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Part I

Anywhere but Here




















Chapter 1

The Porch







“STRATFORD AND ROOSEVELT! Last stop!” the bus driver called out. When he opened the door, Mama grabbed my arm and pulled me down the bus steps. I missed the last one and almost fell on my face, but Mama caught me.


Under the corner streetlight, she glanced at her watch yet again. Like the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, she was late, late for a very important date. Shaking her head, she took off walking real fast.


I was nine years old and had to run to match her long strides. I couldn’t keep up.


“Mama, wait for me!” I yelled.


“Come on, girl!” she yelled back without turning around. “It’s nine o’clock!”


Our house was the second one on the left from the corner where Stratford Drive met Taft Drive. Every corner in our Portsmouth, Virginia, neighborhood had a streetlight, and every house had a porch light. Every family turned their porch lights on at sundown. The lights lit up not only the porches but the house numbers, too. Sometimes folks enjoyed sitting on their lit porches, observing the goings-on in the neighborhood. That’s what I liked to do too, but not tonight.


Mama and I had gone to a barbecue that Saturday afternoon. My aunt Joyce was the host. I had lots of aunts and uncles, even though my mama was an only child. Of all of them, I loved Aunt Joyce the most. When she and Mama would get together, Mama would relax. Mama would laugh. Mama would dance. Mama could tell Aunt Joyce anything. I heard Aunt Joyce ask her once, “Why do you stay with him, Anne? He’s no good.”


Mama said, “I have to, Joyce.” And left it at that.


Daddy didn’t like that Mama smiled a lot after she visited Aunt Joyce. He didn’t like that Mama hummed a lot after she visited Aunt Joyce. Daddy didn’t like Aunt Joyce, period. Even so, he’d said we could go to the barbecue. But he’d also said, “You best be home by nine o’clock. I’ll watch the boy till then.” The boy was my two-year old brother, Kevin. Mama understood the rules. When Daddy said nine o’clock, he meant nine o’clock.





We took the bus to Aunt Joyce’s. There was a stop a block away from her house. Convenient.


The homes in the segregated developments in Portsmouth had large backyards, usually cordoned off with chain-link fences. The main streets had no sidewalks, so those who had cars parallel-parked close to their front lawns.


The driveway leading to Aunt Joyce’s carport had room for two cars but was empty when we arrived. We walked up the driveway from the street and headed for the backyard. I recognized Aunt Bootsy and Uncle Elmo, a nice couple who’d been friends with Mama for as long as I could remember, right away. Other adults there spoke to me as though I knew them. Maybe I should have, but I didn’t. No matter—everyone was nice to me, and I got lots of hugs that day.


One woman grabbed my arm, twirled me around, and said, “My oh my, Lynette! How you have grown. Do you like your new house?”


A little dizzy from the twirling, I replied, “Yes, ma’am.” But that was a lie. I wanted to return to the projects to live with my granny. You didn’t have to worry about getting hit by a car while playing hopscotch or jacks in the projects. There were sidewalks there.


Aunt Joyce had two daughters, Linda and Brenda, who were around my age. With so many adults, it was nice to see some children. But I admit that even with Linda and Brenda there, my plan was to entertain myself by eating all the delicious dishes that were spread out on the aluminum tables covered with vinyl tablecloths. This gathering was a potluck, but we hadn’t brought anything. Aunt Joyce had told Mama to “just come.”


I filled my plate with Aunt Joyce’s fried chicken and homemade rolls, plus yams, green beans, and potato salad. Linda and Brenda joined me sitting in the grass. As children, we knew that the folding chairs and the chairs from the dining room table were meant for the adults, especially the older folks who couldn’t get down on the ground easily and certainly wouldn’t be able to get up without assistance.


I was sitting there, cradling my paper plate filled with deliciousness, when Aunt Joyce said, “Lynette, don’t forget to have some of my sun tea.”


“Yes, ma’am.” I placed my plate on the grass and bounced up to get a cup.


Sun tea was simple to make—a bunch of tea bags in a pitcher of water left out in the sun to steep, then diluted with ice cubes when ready. Simple, but Aunt Joyce’s was so good, especially with all the sugar she added. It was sweet tea like no other.


We were having a good time at the barbecue. There was music and dancing. Linda, Brenda, and I commented on the grown-ups dancing, especially the men. Even with a few Budweisers in them, they could still cut a rug. To me, these men seemed so nice. I didn’t know how they acted in their homes, but at this barbecue, they danced, laughed, and attended to the women there like perfect gentleman. I got caught up in the gaiety of the event. Time, for me, had stopped.


I was on my fifth piece of fried chicken, a drumstick, when Mama snatched it right out of my hand and said, “Lynette, it’s almost eight. We gotta go. Last bus will be coming soon.”


As I watched my drumstick sail through the air and land in the nearby trash can, I wondered how five hours had passed so quickly. Mama hurriedly gathered up our things and said goodbye to people on the way out, saying, “This was fun, but I gotta get back home to Kevin.”


That was a lie. Well, maybe not a lie lie, but not the whole truth, either.


She grabbed my arm and pulled me through the gate of the chain-link fence, down the driveway, and in the direction of the bus stop. She let go when we were almost there. Her grip had left an indentation in my wrist and I rubbed at it as I followed along after her.


Upon arrival, she began to pace. Her smile was gone. Her laugh was gone. Her brow furrowed as she searched the street for any evidence that the bus was coming. There was none.


The sun was setting. The streetlight turned on and the crickets chirped. While pacing back and forth, Mama lit up a cigarette. She looked at her watch and said, “It’s 8:10. Bus should be comin’ ’long any minute.”


Was she speaking to me? Was she trying to convince me? Was she trying to convince herself? I wasn’t sure, so I said nothing. Besides, it was wishful thinking. She knew full well that the buses ran late all the time, especially on Saturday nights.


She took a long drag off her cigarette and blew out slowly through her nose. She didn’t smoke much, and usually only at home. Mama was wearing her worry face: forehead wrinkled, eyes scrunched up. She kept looking at her watch, mumbling to herself and chain-smoking her Marlboros. Daddy had given her a curfew: she knew she was going to miss it, and she knew there’d be hell to pay.


How much hell, exactly, was up to Daddy. Last time he’d given her a busted lip.


“It’s eight thirty—where’s that damn bus?” she whispered as she dropped her sixth cigarette butt on the ground and smashed it with her shoe.


Until that moment, Mama had never cussed in front of me. Until that moment, I’d never counted how many cigarettes she smoked. Now I was wearing my worry face too.


Will Daddy blame Mama for the bus being late?


I already knew the answer: Yep, and there’s gonna be hell to pay.





The bus finally came. Real late. We arrived at our stop past nine o’clock. The bus route did not extend all the way down Stratford to Taft. There were two blocks to walk once we got off.


Mama wasn’t walking those two blocks, but she wasn’t sprinting, either. All I know is that I ran to keep up with her and I couldn’t.


She reached our street ahead of me and came to a sudden stop at the intersection.


“Damn it!” she swore as she began moving again.


I looked up to see that our porch light was off. I didn’t know exactly what that meant, but I knew it wasn’t good.


As we walked toward our house at 512 Taft Drive, I noted that every other house on the block except ours had its porch light on.


“Mama!” I gasped. “I cain’t see the house!”


I must have been yelling because Mama reprimanded me in a loud whisper, “Lynette, hush up and come on!”


With the absence of a lit porch light, our house appeared nonexistent. I knew it was somewhere in the void between 510 and 514 Taft Drive, but looking at the spot was like looking into a black hole of nothingness.


Mama arrived ahead of me. She groped into that darkness for the hand railing and made her way to the top step of our three-step porch.


Afraid I’d fall, I stood near the nothingness, waiting for her to tell me what to do.


“Lynette, come up here,” she whispered.


“Yes, Mama.” I strained to see shapes. Is that a railing? Is that the screen door? I swung my hands out in front of me like I’d seen blind people do on TV. My hands banged into a railing and I grabbed it. I kicked at the steps with my shoe to get my bearings and made my way to the top, where finally I leaned against the house and waited to see what would happen next.


I didn’t want to go inside for sure. I felt safe on the porch. Inside, there would be yelling and screaming. Inside, the argument would end with my daddy’s fist hitting my mama in the face. I was so tired of this violence between my parents. I hated my daddy for being so mean. I hated my mama for taking his abuse.


Inside the house was dark and real quiet. Daddy was home—he had to be. Was he asleep? He wouldn’t have left, because Kevin was only two years old. I didn’t understand then the ways that men punished their wives for transgressing their rules, or the ways that the women tolerated their husbands’ beatings. All I knew was that this wasn’t the future I wanted for myself.


Mama pulled the screen door handle up and then down. Locked. She knocked quiet-like.


“Chairdy, it’s Anne,” she whispered. “We’re home. Let us in.”


She waited. No response.


Daddy’s real name was Clarence Charity, but no one called him that. He was known as Chairdy. But he wasn’t responding to any name tonight.


Mama, you gotta knock harder than that.


Mama must have heard my thoughts, because she knocked louder and raised her voice a little. “Chairdy, come on now. Let me and Lynette in.”


“Where you been?” There was Daddy’s mumbling voice, coming from inside the house.


“Come on, Chairdy. Remember? Me and Lynette went to Joyce’s barbecue. You said we could go. You said be back by nine o’clock. We left at eight o’clock, plenty of time to catch the last bus, but it came late. We walked as fast as we could. Let us in, now. Don’t be that way, Chairdy.”


I heard her fiddling with the screen door handle while she justified our tardiness. She was breathing hard.


Still no response. Then a commotion arose from inside the darkness of the house as Daddy bumped into some furniture—likely the piano stool, the coffee table, and the corner of the couch—and cussed his way to the front door.


He turned on the lamp by the front door and clicked the front door open. He pressed his face into the screen door but didn’t unlock it. He did not turn on the porch light. I could smell him from where I stood leaned up against the house—cheap whiskey and Camel cigarettes.


I’d seen this Daddy many times before. He was “shit-faced drunk,” as Mama had called it when she didn’t think her children were listening. This Daddy acted ugly and never remembered it in the morning.


Finally, Daddy turned on the porch light and unlocked the screen door.


All of a sudden, I could see. Even though Daddy was drunk, the porch was back. I was so happy to see it, I let go of the railing. I’d been holding on to it so tight my hands hurt.


I opened and closed my fists and shook my hands, feeling the ache, as Mama grabbed the screen door handle and pulled the door open.


It might have been a WHAP sound, or maybe a POW—I wasn’t sure, it happened so fast. Daddy’s fist came out from the door and hit Mama straight in the mouth while I stood outside at my post on the porch. Her head snapped back, spit flew out and up, and she went limp. The railing that was supposed to keep people from falling into the bushes didn’t stop her. She fell backward and flipped over the railing, headfirst. Her feet went up in the air. Her head almost hit the edge of the concrete porch on her way down. She landed in the bushes, on her stomach, face down.


She didn’t move.


I didn’t move. I couldn’t. I need to help Mama, but I was frozen in my spot. Was she dead? I couldn’t move. I yelled, Mama, MOVE! But the words were only in my head. Nothing came out of my mouth.


Daddy done kilt my mama!


Daddy stared out past me into the dark for a moment. Then he just turned and went back inside. The screen door slammed behind him. I heard him mumbling in his drunky talk.


I was a statue, frozen in place on my porch. I replayed Mama’s fall over and over again.


Mama didn’t move. She was dead. I knew she was dead lying in those hedges because I’d seen a dead person before, lying face down in the street, just like Mama. Not moving.


Then, by the grace of God, I saw her head move. I heard a moan. She lifted her head.


A dark liquid poured from Mama’s mouth. I knew it was blood. I’d seen it before oozing from her busted lip after Daddy hit her. But there was more of it this time.


Mama kept spitting while she wrestled herself out of the bushes. She turned her body until her feet touched the ground. She held on to one of the bushes and got up, all wobbly. I stood in silence, watching, as she shook her head, wiped her mouth with the bottom of her blouse, and shook her head again, then she picked at her hair, her face, her clothes. She picked off most of the bush branches that were poking into her. There was more blood.


Mama was not Mama when she came back up the steps and grabbed me. She shook her head again and I thought about how my granny said that you had to shake your head to get the cobwebs out.


“Get inside,” Mama said, already pushing me through the door. When I walked inside, Daddy was just sitting there on the couch, head down, passed out.


I kept going farther into the house. Mama followed behind me and peeked into Kevin’s room. I knew he was asleep when she came out without walking all the way in.


My older brother, Butch, whose real name was also Clarence, wasn’t home. He was spending most of his weekends these days at friends’ houses. “I don’t like seeing Daddy drunk,” he’d told me recently. I wished I had someplace else to go. I had no real friends. My friends lived in my head.


“Go to bed, girl,” Mama said.


I went to my room and closed the door. I sat on the edge of my bed, still not quite understanding what had just happened.


Back in the living room, I heard Mama talking to Daddy.


“Chairdy, why you do that, huh? In front of the child. She don’t need to see you act ugly. Get up now and go to bed. I be there after I wash up a little.”


I heard Daddy mumble and stumble into the bedroom. I listened to the sounds of Mama in the bathroom. I heard the water running in the sink. I imagined she was using a washcloth to clean the blood from her face. She was probably looking in the mirror to see what damage had been done while she thought about how she’d explain the way she looked to the neighborhood ladies. “Oh, girl, this bruise? I walked into the wall. Clumsy me.”


She used the toilet, washed her hands, turned out the light. The living room lamp and porch light were still on. Before tonight, the porch light was always turned on at dusk and turned off by the first person awake in the morning. Before being sent to my room, I was certain that Mama had continued the routine. It was Daddy who’d broken the rule.


The light coming from the living room lamp came in through the crack underneath my bedroom door. Mama passed my room, entered her bedroom, and closed the door behind her. She left the living room lamp on.


I waited until I felt it was safe to leave my room. Then I tiptoed out to the living room, straight to the front door. Escaping the house was not an easy feat—I had to hold the screen door just right so it didn’t squeak or slam shut—but I managed to slip out without alerting anyone.


I sat on my porch. Now that it was fully lit it was mine again. Where I sat, a creepy crawler was making its way from one side of the top step to the other. I tried to help it out by flicking it in the right direction—but instead of helping, I flicked it right off the porch. Sorry, bug.


I took in a deep breath and let it out real slow. All manner of flying bugs, attracted by the porch light, joined me while I again tried to make sense of what had happened.


Those fluttering bugs felt like my thoughts: flying all around, making no sense. I looked at the smushed hedges where Mama had lain, so still I thought she was dead. I looked up at the dark, starless sky. I looked at the light post down the street, flickering in the darkness. I looked up and down the street at all the lit porches. Quiet. Still. I wondered if anyone had heard or seen what had happened. If they had, would they have come out to help?


I already knew the answer was no. I was old enough to know that the neighbor ladies let their husbands hit them and said nothing. These women had no place to go, no money of their own. They couldn’t make their own choices. I closed my eyes, hugged myself, rocked back and forth, and tried to think of the barbecue and all the fun we’d had that day. I remembered the smells and the tastes of the food. I dwelled on the fried chicken.


One of the voices that lived in my head spoke to me: Whatcha gonna do, Lynette?


“I don’t know,” I said quietly. “Maybe just run away.” I’d wanted to run away for a long time. I knew no one would miss me. I kept rocking myself back and forth as I played out the plan.


Where ya gonna go?


“Maybe Granny’s. Maybe . . . maybe Oz!” I’d first seen The Wizard of Oz when I was six and had watched it religiously ever since. Wouldn’t it be nice to laugh the day away in the merry old land of Oz? I thought.


Well, you cain’t stay here! That’s for sure!


You damn right! I shouted this, but only in my head. I knew enough to stay quiet. If I woke my parents up, who knew what hell there’d be to pay. And it wouldn’t be Daddy. He was out for the night. It would be Mama meting out the discipline. She had no control over her husband, but she had control over her children. For us, Mama was the punisher.


In that moment, it occurred to me that I could save my mama by killing my daddy. It wouldn’t be that hard to stab him to death while he was in a drunken stupor. But I somehow understood that I couldn’t save her. I could only save myself.















Chapter 2

Growing Pains







MY LEGS HAD begun to hurt soon after our move to Portsmouth. They had a mind of their own. They ached. They cramped. They kept me up at night.


In the middle of the night, I’d wake Mama, crying, “My legs hurt, Mama.”


She’d get out of bed and take me back to my room.


“Where do they hurt?”


“All over.”


She’d rub them for a few minutes, and that made them feel better.


“Now go to sleep,” she’d say, and leave me alone.


Not once did she hold me or say, “There, there, does that feel better?” She just sat on my bed and rubbed my legs in silence, then left.


On two occasions, her silent attempt to help me didn’t work—the pain was unbearable—so she called our neighbor, Mr. Epps.


Mr. Epps had a car, and he helped Mama from time to time by taking her places. One time I overheard him tell her that he would be happy to beat up Daddy for her.


“That’s okay, Epps,” she told him. “No need to get into trouble for me.”


You can get into trouble for me, I thought.


On those two occasions, Mr. Epps and Mama took me to the ER at the colored hospital. Daddy wasn’t interested in helping. All he said was, “Nuthin’s wrong wit dat girl!” And the doctors agreed. The diagnosis was the same both times: “Mrs. Charity, we can find no reason for Lynette’s leg pains.”


As an adult, I’d learn there was a reason. It was psychosomatic pain manifesting itself in my body. The pain subsided over time. It’s hard to know exactly why. Maybe it was because I was better able to deal with my life once I found a reason to live. Maybe it was Ben Casey’s inspiration. Maybe it was because I needed to be well in order to escape.


My stomach pains were a different story, though, especially when I vomited up blood. The leg pains Mama saw as a nuisance—“Lynette, ain’t nuthin’ wrong wit your legs, so stop it!” she’d chide—but when she saw her nine-year-old daughter writhing on the floor and spewing blood from her mouth, she took it seriously. And she took me to see Dr. Newby.





Mama knew Dr. Newby. They’d gone to the same high school. He was a tall, good-looking man, especially in his suit and tie and his long white coat. I imagined Mama saying, “That James. Um um um. He’s a tall drink of water and a sharp dresser.”


When Mama saw him, she smiled a big smile—and he smiled back.


Why didn’t Mama marry him? Then he’d be my daddy.


After Mama told him what had happened, he was visibly concerned. “Anne, I want to do some tests on Lynette if that’s okay. Her vomiting blood is a concern.”


“Okay, James,” she said. She must have been special to him because I never heard anyone else call him James. Everyone else called him Doctor.


My Mama saying, “Okay, James,” gave Dr. Newby permission to poke and prod me. Would anyone have stopped if I had said no? I already knew the answer. I was a child; I had no say.


“Anne, I want to give Lynette a barium swallow,” Dr. Newby finally said. “We can look at her esophagus and stomach and see what’s going on.”


“Okay, James.” And this time she gave him goo-goo eyes.


“What’s a sofagus?” I asked.


He turned toward me and smiled. “It’s the food pipe to your tummy, Lynette.”


“Oh?” is all I said. I’d had no idea I had a pipe in my body. When I closed my eyes I imagined it straight and metal, leading from my throat to my stomach.


“James, do what you think is best for Lynette,” Mama said, looking dreamily into his eyes.


I still didn’t know what a bar-i-um swal-low was, but when I thought about Dr. Newby’s smile, I didn’t care. I would do anything for him. He was nice to me.





On the day I went to swallow a barium down my sofagus pipe, Mama wouldn’t let me eat breakfast.


When she checked me in at the hospital, a nice nurse dressed in a white uniform came over to me and said, “Hello, you must be Lynette.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


She walked me down the hall and pushed open the door. We entered a room with lots of machines, some hanging from the ceiling. There were cabinets on the walls full of bottles and more gadgets. A metal table stood in the middle of the room.


“Lynette,” she said kindly, “we need to take off your top and put you in this gown. It’s going to be big on you, but I’ll make sure it covers you. You can keep your pants on, okay?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Once I had the gown on, she handed me a glass full of a white liquid.


“Now, I need you to drink all of this, okay? It doesn’t taste real good, but you need to drink it all. Okay?” She held it to my mouth. “Drink it.”


I tried to do what she asked, but it tasted like chalk. I’d once eaten a piece of chalk while using it to write on a blackboard at my great-aunt’s school. I’m not sure why I had the urge to bite into it and chew it, but I did and regretted it. Now, in front of the nurse, I couldn’t hold the liquid in my mouth. I spit it out and it went everywhere—onto my gown, the floor, and even on the nurse’s uniform. She frowned and said “shit” out loud, and I knew I was in trouble. She was no longer a nice nurse.


“Call Dr. Newby!” she yelled to someone not in the room. She looked at her uniform. “Shit!” she said again.


Dr. Newby came into the room and took in the scene.


“Young lady, do you know how much this medication costs?” he scolded. He then paused. It seemed like he was sorry he’d yelled at me. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He put his hand on my shoulder after first pulling the gown up over it. “Listen, Lynette, I want to help make your tummy pain go away. Don’t you want that?”


I nodded silently. I felt horrible for what I’d done.


A second glass of chalk was prepared. This time it was handed to Dr. Newby. He brought it over to me. “Let’s try this again, okay?”


I don’t know how I did it, but I drank the whole thing and kept it down. Maybe I wanted to please the doctor so he’d tell Mama I was a good girl and he was going to take me home to be his daughter. I wanted that very much.


“Good girl, Lynette,” Dr Newby said with a smile when I finished the last bit, and then he hugged me. My real daddy never hugged me. If Dr. Newby had taken me home to be his daughter, I would have drank chalk every day.





A week later, we went back to get the report, and Dr. Newby never mentioned to my mama that I’d spit up the first glass of liquid chalk, never mentioned that I’d made the nurse say “shit” out loud. Why couldn’t my daddy be as nice as Dr. Newby?


“Anne, the barium swallow showed that Lynette has a stomach ulcer! I’ve never seen this in someone so young.” He stood up, walked over to Mama, and put his hand on her shoulder.


“A stomach ulcer? How’d she get an ulcer in her stomach?” she asked. Now she put her hand on his and started stroking it, looking up at him—maybe for comfort, even though I was clearly the one who needed to be comforted.


“Good question.” He looked at her, not removing his hand from her shoulder. “She’s only nine. Hard to say. Anyone else in your family have a history of ulcers?”


“No, I don’t think so.”


“Has she been under any stress lately? At school? At home?”


“No, not that I can recall.”


Finally removing his hand from Mama’s shoulder, he said, “Well, the good news is that she will be fine—but no fried foods for a while. The ulcer needs to heal and then her pain will go away.”


“Thanks, James.” That was Mama’s response, it seemed, to everything Dr. Newby said.


“Let her decide what she wants to eat for now. Don’t force her to eat anything she doesn’t want, okay?”


“Thanks, James.”





For the next few months, I ate peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on Wonder Bread. I liked milk, so I only drank milk. I poured milk on my Kellogg’s Corn Flakes and Frosted Flakes. Like Tony the Tiger said, “They’re grrreat!” I was also cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs with milk, just like the TV ad said. I ate cereal for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I ate mashed potatoes with lots of butter on them and potato salad and macaroni salad and green beans. No collard greens for me! I missed eating fried chicken, but I was glad I didn’t have to eat chitlins or pig ears or pigs’ feet! Dr. Newby said that I didn’t have to, and Daddy and Mama couldn’t do anything about it. I was a nine-year-old with a stomach ulcer, and for once I got to eat what I wanted to eat.


For once, I was in control.















Chapter 3

Ben Casey







FOURTH GRADE AT the elementary school in my new neighborhood started September 5, 1961.


It had only been three months since our big move from a unit in Roberts Park Housing Project in Norfolk, Virginia, to a house in a city across the Elizabeth River called Portsmouth. Only three days since Mama had last clumsied herself into a fat lip and a sore jaw.


I’d heard a few people ask, “Anne, what happened to your lip?” and I’d heard her reply: “I fell. Clumsy me.”


I knew better, of course. For Mama to survive all these moments of indignity, there was nothing to do but forget. Out of sight, out of mind. I think Mama had hoped the move would change things between her and Daddy. But if she had, she’d been disappointed. Different city, same life.


For me it was a different story. I’d been hatching my escape plan ever since that night on the porch a month earlier.





The first inklings of an actual plan arose for me while watching television.


It was September 27, a Thursday, when Mama said, “Lynette, come watch this new show with me. It’s called Dr. Kildare.”


“Okay, Mama.” I was confused but also intrigued. It was a school night, and I was in my nightgown getting ready for bed. Besides, Mama rarely asked me to do anything with her.


Dr. Kildare aired in black and white at 8:30 p.m. on NBC and was an hour long. By 9:30 p.m., I was usually out like a light. Not that night, though. I sat down on the floor in front of the TV while Mama sat on the couch and eagerly waited.


The show opened with a frantic-looking woman entering the emergency room holding an unconscious boy. She started explaining why the boy was unconscious but got interrupted during the opening credits. This kid is unconscious! He needs help! Help him! The episode elicited a sense of urgency in me, so the credits flashing on the screen were upsetting. The scene played out far too slowly for my taste.


Mama didn’t seem to mind. At the end of the episode, she said, “I like this new show.”


I thought what she liked was Richard Chamberlain, who played the lead. But she didn’t ask me for my opinion, and I didn’t offer one. I went to bed with no comment.





The following Monday was October 2, and another black-and-white medical doctor show aired, this time on ABC. This one was called Ben Casey. Mama let me stay up again, probably since she’d let me watch Dr. Kildare the week before. Did she have a premonition of things to come?


I took my same spot on the floor. Mama was in the kitchen.


“Mama, the show’s starting!” I yelled, thinking, I hope this is better than that Dr. Kildare show.


“I’ll be there in a minute!” she yelled back.


Ben Casey opened with syncopated background music—Duh duh duh duh duh duh duh duh! A man pushed a gurney through double doors in a hospital. I leaned into the opening song. BEN CASEY appeared in white capital letters, momentarily obscuring the man, but unlike in Dr. Kildare, the scene continued. The man was in a big rush as he pushed that gurney through the hospital hallway.


I was immediately intrigued by the drama. Someone was on that gurney covered in a sheet. Who was it? Was the person alive or dead?


Must be alive, I reasoned. No reason to be in such a hurry for a corpse.


I moved closer to the TV set. Mama stayed in the kitchen.


Hospital personnel looked at the man as he pushed the gurney past them. A woman dressed in a white uniform looked on. She wore a cap like the one I’d seen on a nurse on one of my ER visits. A man with thick black-rimmed glasses appeared. He wore a top like the ones worn by the doctors who’d examined me. He quickly glanced at the gurney as the scene changed to a view from the person on the gurney.


I knew it! They’re alive!


I saw what he, or maybe she, was seeing: the ceiling, the overhead lights. The gurney stopped and a dark-haired, dark-eyed, serious-looking man appeared and looked down. The person on the gurney was his next patient. I looked into the doctor’s eyes. I felt he was looking back at me!


Starring Vince Edwards appeared across his chest in white letters. Next, an older man appeared on the screen. He had bad teeth and looked like Harpo Marx. Sam Jaffe appeared on the screen as he scrubbed his hands at a sink.


The final scene was an operation in progress. Everyone wore scrubs, scrub caps, and masks, even those who observed from seats looking down into the room. The syncopated duh duh duh duh duh duh duh duh theme music continued.


Mama’s “minute” lasted the entire length of the show, but I barely noticed. I was hooked. At the end of that first episode, I turned away from the TV and yelled, “Mama, I’m gonna be a doctor!”


“That’s nice, child,” she replied.


She had watched none of that Ben Casey episode while she piddled around in the kitchen, yet she’d let me watch it when I should have been in bed on a school night.


By the end of that first episode, I wanted to be Dr. Ben Casey. It was an epiphany like none I’d ever experienced. Becoming a doctor was my way out! I didn’t know how to make that happen, or who to even talk to about it. Maybe the library would have answers for me. If they were there, I knew I’d find them.





The next day at school, I knew my mission. I went to the library and found books on becoming a doctor. The path was pretty clear: Go to college. Then go to medical school.


No problem! I was motivated.


Mama had gone to college for two years but had dropped out to marry Daddy, have kids, make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches wrapped in wax paper for our brown-bag lunches, and get fat lips and black eyes from walking into walls. That was not going to be my life—no, siree!


When I told Mama I was going to be a doctor, I thought she wasn’t really listening. But about two weeks later, a toy medical kit appeared on my bed. It was a red plastic box with a white cross on it. Inside was a black stethoscope, a plastic syringe, a yellow rubber hammer (to test reflexes, it said in the directions), a thermometer, and an otoscope (to look into ears).


Armed with my new instruments, I rounded up the neighborhood kids. I took my stethoscope and listened to their chests. I hit their knees with my reflex hammer. I looked in their ears with the otoscope. They were my patients, and I was Dr. Charity.


It didn’t take long for them to start running away when they saw me with my doctor kit, especially after the neighbor girl across the street from me, Celestine, told on me.


“Don’t you let Lynette give you a shot,” she yelled. “She sticks you with a pin!”


I admit it. I used a safety pin that Mama used for my little brother’s diapers to give shots. It was quick: one little poke and I was done. I even put a Band-Aid on afterward. I knew what I was doing. Between the pains in my legs and my tummy aches, I’d been to the local hospital’s emergency room a few times. I’d picked up many doctoring tips as I watched all the goings-on there.


“Nurse, draw some blood and send that patient to x-ray,” I’d observed the doctor command.


“Yes, Doctor,” the nurse replied.


Yep, I was going to be a doctor, just like Ben Casey, MD, and just like those doctors in the ER. Finally, people would listen to me. I would stop being invisible and unloved.


Yet there was a difference between my reality and the world of TV make-believe. I’m not sure when I first noticed that all the real doctors and nurses who took care of me were colored and all the make-believe doctors and nurses on TV were white, but eventually, it dawned on me.


Did it make a difference? Not to me.


Dr. Ben Casey gave me hope for something, though I couldn’t have said exactly what it was at the time. I read the Encyclopædia Britannica and the World Book Encyclopedia for guidance. A door-to-door book salesman had talked Mama into buying them the year before. I was so glad he had, because now that I was nine I saw college in my future. I was going to be a doctor!


I read my Weekly Reader. I read about an eleven-year-old orphan girl who was sent to a farm at Green Gables to live. I read about a young girl who lost her parents and went to live with her grandfather on a mountain in the Swiss Alps. I dreamed of traveling there someday. I was eager to explore the unknown. Did I care that these two girls looked nothing like me? Did I care that Ben Casey was a man and also had no resemblance to me? No.


One day Mama came to my room and said “Here.” It was a globe of the world. She never talked to me about my dream, but she knew, as soon as I spoke it out loud that night watching Ben Casey, MD, that I wanted to get away. Why else would she have first given me that toy medical kit and now a globe of the world?


In hindsight, these small acknowledgments of my dream were her way of saying, “Lynette, you will not suffer the same fate as I did.” She’d fallen into a life of spousal abuse with no apparent way out, but she didn’t want that for me.


Later, when I was a young woman, Mama finally told me that she left me alone back then because she knew that I would be able to take care of myself. She called me “tenacious.”















Chapter 4

Matches







IF DR. NEWBY wondered how a nine-year-old developed a stomach ulcer, I never heard about it. It’s possible he mentioned something to Mama about how unusual it would be for a nine-year-old to have enough stress in their lives to manifest such symptoms. Then again, maybe he followed the tried-and-true custom of not butting into other folks’ business.


I wondered whether he speculated about my daddy’s drinking, if my mama ever told the good doctor how her husband used her as a punching bag. If he had known, would he have rescued us and taken us home to live with him? Maybe.


My first memory of seeing Mama get punched in the mouth by Daddy was when I was three years old. It was so scary. Crying, “Mama! Mama!” I ran to her, grabbed her around her waist, and tried to hold her tight.


She pushed me away as she wiped her bloody lip with a dishtowel. “Go on, Lynette. Go outside and play.”


I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how.


The next time Daddy was liquored up again, he hit me. Not in the mouth or stomach like Mama; he took off his belt and hit me on the backs of my legs while he shouted, “Don’tchu ever do that again! Ya hear me!”


“Ow, Daddy! Me and Steve were just playin’ Matches,” I tried to explain.


He wasn’t listening. Whack! Whack!


We still lived in the Liberty Park Housing Projects in Norfolk, Virginia, back then. I had two older brothers, Butch and Steve, and the three of us were always sent to bed around eight o’clock and Daddy and Mama would stay up in the living room watching TV.


The night of that whupping to the legs was a Friday night, a drinking night for Daddy. When we went to bed, I saw that Mama was drinking a beer with him.


I fell asleep only to be woken up by Steve saying, “Lynette, wake up,” and shaking me.


Rubbing my eyes, I said, “Stop shaking me, Steve. Why you in my room?” My bedroom was dark except for a light from somewhere outside that came through the slightly opened venetian blinds.


“Wanna play Matches?” he whispered, holding an object close to my face.


I looked closer. It was a book of matches. I’d seen them all over the house. Mama and Daddy both smoked.


I didn’t know this game, but it was my big brother asking me to play with him. He never wanted to play with me. Whenever I asked him to he’d say, “I can’t play wit you. You’re a girl!”


Now he wanted to play with me, so I said, “Uh-huh.”


“Okay, let’s go in the closet.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me out of bed.


Inside the closet was real dark. He left the door open just enough so a little light could get in. I blinked my eyes a few times, trying to see better.


“Sit down on the floor,” he ordered.


I sat down with my legs tucked under my light-blue nightgown with flowers on it. Steve had on his pajamas too.


“Just do this,” he said as he tore a match out of the matchbook and ran it across the bottom. It made a scratchy sound and burst into flame. The flame was yellow. I could now see his face. He was grinning. Then he blew it out.


Darkness again. There was some smoke and a stinky smell.


“Your turn,” he said. He tore a match out and handed it to me.


I scratched my match on the matchbook like Steve had showed me. It burst into flames. I grinned. It was pretty.


I dropped it in my lap, but I forgot to blow on it first. The lit match began to burn a hole in my nightgown. I jumped up. Steve jumped up. I opened the door to the closet and ran into the living room screaming, “Help! Help!”


Daddy was snoring on the living room couch. I didn’t see Mama. “Daddy! Daddy!” I screamed.


He woke up. He saw me. The first thing he saw was the big burnt hole in my nightgown. Instead of pulling the nightgown up over my head to get it off of me, he grabbed the collar and pulled straight down. It ripped apart and fell to the floor. I stood in the living room wearing only my panties.


He turned me around, first looking at the back of me and then the front. “You burnt?” he asked.


“No, Daddy,” I said, calmer now. “Me and Steve were playin’ a game called Matches and I dropped my match before I blowed it out.” I was about to find out that it wasn’t necessarily a good idea to tell the truth.


“Playin’ wit matches! Playin’ wit matches! Steve! Where you, boy?”


He took off his belt and started in on my legs—whack, whack, whack—while I hopped up and down trying to get away. No such luck. He had a tight grip on my left arm. I finally stopped moving and sat on the floor crying. Steve was crying over in a corner even before Daddy gave him his whupping.


“Playin’ wit matches! Anne!” Daddy shouted.


Mama was already standing in the hallway; she startled when she heard Daddy call her name. She must have heard the commotion and come out of the bedroom, but she’d made no move to interfere.


Daddy had never punished me before, and I couldn’t remember him ever having punished Steve or Butch before, either. Doling out whuppings was Mama’s job—but not this particular night. She just stood there and didn’t say a word. I wonder if she thought he would give her a whupping too. After all, it was her job to manage the children and keep them from playing with matches and potentially getting burned.


“I’m here, Chairdy,” Mama said. She walked to where I stood shivering and handed me another nightgown. “Lynette, put this on.”


It was my second favorite. Light yellow with no flowers. She picked my favorite one up from off the floor, now torn up and with a big burnt hole in it. I watched as she balled it up and threw it in the trash.


Now I was crying hard. The whupping hurt, but seeing my nightgown thrown in the garbage hurt even more. I had three nightgowns and two sets of pajamas, thanks to my granny. Granny had taken me to the department store to get my favorite one. I loved that nightgown because I’d picked it out. My other sleepwear had been purchased for me without any input from me. I wore them all without a complaint, but that nightgown was the only one I’d loved.


Steve was still crying too. Daddy had hit him more times than he had hit me. And harder.


“Steve, you know better,” Mama said. “You older. Serves you right. Now y’all go to bed.”


And that was that. Daddy sat down on the couch. He was breathing hard and sweating and mumbling.





After that, Daddy never hit me again. Whether or not he was distressed by his own behavior, I’d never know. But after that, he left the whuppings of his children to their mama. He saved his whuppings for her.


Mama later told me that my daddy was deeply upset about his behavior that night.


“He was so scared that you had been burned, and when he realized you were okay he lost control,” she said. “He decided at that moment that he would never hit his children again.”


I wonder if he ever thought about giving me a hug and comforting me. Probably not.


Also, you won’t hit your children, but it’s okay to hit your wife?


Made no sense.





The next morning, I looked at the belt marks on my legs. They didn’t hurt. I went into Steve’s room. Butch was still asleep, or at least he was acting like he was asleep. My guess is, he wanted no part of what had happened the night before. He wouldn’t have asked me to play with him. He was convinced that boys didn’t play with girls, not even a game called Matches.


Steve was sore at me for snitching. “Why you tell Daddy we was playin’ wit matches?” he demanded, scowling.


“I told him that we were playin’ Matches!” I protested. “That’s what I called it.”


I didn’t understand that in Daddy’s eyes there was probably little difference between “playing wit matches” and “playing Matches.” Steve’s either, it seemed.


He folded his arms over his chest. “I’m never gonna play wit you again.”


I was now feeling sad about telling Daddy the truth. I didn’t have any friends. My one chance to become friends with my brother, and I’d blown it! Why did I forget to blow out the match before dropping it? Why did I run out of the bedroom and scream? It’s not like I was on fire. The match burned a hole in my nightgown and put itself out. Was it my fault that I didn’t know how to keep a secret? I was only three years old.


Regardless, now there would be no more playtime with Steve. He meant what he said and said what he meant, and he was as true to his word this time as he was any other: we never played anything together again.
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