her husband. She said he couldn't. It was a marriage of necessity between two friends. Shortly after being married, he died, leaving Grandma his last name and the only piece of gold jewelry she would ever own. Grandma and most of the children became Dysons. He was the father of none, but a good many people carry his name. Men with no past and no future have a need to carry on in some way. Grandma gave him that satisfaction.  

How different men are, one from another. Twelve children in all and not one father stayed around. Grandma never expected anything different. I asked her who the fathers were. I don't know if the look of surprise came from her realization that no one was ever fooled (we always knew they had different fathers) or if the astonishment was a result of my boldness in asking. She confessed in the only way she knew how, “In D.C., it got mighty cold. You either f----d or froze.” Well, Grandma felt nary a chill. 

All of my aunts and uncles were the result of her keeping warm.  

She started having babies when she was eighteen. Tim was the first, then another boy, Tyrone. Four years passed before she had another, Evone. She was the first of a long line of girls. Evone was followed in rapid succession by Betty, Laverne, Terry, Diane and Joanne (the twins), Janet, then Irwin, and finally Reggie. That makes a grand total of - eleven, which wasn't right because Grandma had twelve kids. No matter how I counted, oldest to youngest or youngest to oldest, I could only count eleven. My mother told me one of the babies Grandma had was half-white. My mother said that's why Grandma gave it away. We, my siblings and I, were never certain about Grandma's feelings for us. She seemed to like us, even though we were half-white. This was a question that would take years to sort out. But for now, there were more important things to consider. Questions like, how many times would Grandma say a bad word? At the dinner table, which would she remove first, her wig or her false teeth? And the biggest question of all was - how many quarters did she have tucked between her titties?  

When you are five years old and you have two sisters, a brother, and about a hundred cousins, that supply of quarters is not something to be taken lightly. Early in the morning, my dad would drive us from Auburn to Elmira to visit Grandma. By the time we reached the city limits, the anticipation of the soon-to-be-gotten wealth was almost too much to bear. When we pulled into the driveway, Grandma would be waiting on the front porch. “Gimme some sugar,” she'd bellow. We all ran to her, our faces contorted in the biggest puckers our little lips could form. When the kisses were exhausted, Grandma would back up a few steps and go digging. Her big arm disappeared betwixt her bosoms clear up to the elbow. “Oh sh--, where is it? I know it's in there.” With an audible sigh, hers and ours, she'd pull out the hand embroidered handkerchief filled with quarters. One for each, Reggie, Me, Vivian, Tisha, Guy, Bootsie, Carolyn, Chris, Donjill, and whatever other cousins were lucky enough to be around. The quarters, still warm from Grandma's body, never had time to cool. We immediately went to Guss's corner store because the only thing better than a quarter was the sack of penny candy it could buy. For the next hour or so, the stairs of Grandma's porch were impassable. They were covered, top to bottom, with jellybean chewing, lollipop licking, bubble gum blowing “grandbabies.”  

Life was good. And on that day, it promised to only get better.  







  
  
The Visit


Dad never said anything that didn't need to be said. Dad didn't say much, especially at Grandma's house. He sat there with his coffee, just black, making his spoon go tink, tink against the cup. He didn't tell us she was coming, but we knew. Supper was done. The grown-ups were in the house; the kids were outside. Joanne braided my hair while Janet, who was our favorite aunt, was showing Vivian the clapping part of the game, "Head and Shoulders." We all were singing, “round the world, baby one, two, three. 'Round the world baby, one two three.” This was the best part. You had to put your hands on your hips and make your butt go “round the world.” We could hear the other kids playing a wild game of "Hot Peas and Butter." 

We played, but with the ever-present thought that she would be here any minute. This time I would not forget what she looked like. This time I would remember everything, her mouth, her chin, her cheekbones, her eyebrows. I would remember her clothes and the way she walked, not just her chocolate-colored skin and soft, fluffy hair.  

She arrived without instigating a sentimental reunion. I found her on Grandma's sofa in animated conversation with friends she brought. I crawled onto her lap as I always did, easily, naturally, and without disturbing the grown-up banter. They never seemed to be able to get along, my mom and Grandma, “If you was hungry, you shoulda brung yo' ass over heah sooner. 

Ain't nothin' left.”  

To Mom, Grandma was incidental, something to be tolerated with a bawdy laugh and sassy remark.  

My Dad sat among the group of people surrounding my mom. He was in the group but never really a part of it. His mouth was poised in an expression that almost looked like a smile; his eyes open but not seeing. There he stayed, unseen and unheard until it was “time to go.”  

No words ever made me panic the way these three words did. I never grew accustomed to hearing them. The others did, even though they were younger. Dad buckled them in the car and had it running before he would tell me it was "time to go." Unadulterated terror seized me, every time. My arms shook, as did my hands. My legs shook. I felt unable to stand. With all my strength I held on - weeping. My Mom would say, “Baby, don't cry, you'll make me cry, too.” But my eyes didn't hear her voice. They only heard my heart. She didn't understand. I needed her so. I didn't want to cry. It just happened. My Dad would pry my arms from around my mother's neck, then her arm, then her knee. I would never surrender. My last stronghold would be the hem of her skirt, my small hand clenching the precious garment. “No, Daddy. Please no. No! Let me stay! Please, let me stay.” As he carried me to the car, my Daddy would tell me, “Say goodnight.” I tried to, but each feeble “Mommy” released another torrent of tears.  

Why do people believe children cope with separation or divorce? We don't cope. We may learn to act in a manner expected of us, but this should not be mistaken for coping. Parents admit to losing great parts of themselves due to divorce.  

They admit to getting along but never getting over it. And yet, children are described as adjusting. We don't adjust. We are and will always be like Humpty-Dumpty after the fall. And, like all the King's horses and all the King's men, parents are left with the task of putting us together again.  

All too often, parents are no more successful.  

“Po' pitiful Ted,” Grandma would say as she watched him carry me to the car, “he never had no kinda' sense.”  







  
  
Going Home


The ride home was long and silent. There was not a single, impatient “are we there yet?” Usually while driving through Ithaca, my dad would tell us, “There's the lake. Look quick.” He'd let us unbuckle our seat-belts and kneel on the back seat to fully appreciate the view, but not tonight. The excitement of seeing Cayuga Lake in the moonlight was gone. We drove past without noticing. 

Our address was eighteen James Street, Auburn, N.Y. My Mom taught Vivian and me to recite it in case we got lost. I had to stay close to Vivian. Sometimes, she didn't get things quite right. Before James Street, I remember we lived in a green house in Watertown. But then again, maybe those memories were made up from photographs that have long since been destroyed. Eighteen James Street, to us, was our first address. And it was our last.  

We lived in an apartment on the second floor. Echoes drifted with bubbles in the large blue bathroom that had swan decals on the wall around the claw-foot bathtub. I can still hear our laughter...  

Dad: “Evone, come here. Listen to this. Vivian, say spaghetti.”  

Vivian: “Pissdeddy.”  

Dad: “Say Rice Krispy.”  

Vivian: “Wice Tissy.”  

Dad: “Say magazine.”  

Vivian: “Mazz.. mazzageen!”  

Mom laughingly: “That's all right, Booby, you keep trying.”  

My Mom saved enough Green Stamps to obtain a miniature dining-table with chairs. The dinette set was the perfect size for me. People often voiced their concern regarding my small size. My dad would tell them, “She is not starving, she is just petite – always has been.”  

My Mom sat with me often at my little table, and we would have “tea.” It was during tea-time that my mom taught me how to pray.  Me? Talk to God? This was fear inspiring. I sat, swinging my legs nervously under my table.  

“Yes,” my mom insisted. “You must learn. And always, always speak to God. Tell Him everything in your heart.” She explained two important things: no one else could talk to God for me. And if ever I was alone or frightened, He would be there to hear my cry for help. But first, He had to know who I was. So, it was time for me, as she explained, to introduce myself to my spiritual father who lived in heaven.  

“Do I have to put my hands like this?” I put my palms together as I saw people in pictures do.  

“No,” she explained, “it does not matter what you do with your hands. But usually, we bow our heads. This shows Him that we know he is more important than we are.”  

I bowed my head and closed my eyes. At least that much I knew.  

I opened one eye and asked softly, “now what?”  

Mom opened one eye and answered, “Now tell him who you are.”  “Dear God, my name is Vicky Marie Medrek and I…” another one-eyed question, “what comes next?” I whispered.  

“Now tell him what you want to tell him.”  

“I don’t have anything to say right now,” whispered again but this time because I didn’t think He needed to hear that part.  

“Then just tell him thank you,” she whispered back.  

“What for?” I inquired.  

“Well, what are you thankful for?” she asked.  

What an easy question. I began my first prayer again…  

“Dear God, my name is Vicky Marie Medrek. Thank you for my food and my mom and my dad and my brother and my sisters.”  

Mom coached me onward, “now finish by saying ‘in Jesus’ name, Amen.’”  

“In Jesus’ name, amen.”   

“Well now, aren’t you a smart girl.” She smiled.  

She picked me up and continued, “Always talk to God. He loves you as much as I do. And you, Vicky, you love me too much. You, my precious baby, you will need God.” She would spin me around until I was dizzy. Love her too much? Impossible.  

She told me I would need God. I promised her I would stick to Him forever and ever.  

Mom liked to quiz me during tea-time.  

“Vicky, what is God’s name?”  

If I answered correctly, I would get another question.  

“God’s name is Jehovah,” I replied.  

“Who is God’s son?”  

“Jesus,” I answered.  

“How do we know that?” she asked.  

“Because Jehovah said so.” I laughed, ‘This is my son, He said it!’ It’s in the Bible!” She couldn’t stump me. I could not have been more than four years old. And yet, these were easy questions. My dad took his responsibility to teach his children the Bible seriously. Dad read Bible stories to us regularly. And even though we could not read, he would show us the words in his well-worn Bible, saying, “See for yourself. Right here it says…”  
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“Experience is the hardest kind of teacher. It gives you the test
first and the lesson afterward.” Oscar Wilde, 1854








