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You see, I was able to fool folks because I was a really good actress. Well, I mean I am a good actress. I mean, I do have an Emmy Award, an Independent Spirit Award, a Chicago Film Critics Award, three NAACP Image Awards, and a host of award nominations that say so. And let me tell you, I had to pull out all the acting skills for this one…because for a very, very long time I made my way through life wearing this mask…but I was living with so much insecurity, so much fear, and FEAR was huge. It felt like the first emotion I was born cognizant of. It enveloped the air I breathed, it spoke for me, it ruled me and had its way with me…IT WAS THE MONKEY ON MY BACK!
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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my beautiful mother, Lora, who was still fighting the good fight after the completion of this memoir. Mom, you lost that fight, but the presence of your indomitable spirit, love, and humor will live in my heart forever. I know the trials, and the tribulations you endured both as a child and as a woman. This is because my entrance into this world, and the experiences of my life, were so akin to and intertwined with yours. It created a very strong dynamic between the two of us, which, throughout the years, often caused our relationship to be strained and contentious.

It took a long time for me to understand and accept the woman you were, only because it took me that long to understand and accept the woman I became, holding on to my fears for almost a lifetime. But it’s not a cliché that it’s the difficult times that make us stronger and give us a clearer perception.

My perception of you in both our lives became quite clear, Mom. You loved me every second with every morsel of your being, and never wanted me to make the same mistakes you had. I finally recognize how hard you had to work in order to persevere and maintain your sense of dignity and grace through all your adversity. I have the deepest respect, admiration, and love for you, Mother. You are and will always remain my champion.

IN MEMORY OF

LORA MORGAN

(May 22, 2014)


Preface

I can still remember that magical day sitting on the floor of director John Erman’s living room. Only inches away from me was the legendary Henry Fonda, and across from him, perched daintily on the sofa, the great Olivia de Havilland. Filling out the rest of the room, draped across chairs and settled comfortably on the floor, were Georg Stanford Brown, Lynne Moody, Richard Thomas, Marc Singer, Fay Hauser, Greg Morris, Brian Stokes Mitchell, and little ole’ me. I was about to embark on one of the greatest roles of my burgeoning career, and one of the most historical events in television history: Roots: The Next Generations.

I sat, wide-eyed, at the feet of the brilliant author, Alex Haley, as he shared with us the fascinating story of his family’s history. Alex shared that, as a child, he would listen from the doorway as his elders gathered on the porch reciting tales of the old African, Kunta Kinte, being taken from his village and brought to this strange land called America, where he was stripped of his dignity, culture, security, and humanness, and forced to live as a slave.

Because we were preparing for Roots 2, Alex spoke mostly of Kunta’s offspring, and how the African had left his mark of strength and perseverance. The later generations of family that followed would become educated, fight to vote, go off to college, build their own homes, have their own businesses, and one would even become one of the world’s most prolific authors. There would be many great achievements from the Kinte lineage. The old African would have been proud to know that all his suffering had not been in vain.

Alex told us one of the most daunting, yet rewarding, journeys each of us could ever take, would be to travel back down the road our ancestors had paved for us. He implored us to question older members of our families to discover our own family histories, no matter what we unearthed.

I thought about it for a moment and wasn’t too sure I’d find such an inquiry rewarding. If I started with myself and traced backward, my family history would not lend itself to a glorious re-creation.

Yet, Alex’s suggestion resonated deep within, beckoning me to place a phone call that, if nothing else, would help me search for a better knowledge of the past so as to better understand my present.

I was caught up in the cinematic remaking of a family’s history that had very much linked me to my own, and more significantly, to a profound conversation with my great-great-aunt and a journey through my own roots. Both the professional and personal ventures slowly drew me deeper into understanding how the repeated cycles of history can bind us all to what is familiar.

My history was Alex’s history, the history of a family that continues to shape and mold its offspring with greatness, mediocrity, or far less…

Hence, I was propelled to take pen to paper and write this story of the generational cycles I’d been swept up in, particularly because of the person most near and dear… It was via her canal that I had been chosen to enter into this universe—our emotions, fates, and fears for so long knotted in destiny.

I’d often stared at my mother’s still-youthful face and thought about how daunting her life had been, a common thread from one mother to the next…one daughter to the next. I knew the devastating answers. Now it was time to ask the questions.


Part I

The Apple and the Tree Before Me


Chapter 1

Wade County, North Carolina

Late 1940s

“Daddy’s coming down the road and he’s drunk as a skunk! Git the shotgun, Lora! Hurry up!”

Lora stood with her nine-year-old sister, Rosalie, whom everyone called Bunch, standing guard by the side of the house. They were watching their father, John Hammond Smith, staggering down the dirt path toward their four-room shack.

“Bunch, y’all go hide.”

Obediently, the younger girl led the way for six-year-old Franklin and younger sisters, Virginia and Elvira. They knew the drill. They ran out to the back porch and scrunched into their familiar haven underneath the house.

Lora’s two older brothers, JD and Sonny, were out at Miss Alice’s juke joint. Brother Clarence, whom everyone called C, was spending the night at the home of his teacher, Miss Wallace. Baby Shirley was asleep in her makeshift crib in the front room.

Their daddy’s loud drunken calls had people in neighboring shacks pulling back their tattered curtains and shaking their heads. “Here comes that crazy drunk fool, John Hammond.”

Well, far be it from Hammond to disappoint any of them as he yelled loud enough to wake the dead. “Rosie! Rosie! Willie Rose Smith! Goddammit, woman, is you deaf? Hot Damn!”

When John Hammond voiced this particular profanity, everybody knew they’d better run for cover.

Darting into the kitchen, Lora found her mother seated at the table reading the Bible. “Mama! Mama! Come on outside and hide with us. Daddy’s comin’ down the road and he’s hollerin’ for you. He been drinkin’ that white lightnin’; you know what’s gon’ happen!”

Rosie didn’t even raise her eyes as she continued quoting the twenty-third Psalm. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…”

Hammond was now only a few feet from the house as he threatened, “You gon’…rue the day…you didn’t come runnin’…when I called you, Willie Rose!”

Rosie rocked back and forth in her chair, her petite frame hardly causing the chair to ripple. With every word, she pounded a small fist on the table. “I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me.”

Lora didn’t know what good the Bible was going to do for her mother now. “Mama, please, please git out the house ’fore Daddy come in here!”

The front porch creaked as John Hammond entered through the screen door into the front room. “Hot damn! I’m gon’…git my shotgun and…blow yo’ brains out, Willie Rose, you and all the rest of these…wild-ass youngins ’round here!” he spat, filling the room with the menacing odor of alcohol from his breath.

Rosie got up from the table and gingerly crossed into the living room.

Lora stayed behind in the kitchen, out of her father’s view.

“Hammond, you don’t need to be comin’ in here wit’ all that ugliness. Why don’t you go on in there and lie down?”

He laughed wickedly. “Shit! You…the one…who…gon’ be lying… down… Goddamit! Six…feet…under!”

Hammond lunged to make good on his threat and fell, banging his head on the wooden floorboards. He’d slipped on Elvira’s dirty, white baby doll with the hole in the center of its head.

Relief swooshed through Lora’s body, freeing her to breathe normally.

“Lawd have mercy. Lora! Help me git yo’ daddy up off the flo’!”

Lora felt she had no choice but to ignore her mother’s command. She knew this was her last chance. She dashed through the living room, jumped over her father’s head, and rushed into her parents’ bedroom.

Lora hopped up on the bed and grabbed Hammond’s shotgun, which hung in its usual place on the wall above their bed. She darted out the back door and scooted underneath the house with her little brother and sisters, clutching the sawed-off shotgun underneath her arm.

Too drunk to make it up from the floor on his own, Rosie struggled to help lift her five-foot-ten, 185-pound man as best she could.

“Come on now, Hammond. I need you to lift your right foot up.”

Hammond complied, finally managing to get both his feet planted firmly on the floor. “Thank…you…woman,” he mumbled, and then, without missing a beat, he backhanded Rosie in the eye.

Lora huddled tightly together with her four siblings. They were trying to stay warm in the cool night air when they heard their mother’s scream.

Little Elvira began to cry. Lora wrapped a protective arm around her. “Shhhhh.”

Lora lived in constant fear for her mama, and she swore to herself that she would never suffer like her mama, and that she would never, ever, get married.

The argument continued above them. “Why you always gots to be knockin on me, Hammond? I ain’t done nothin’ to you!”

Still in a drunken rage, Hammond belted, “You done knocked me… down! That’s what you done! Made me…hurt my head! And where’s… my…goddamn…shotgun?”

Rosie started backing away, staring fearfully through one open eye, the other now swelling into a small slit. “I ain’t took that thang, Hammond. Please don’t hit me no mo’!” 	

He put his hand up to his pounding head, stumbled and sat on the side of the bed, slightly incoherent and mumbling to himself. “I know…what, that…old…fast…ass…yaller…gal done…come…in here… and…took…took…my shotgun.”

Hammond was obviously referring to his eldest daughter, Lora, whose complexion was light-skinned, like his own. When he was drunk, she was yaller gal. When he was sober, she was pretty gal.

It was a matter of fact that Lora Isabelle Smith was a lot more than pretty; she was stunning, with warm brown eyes set in a beautiful, oval-shaped face. Her long, soft hair fell past her shoulders when the pressing comb was used, which was only on Sundays for church. And as was a trademark of a Hammond daughter, she had gorgeous, filled-out legs. But it was fair to say that all Hammond’s girls were beauties. The formidable patriarch wouldn’t have had it any other way.

Lora knew things might not have gone this far if her two older brothers had been present. Hammond tended to curtail his shenanigans when one of his older sons was around. JD and Sonny feared their father as much as anyone, but when it came to their mother, whom they adored, they would attempt to protect her at all costs.

After all his fussin’, cussin’, and fightin’, and with his head still throbbing, Hammond passed right on out.

Rosie hurried outside to rescue her babies from under the house. They were all glad to get out of the cold and back into the warmth of their tiny dwelling. All except my mother, Lora, who took one look at her mama’s battered face and wished she could get far, far away from that place. But unfortunately, she wouldn’t get far enough, because her deepest, darkest fears would one day become her brightest, most stark realities…


Chapter 2

“Mama, look at your face!”

It seemed like early dawn when Lora awoke to JD shouting from the kitchen. Her brother’s voice cracked with unsteadiness.

“I’m gon’ kill Daddy. I swear fo’ God, I’m gon’ kill him!” JD fumed.

“And I’ll help,” Sonny seconded.

Rosie sat quietly at the table, feeding baby Shirley, but she quickly stood once Sonny added his two cents, his face filled with a silent, smoldering fury. Rosie took one look at her second eldest son and an alarm went off inside of her. She didn’t underestimate the rage in either of her sons, but it was Sonny who posed the greater threat.

Hammond sat in the front room smoking his pipe, eavesdropping on his eldest son’s threats. He knew they were quite serious about wanting to murder him, but Hammond also knew that neither boy was a real threat unless he was still drunk as a skunk.

Rosie’s small voice bellowed through the tiny house as she took definitive authority over the Sunday morning routine. “JD, I want you to go on in there and make sho’ them sleepyheads, C and Bunch, are outta that bed fo’ we be late for church.

“Now, git to it; ya’ll ain’t about to make me miss Reverend Arnold’s sermon this mornin’.”

Everybody got dressed in their Sunday best, which was the exact same clothing they wore every Sunday, but they were always freshly cleaned and ironed. When they were set to depart, Rosie crossed into the front room cradling baby Shirley in her arms, leaned over, dutifully kissed her husband on the cheek, and then walked out the door.

Lora held onto little Virginia and Elvira, following behind her mother. She didn’t utter one word to her father; neither did JD nor Sonny.

Her younger sister, Bunch, looked up at Hammond, and said, with a mock sweetness, “Goodbye, Daddy.” Then knowing he didn’t have eyes in the back of his head, she stuck out her tongue.

Franklin, with his expressive eyes and fat cheeks, smiled and said, “We gon’ pray for you in church today, Daddy…all day long.”
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Lora was quite aware of the stares from all the churchgoers. She felt their eyes boring a hole through her and heard the whispers as her family filed down the aisle to their usual pew. Rosie’s face was a shame before God, and everybody knew it.

Reverend Arnold was at the pulpit giving an untimely, and what now seemed to the children, a somewhat jarring sermon about “Christian Home Relationships.”

“I’m reading from Ephesians chapter five, starting at verse twenty- two. Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord! For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church; and He is the savior of the body. Therefore, as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be unto their own husbands in everything. Can I get an amen? I said, can I get an—”

Reverend Arnold stopped mid-sentence as the whispers caused him to look up from his place in the Bible. He must have realized why he wasn’t getting the proper response from the congregation. How could anyone believe that Willie Rose’s huge, blue and purple eye was the will of the Lord?

The shame and embarrassment of her mother’s battered face kept Lora’s eyes glued to the floor.

The reverend was determined to grab the focus back from everyone’s nosey curiosity, and seemed quite anxious to get on to the next part of his sermon.

“I said, can I get an amen? Somebody?!”

The congregation snapped to attention. “Amen! Hallelujah!”

As Reverend Arnold barreled on through his sermon, Lora grew angry. The only thing worse than everyone knowing she had a father who went on drunken binges and beat his wife was the minister somehow condoning her father’s behavior.

Apparently satisfied with the crowd’s response, Reverend Arnold continued with much less fervor in a directive toward the men. “So, too, husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave Himself for it. That He might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word. That He might present a glorious church, not having a spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing, but that it should be holy and without blemish. So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife, loveth himself!”

Reverend Arnold shouted again, “Can I get an amen?!”

Again the congregation responded. “Amen!”

The reverend wanted more fervor. “I said…can…I…get…an…amen?!”

The church appeased the reverend by roaring loud enough for their voices to reverberate through the heavens. “Yes, Jesus! Amen! Amen! Amen!”

Then Reverend Arnold uttered a quiet reprimand, “Best you pay attention and use your voices to shout the name of the Lord, and thus refrain from whispering about your neighbors’ business, lest you run the risk of encouraging God to remove your vocal cords.”

He moved to the side of the altar and sat in his big leather armchair. A look of serenity came over the reverend’s face as the New Zion Choir began to belt out “The Old Rugged Cross.”

In a moment of desperation, Lora caught Reverend Arnold’s eyes. She held her breath, wishing God could let him read her thoughts, hoping he would maybe come to their house and have a word with Hammond.

But the reverend looked away. Lora realized it was just as well. Hammond wouldn’t have let another man come and tell him how to run his house. Not even a preacher man.
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After a small stint as a bellman in a white hotel, John Hammond had moved his family out to the country and become a sharecropper. He soon developed a Friday and Saturday night proclivity for drinking everybody else under the table, gambling, backhanding his downtrodden wife, and diligently leaving emotional scars amongst all members of his household. Enveloped by poverty during the Depression and segregation in the backwoods of a small Carolina town, and with eleven mouths to feed, this weekend recreation seemed to be his only outlet.

Bunch had a particularly rebellious and angry nature coupled with enormous feelings of insecurity that were shared by her older brother, Sonny. The two were the darkest of Hammond and Rosie’s offspring and when properly intoxicated, their father would quickly spew out offensive language, referring to them as his two, ugly black tar babies.

Through the week, a decidedly sober Hammond was another sort altogether. He exuded a quiet manner, introspective and dignified. He was good to his family and provided for them as best he could, never lifting a finger to strike his precious wife. His tone was mild and respectful, though there was never a doubt who was ruler of the roost.

Hammond had a reputation outside as well as inside the home, as someone not to be tampered with. In fact, he was feared by many and had no need to demand respect. It was hard to come by a man, black or white, who was willing to stand toe-to-toe with John Hammond.

He never whipped any of his children, leaving that discipline to his wife. Sometimes, the way Rosie used a switch, Hammond’s children felt she must be venting all the anger from her own multiple beatings. At times, she’d whip them across bare legs so hard, she’d draw blood. The offense could be as small as accidentally breaking a glass. Or if a child were caught looking up at guests while they conversed with Hammond and Rosie over Sunday dinner, there would be hell to pay. Before the guests could get out of the door good, Rosie would send the chosen one out into the woods to fetch a switch; if it wasn’t big enough, she’d send them back for one more appropriate.

Hammond also demanded that the only whippings any of them better ever get were inside his house. If any child got beat by some bully, Hammond would have Rosie give them another beating once they got home.

One smoldering hot day, Bunch came tearing into the house, sweating and trying to catch her breath. “Daddy, Daddy! Them Wilford brothers chasing C down the road again!”

C was two steps behind Bunch, also sweating and more out of breath than his sister.

Hammond took a look through the screen and then turned to his son. “What you doin’ runnin’ in here like you wearin’ some skirt fo’, boy?”

C stared at his father incredulously.

“Don’t be lookin’ at me like I done lost my mind. You best git on back out there, and I mean quick and in a hurry, too.”

“But, Daddy,” C pleaded.

Hammond walked back to the screen door and watched four of the five Wilford boys standing down the road, daring the mama’s boy to come out.

He turned to C with a quiet sternness. “Now I know ain’t no mama’s boy livin’ in this here house, so let me tell you what you gon’ do. You gon’ walk out this house, and back on down the road to where them four sissies is standing. You gon’ pick out the biggest and the baddest and you gon’ hit him first. Now unless you gon’ deaf, I spect I done made myself clear, Son.”

C felt a cold chill through his body and knew he feared his father more than he’d ever fear any of the Wilford boys. Slowly, he turned, and with an iron will, marched out of the house and down the road.

“Come on, Sucker! I dare you to take a step across this line,” Sam Wilford, the biggest and the baddest, threatened as he drew a line across the dirt road with a stick.

The other Wilfords chimed in. “Yeah, come on, Chicken! We dare you! Where’s your mama?”

This would be the last time the brothers would ever talk about C’s mother. He never broke his stride from the moment he walked out of the house. C walked down the porch steps, down the dirt road, across the line in the sand, and socked Sam with a left-handed punch that Archie Moore would have been proud of. C actually broke Sam Wilford’s jaw. The Wilford brothers stood there, stunned, as their biggest and baddest brother lay on the ground screaming like a mama’s boy.

Hammond, who’d been watching through the screen door, came out on the front porch with a slight grin at the corners of his mouth and hollered, “C! Time to come on in now, Son. Supper’s ready.”


Chapter 3

“Git on way from here now! Why can’t you jus’ leave me be!”

There was the piercing sound of glass breaking.

“I’m ’bout tired of yo’ mess, Hammond!”

Lora, C, Bunch, Frank, Virginia, and Elvira were walking home from Friday evening Bible Study when they heard their mother’s screams. Lora thought it was way too early for Hammond to be home. The night was still young and their father surely had six or seven more hours of drinking and carousing to relish.

Nonetheless, Lora took off like a colored person running from the Klan, with C and Bunch right by her side. Franklin was doing his best to keep up, as were Virginia and Elvira, that is, until the tiny tots heard their father yelling about gittin’ his shotgun! Then they sat down along the side of the road and began to sob.

Franklin turned back, watching the big tears stream down his little sisters’ faces. He joined them, placing an arm around their slumped shoulders. He’d probably wanted to cry, too, but held back, fearing his daddy might come and shoot him for behaving like a sissy.

Lora was the first one through the door, barely missing a glass that came flying through the kitchen. Her mother’s dress was torn and yet another purple bruise had begun to blossom on her cheek.

“Now…Li’l Rosie…you best…best…stop throwin’ them glasses…if… you…you…know…what’s good fo’ you.”

Hammond ducked beneath the kitchen table as Rosie threw a cup. It crashed at Bunch’s feet. Bunch was now standing in the kitchen doorway next to Lora and in front of C.

“Goodness gracious, Mama! Can’t you aim better than that?! Daddy’s right there underneath the table; stoop down and hit him with that empty milk jar that’s behind you!”

Lora’s father lifted himself up, grabbing the shotgun he’d let fall to his feet once he’d begun pounding his fists into Rosie.

Hammond raised the firearm and pointed it directly at Bunch. Everyone froze.

“Why…you li’l…smart mouth…hefa! Gon’…on…over…there and… sit…yo’ yo’…li’l…li’l…skinny rump…on the flo’.”

Lora stepped in front of her younger sister. “Don’t you listen to Daddy. You stay right here. He can’t shoot us all at the same time.”

C tried his luck at manhood. “Daddy, you best leave my mama alone. You best leave my sister alone, too!”

Hammond fixed a drunken glare on the children standing before him. The room’s tone was unnatural. Nobody budged.

A light-brown-skinned, weathered and scarred hand slowly raised the shotgun.

“Then…all…all…of…you…you…smart asses…go…on over there wit… yo’…mama. And I mean quick and in a hurry, Goddammit!”

They stood in solidarity, like slabs of stone.

Hammond gritted his teeth. Spat. Pointed his shotgun up toward the ceiling, pulled the trigger and blew a hole clean through the roof of the house. Everyone screamed in a panic as Bunch and C scurried over to Rosie quick and in a hurry!

C put a protective arm around Rosie as she screamed, “Hammond, please don’t shoot that thang no mo’!”

But Hammond paid no attention, aiming the shotgun directly at Lora.

Rosie was beside herself. “Hammond, is you done gon’ mad?!!”

“I’m talkin’ to…you…too, ya…li’l yalla gal. If you don’t…git on over there…wit…yo’ mama you…sho…gon’ wish you had!”

Lora looked into her father’s face without flinching. After living with Hammond’s threats for as long as she could remember, Lora knew that no matter how much liquor he’d consumed, he’d never shoot her. “You gon’ be real sorry, Daddy, real sorry.” And with that she tore from the house in a mad search for her two older brothers.

Meanwhile, Hammond turned back to Rosie. “If you don’t… don’t whip that…fast…yalla gal, I’m just…gon’…gon’ have ta whip you…Li’l Rosie.”

“My Lord, Hammond, these babies ain’t done a thang to you! How in the world you gon’ come in here and start threatenin’ to shoot yo’ own chilrens? Why don’t you just leave ’em be?!”

This time the shotgun was aimed at Rosie.

“Now…I…I…I see where they git…git they smart…lip from. You… suppose to be a…righteous influence. I…should…shoot you and…all these…li’l hefas right…right now…you all needs to be leavin’ here… tonight! Godammit!”

Rosie put her hands on her hip and courageously threatened her husband in turn.

“You can kill me, John Hammond, but you sho’ can’t eat me!”

The children looked up at their mother in utter bewilderment. What in the world did she mean by such foolishness? Bunch rolled her eyes and thought how much luckier their daddy was to be married to Rosie than to her. She wouldn’t be wasting any time saying dumb things like their mother just had. She’d be plotting some horrific way to do away with his evil ass.
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“Daddy’s been beatin’ on Mama!”

She’d hardly gotten the words out before JD, Otis Miller, Wesley Dobbs, and Charles Jones took off running. Lora found them at Otis Miller’s having a Friday night fish fry. Sonny was the only one missing. He’d left a few minutes early to walk his girlfriend, Helen, home.

Hammond might not have been as drunk as he’d been only a short while before. He was instantly aware of the impending arrival of JD and his entourage. He rushed over to the screen door and witnessed the angry and agitated youths approaching.

“Now…where…them sons of bitches…think they goin’?!”

Bunch slithered up behind her father with an evil smile. “They comin’ to kill yo’ evil ass, Daddy. Look like you the one gon’ be leaving here tonight.”

The only reason Hammond didn’t respond to Bunch’s razor tongue was that he’d barely heard it. His full attention was focused on the riled-up young men.

Stepping onto the porch, Hammond raised his shotgun and aimed it directly at the foursome.

“Hot damn! Don’t nobody take another step!”

Lora ignored her father, frantically slipping into the house to check on Rosie and her siblings.

Hammond looked over at Otis Miller, who was much too effeminate for his taste, then over to Wesley Dobbs, who had to be the most unattractive young man in all of Godwin County; he was lucky to even get fat, pimple-faced Arlene Hicks for a date. Then Hammond stared at Charles Jones, whose eyes were slightly crossed, and finally over at his son, JD.

The slightly drunken patriarch belched, gritted his teeth, and coughed up foul liquid that he spat out. A trace of spittle landed right between Charles’s crossed eyes.

“Dammit, Daddy! Didn’t I tell you ’bout beatin’ on my mama?!”

“I don’t give a mule’s ass ’bout you tellin’ nobody…nothin’! Godammit! But I’m gon’…tell…you… somethin’. If you don’t git Miss Sissified…Ole Ugly…and cockeyed…Li’l Piss in the pants…away from ’round here, they mommas gon’ be visitin’ them over at Horton’s Funeral Home tomorrow, and fo’ certain, yo’ mama gon’ be right there wit’ ’em!”

“You the only one headed over to Horton’s tomorrow, Daddy! I warned you about hittin’ on my mama!”

JD walked toward the steps and Hammond fired two shots to the ground, but JD kept coming.

Lora and her mother came screaming out to the porch.

Rosie shrieked, “Nooo!!! Nooo!!!”

Hammond looked over at his wife with disgust. “Shut up, woman! You disturbin’ the peace!”

John Hammond pointed at JD’s feet. “Boy, you take another step and you gon’ be about…a crippled…dead…li’l nigga!”

Lora watched in horror as her mother threw herself in front of JD and physically blocked him from advancing any closer toward his father.

“Lawd have mercy, Hammond! Please, put that shotgun down! Please don’t shoot my baby!”

“You best talk to his fool ass then, ’cause he gon’ make me do somethin’ I ain’t ’bout to regret tomorrow.”

Rosie beseeched Otis Miller. “Please take JD and ask your mama to let him and Sonny stay wit y’awl for the night.”

“That’s no problem, Miss Rosie. Come on, JD; let’s get on back over to my place. We gotta try to head Sonny off. Can’t have no family killin’ each other. This ain’t nothing but crazy!”

“Hell, naw! Mama, I ain’t leaving you in this house wit’ Daddy,” JD declared, gently pushing his mother from his path.

Lora had heard stories about how the slaves were never to look a white person in the eye. Even now, there were blacks who still felt intimidated looking into the eyes of white folks. But not John Hammond. He taught his children to always look him, and everyone else in the eye when they were being spoken to. “Look me in the eye,” he’d chant, “look me in the eye.” At that moment, his son was doing exactly that, and with pure hatred.

Rosie shrieked, “Lawd, Jesus!!”

Lora shouted, “Daddy!” as Hammond pointed his shotgun right between JD’s eyes.

Wesley Dobbs yelled out, “Jesus Christ! Mr. Hammond! What on earth are you doing?! You can’t be that damn drunk!”

Hammond immediately pointed his shotgun in Wesley’s face.

“Who the hell…you talkin’ to?! Don’t make me have to shoot yo’ ole…ugly…monkey ass!”

That gave JD his opening as he knocked the gun out of his father’s hand as Sonny burst through the screen door, racing to pick it up.

Sonny had caught sight of their father from the road, sneaked around and entered through the back of the house. Now with shotgun in hand, he aimed at his father with fingers ready to pull the trigger. But in the nick of time, Rosie knocked the barrel away before bullets rang out.

“Mercy! Jesus! You almost killed your daddy! Oh my Lawd! You just about killed yo’ daddy!”

In a split-second, Hammond grabbed the shotgun away from Sonny and pointed it into his son’s chest, backing him off the porch.

“Git the hell off of my property! Don’t nobody threaten to shoot John Hammond in his own house! You li’l black nigger!!! I’m the man in this goddamn house! Always runnin’ ’round here gittin’ in me and Rosie’s business. She might be yo’ mama, goddammit! But she my goddamn wife! Now since you and yo’ brother wanna be the men ’round here, you gon’ git out and git yo’ own damn house! Then you can be the man over there! But come sun-up tomorrow, yo’ li’l narrow asses best be long gon’ from here!”

Rosie clutched her chest; her eyes filled with tears. “Why would you try to shoot yo’ daddy like that? What would we do wit’out yo’ daddy?”

JD took Rosie firmly around the waist. “It’s okay, Mama. Daddy’s alive and well. Come on and let me take you back in the house.”

The two went inside as the friends grabbed Sonny and pulled him away from the yard. Hammond walked off in the opposite direction. His youngest children, still sitting on the side of the road, watched their father as he drifted past, cursing obscenities and mumbling to himself.

“Next time one of you li’l niggas aim a damn shotgun at yo’ daddy… you sho’ best pull the trigger…’cause if you fuck up…Peter gon’ be waitin’ at the gate for ya.”

Lora was baffled. How could her mother care one iota about what happened to their father? He was despicable. God would’ve been doing them all a favor to take him away.

She waited until he disappeared through the darkened fog and then went to collect her siblings. They were all clumped together sitting by the side of the road, and still scared half to death.

Lora cringed inside, tilting her throbbing head toward the sky. God, what did any of us do to ever deserve a daddy like this?


Chapter 4

Harlem, New York City

Late 1950s

I skipped ahead of my mommy, who meandered behind me, speaking to a few neighbors on our block.

“Would you like a cookie, sweetie?” a man’s voice called to me from his spot on the ground between two trash cans.

He waved a chocolate chip cookie at me. I remember thinking that he looked like the horses I colored in my coloring books. His giant head was mammoth, quite long and narrow. His black doe eyes would have been lovely had they not been so close together, and he was bobbing his head up and down as if he wanted to be petted.

Nonetheless, I wanted that cookie. I grabbed at the treat but missed as he quickly raised it over his head. He beckoned me forward with a grimy index finger.

“Get back, you lunatic!” Mommy intervened. She knocked the cookie to the ground and snatched me out of the man’s reach.

I thought she’d done a very mean thing and Mr. Horse must have thought so, too. “You filthy bitch!”

A horrified look crossed Mommy’s face as she stared down at the long, dirty piece of meat hanging out of Mr. Horse’s unzipped pants. But it was his loud voice, and that familiar word, bitch, which sent the familiar jolt throughout my body. Suddenly, I felt we were in a familiar situation Mommy couldn’t protect us from. She never could.

Mommy grabbed my hand. The chant, often played in my head, was now sung aloud, “Run, Mommy! Run!” And with that, came the ever-present twitching in the pit of my stomach.

Racing the block to our apartment, my short, chubby legs fought to keep up with Mommy’s long, pretty ones, while the lecherous derelict was in hot pursuit.

At least she was smart enough to already have her key out to open the front, metal plate security door. We made it through, but Mommy closed the door with such force, she must have knocked Mr. Horse in the face. We certainly didn’t stop to check. We just heard the scream of agony.

“You fucking whore! I’ll cut your throat!”

But the two of us bolted up the three flights of stairs and into our apartment, slamming the door behind us!

Once we had safely made it into our apartment, I ran over to the sofa and tucked my knees up to my chest, trembling. I was unnerved by an ordeal I didn’t quite understand, except the emotion of fear, which was all too familiar.

Mommy swooped me up in her arms, hugging me tightly.

“Debbi, you must never, ever, take anything from strangers.”

I responded by obediently nodding my head.

She kissed my lips and whispered gently, “Stop shaking, sweetheart; you don’t have to be afraid anymore. Everything’s all right now.”

But the softness in her tone did nothing to reassure me. How could I believe the declaration? I lived and breathed fear every weekday in dreadful anticipation of weekends. I recognized fear long before I learned how to spell my name. I felt like I had been born cognizant of fear. It enveloped the air I breathed; it spoke for me; it ruled me and had its way with me… it was the monkey on my back.
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My mommy, Lora, my daddy, George, and little old me lived in a two-bedroom railroad flat. It was the third floor of a five-floor walk-up on 117th Street and Fifth Avenue. Technically, Harlem, and not the rich section of Fifth Avenue, but Mommy had made it as much of a showplace as she and Daddy could afford.

The entrance to the apartment was a nicely decorated living room. Its walls were painted a dusty rose with shiny white trim. In the corner of the room was a long window adorned with white embroidered curtains, which helped conceal the unattractive view of the alley. Directly across from the front door, on the largest wall in the room, sat a big, black sofa with white piping. The couch was quite unusual. It had two attached white Formica end tables. Friends commented on how impressive it was. Daddy enjoyed impressing.

To the left of the living room was my parents’ bedroom. It was the only room in the apartment that faced the street. It had a beautiful mahogany dresser lined with dainty doilies and beautiful bottles topped with Mommy’s perfumes.

A walk down the long, narrow hall took one past the small bathroom decorated in pink and white, through the yellow kitchen, and into my blue and white room. Blue was my favorite color and Mommy had my walls painted in all different shades of blue. In the corner, across from my bed, sat a huge, blue and white dollhouse; I was consumed by it. I didn’t care much about the dolls; I loved decorating all the rooms with my pretty doll furniture.

The most prevalent marker in our home, even more than the decor, was the scent of Old Spice. My father’s cologne permeated the entire place. This was somehow befitting since Daddy’s presence was larger than life.

A brand-new console sat across from the couch, which housed the TV and the Hi-Fi. Its shelves held all of Daddy’s hottest LPs, mostly of Ray Charles. Ray Charles was Daddy’s idol, and whenever music was heard streaming from our apartment, it was a rarity not to hear Ray’s melodious voice. I hated Ray’s voice. B.B. King was another favorite. I hated his voice, too, but Ray Charles held the throne.
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It was a Thursday night…always the calm before the storm. Mommy undressed me and began rubbing my hands and feet, which was always so soothing.

“You have to be up for nursery school at seven o’clock, so Mommy’s going to give you a quick, hot bath.”

“Mommy, will you read me Goldilocks and the Three Bears?” I stalled. Maybe, if Mommy read to me all night, Friday would not come so fast.

“Not tonight, Baby; it’s late. On the weekend, Mommy will let you stay up late and tell you all the stories you want to hear.”

I looked into that beatific face. The bruise underneath her eye had almost disappeared, but the memory of how she had gotten it had not. And when she smiled down at me, there was still the gaping hole where her front tooth used to be. Yet she was by far, the prettiest mommy in the whole world.

People remarked about her all the time: “That is one gorgeous woman!”

While he was playing cards and drinking one night, I overheard Daddy say to his friends, “Shit, Man, my woman’s got an ass that would launch ships!” I didn’t know what the comment meant, but from the adoring smile and gleam in Daddy’s eye, he obviously adored Mommy’s ass. I wished Daddy always had that adoring look in his eye.

It was highly unlikely there’d be any storytelling on the weekend. I loved Mommy so much and cried myself to sleep many nights because I was too little and too scared to protect us. Mommy was much bigger, but she couldn’t protect us either.

If only I was brave and strong and could use my fists the way my father could. The only good I could do was to pray to God each night that Daddy would die.

“Dear Jesus, please take Daddy away so he can rest. He must be awfully tired of fighting and yelling all the time. If you would put your hand on his heart, so it would stop screaming, he’d be so happy, and so would Mommy and I.”

As I began to drift off, I heard the front door creak as it slowly opened and realized he’d come in. The bubbles in the pit of my stomach started foaming even though it was only Thursday and Daddy hadn’t stopped off at the bar before coming home…

After a half-hour or so had passed, there was an undeniable stillness in the house. It was only then was I able to fall into a deep sleep.

But tomorrow was another day.


Chapter 5

“Rise and shine, Sleepyhead.”

It was 7:01 a.m. when Mommy pulled the covers away and saw my tiny form hunched into a tight, fetal position. She smothered me with kisses, but when she leaned back, she must have witnessed the brief hint of fear in my eyes. I was acutely aware that today was Friday.

“Good morning, Mommy.”

I attempted a smile as she held me against her breast for the longest moment.

“Good morning, my sweet baby. You scoot on to the bathroom now while Mommy gets your breakfast ready.”

I went and stood on my stool in front of the bathroom sink and squeezed a glob of peppermint toothpaste onto my toothbrush. Then I took a lick with some on my tongue. After all, why shouldn’t my tongue be as clean as my teeth?

It was then that I heard her laughter. Mommy was telling Daddy about Butch, a boy in my nursery school class.

“She runs on and on about this Butch. You should hear her, George. ‘He’s so handsome, Mommy…and he has the prettiest hair.’ ”

I could not believe Mommy was telling Daddy about my dearest secret. The Friday knots in my stomach were already beginning and now I was terrified of his reaction. But surprisingly, Daddy didn’t even raise his voice.

“All I know is, that little knucklehead better stay away from my baby,” Daddy mumbled, with a slight chuckle.

Mommy echoed Daddy’s chuckle as she bounced into the bathroom to help me finish up. Then we hurried back into my room where all my clothes were laid out.

“Mommy,” I whispered, “why did you tell Daddy about Butch? You shouldn’t have told him. He’s gonna be really mad.”

My sad dark eyes must have given away my fear of betrayal.

“Oh, Baby, Mommy’s sorry. I didn’t know you didn’t want me to tell Daddy about Butch. But why would he be mad at you?”

Mommy must have lost all her marbles. We both knew it didn’t take much to anger my father, but I couldn’t form the words to tell her this.

“Don’t worry, Sweetheart. I promise he won’t be mad, okay? Now, your breakfast is on the table. Run in and eat it while it’s nice and hot. Oh, Daddy’s taking you to nursery school this morning. Mommy has to go to the dentist.”

She blurted this out over her shoulder while rushing from my room.

I slowly moped my way to the kitchen and climbed up in my chair. Looking down at the plate of hot grits, eggs, and bacon, I was not very happy. I understood it was important for my mother to have her tooth put back in, but couldn’t she take me to nursery school first? I didn’t relish being taken by my father, not today.

These thoughts swam through my little head as I hurriedly finished my hominy grits filled with butter. I loved grits with lots of butter. They were a close third after ice cream and chocolate chip cookies, but I absolutely hated bacon and eggs.

I peeked out into the hall and saw that my parents’ bedroom door was closed. I quickly grabbed my plate from the table and ran over to the broom closet where I proceeded to scrape the bacon and eggs off into a far corner. I covered the food with an old rag and shut the door.

“Scooby-Doo! Have you finished eating? Time to hit the road, Jack!”

My father shouted out in the hip slang of the day. He was all of twenty-three years old, and as fine as wine, another hip slang that was used to describe a black man as beautiful and sharp as he was. At six-feet-one with a slim physique, he had a warm, toasted almond complexion, natural wavy hair that didn’t need a process, a long slender nose and high cheekbones. But most apparent were the two very deep dimples in his cheek that’d been genetically passed on to me.

I’d made it back up into my chair just in time, pretending to finish my breakfast. My father walked into the kitchen with his usual swagger, dressed to kill. He had on a chocolate, double-breasted, pinstriped suit, with a white, tailor-made shirt and dark-brown alligator shoes.

I looked up at this resplendent man and saw why Mommy loved him so, even though he often made it so difficult. He was the epitome of sweetness and warmth as he helped me on with my light-blue coat with the white fake fur collar. Now as I thought about it, I realized there were many times Daddy was sweet, especially through the week when he had to work and keep a clear head.

Daddy was a butcher in one of those fancy downtown delicatessens on Park Avenue. He always changed out of his cool duds into his khaki pants and work shirt with the full apron, the one with the bib that went around the neck. If he wasn’t working, he looked like a man who was too cool to have to lift a finger. Yet no matter his other faults, my father was a hard worker who supported his family and made sure we were always dressed as sharply as he.

Being a butcher didn’t make us rich by any means, but it was a decent living. He also got huge tips from those wealthy, white, penthouse ladies whenever he delivered their prime sirloins. They thought he looked like a black matinee idol. So whenever Daddy, Mommy, and I walked down our Harlem street, we were always a sight to behold.

“Who’s got the prettiest legs in town?” Daddy asked as we walked hand in hand toward the nursery school.

“Me, Daddy, me!”

He loved saying my fat chubby legs were the prettiest around. Every so often, Daddy tickled the inside of my palm. It made me laugh, and for a moment, I forgot there was anything to be troubled about.

“Daddy, will you come home earlier today and take Mommy and me to the Five and Dime for a banana split?”

The fantasy of the moment was over and I was back to being troubled. Maybe I could devise some plan to get my father home before he had a chance to stop off at the bar.

“I’m not sure if I’ll be able to do that, Baby, but if I can’t, Mommy will most definitely take you.”

We reached the corner of 112th Street where the nursery school was located on the first floor of the Steven Foster housing project.

Daddy looked down at me. “So Mommy tells me you like a little boy named Butch.” I was too frightened to respond, so I didn’t.

“Debbi, did you hear me talking to you?”

“Uh…yes…Daddy. Please don’t be mad…I only like him sometimes.”

He laughed out loud, which was joy to my ears. “Baby, it’s all right. Daddy’s not mad at you. You’re so pretty, you’re going to break all the boys’ hearts.”

My father’s reaction happily convinced me he was not upset about Butch. Then, scooping me up in his arms, he planted a kiss on my fat, dimpled cheek. “You be a good girl today, and if I don’t get to go with you and Mommy to the Five and Dime, you tell her to let you have my extra scoop of ice cream, okay?”

I lovingly squeezed around his neck, wishing the moment could stand still.

As he sat me back down on my feet, I heard someone calling, “Debbi! Debbi!”

A raspy baritone was heard out of the mouth of a five-year-old boy who was running down the street with his older brother lagging behind.

“Daddy, here comes Butch!” I announced gleefully.

The handsome Butch with the pretty hair, the object of my endearment, was fast approaching. The truth of the matter was that Butch didn’t have a single strand of hair on his head. He’d had a severe case of ringworm and his head had been completely shaved. I happened to find that look particularly appealing and defined it in my mind as having pretty hair.

Butch also had a few battle scars from some of his daily scuffles. All the kids in the nursery school were terrified of him, all except me. That was because Butch was in love with me and made sure no one ever bothered me. And he was always trying to come up with ways to express his love for me.

“Hey, Debbi! Wait for me!”

And as my little heart went pitter-patter at the sight of my enormous affection approaching, Bam! Butch hauled off and punched me in the stomach with his little fist. It was too bad Daddy wasn’t still holding me in his arms. For a second, I felt as though the wind had been knocked out of me, but I quickly recovered.

Butch ran through the double doors with me chasing right behind. “Wait, Butch! Wait for me!”

One would think Butch presented too much of a disturbing familiarity and would therefore be incapable of kindling my heart. However, it was the brutal familiarity that oddly drew me toward him. He was also my protector, and I had such a desperate need to feel protected.

Daddy couldn’t believe what had taken place, it’d happened so fast. “Come back here, you little knucklehead!”

He chased after Butch, who’d already begun rough-housing with another little boy in the hallway, and snatched him up by his pants, holding him high in the air.

“Don’t you ever hit my little girl again or you’ll be very sorry; you got that?!”

“Let go of me! Get offa’ me!” Butch screamed defiantly.

Miss Brunson, our nursery school teacher, came running out into the hall to find the source of the commotion. All the other kids came running out behind her.

“What on earth is the matter?”

“This li’l tyrant punched my daughter in the stomach; that’s what’s the matter. If he ever puts his hands on her again, I’ll whip his butt. Now get out of here!”

Daddy lowered Butch to the ground. The boy ran into the classroom, but I stood there frozen, not knowing what to do.

“I want everyone to go inside and wait for me, quietly, right now,” Miss Brunson admonished all the children. “Debbi, Sweetheart, you go wait by the door.”

Miss Brunson was so perceptive. She must have known I’d be too embarrassed to walk into the classroom alone after what’d happened. However, I wouldn’t move from my spot until Daddy gave the okay.

“Debbi, did you hear what your teacher said?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

I quickly ran over to the door, pretending not to pay attention, but I shuffled back close enough to hear their conversation.

I couldn’t help but notice Miss Brunson’s body language. Now that she was alone with my father, she seemed a bit nervous. This was only the third time Daddy had ever brought me to school. On the other two occasions, he’d simply waved to Miss Brunson who’d been standing by the door talking with another parent; then he’d whisked off to work.

As Miss Brunson spoke to my father, she had a weird, fixed smile plastered across her face, and an unusual quiver in her voice. I wondered if Daddy could see her knees knocking together. I’d never seen Miss Brunson so out of character.

“Mister…Mister… uh…”

She could hardly speak Daddy’s name with any clarity, let alone look him in the eye. But finally, it seemed Miss Brunson gathered the courage to steady herself.

“You know, Butch has such a crush on Debbi, and children don’t know what to do with those feelings. I’m sure he wasn’t trying to hurt her. Now I do have to stay on him about fighting, but he’s never hurt Debbi.”

Daddy looked dumbfounded. “He’s never hurt her? He rammed his fist into her stomach! You just make sure he doesn’t ever do it again.”

Now that Daddy had adamantly made his point, his quick fury turned amiable. He gave Miss Brunson his charming smile and said goodbye.

Miss Brunson returned it with a coy grin. “Oh, don’t you worry. I’ll make sure Butch doesn’t lay a hand on Debbi ever again.”

I watched Miss Brunson’s eyes trail my daddy as he swaggered out the door. She stood there until he was long out of sight. Then my teacher shook her head and whispered under her breath, “Lord have mercy; what a beautiful man! Damn, his wife is lucky.”

I could have told sweet Miss Brunson, she didn’t know how unlucky my mother was.

For the rest of the day, I had a hard time interacting with the other kids, and I paid little attention to Butch. I was usually outgoing, although never loud or uncontrollable. If another child was mean or said something to hurt my feelings, I would retreat into my shell, willing myself not to cry while enduring the painful twitching in the pit of my stomach.

The only time any of the kids got away with being cruel to me was if Butch wasn’t around, and there were many days the little tyrant was absent. The bullying also never happened within earshot of Miss Brunson. For the most part, I laughed and played quite easily with all the other children, except for Fridays, when I was probably noticeably more subdued, even without a situation like the one that morning.

“Is anyone doing anything special with their family this weekend?”

“Me! Me! Me! Miss Brunson, my mommy and daddy are taking me and my sister to the Bronx Zoo.”

“Miss Brunson! Miss Brunson! I’m going to be in my aunt’s wedding. I’m going to be the flower girl.”

“What about you, Debbi? Are your mommy and daddy doing anything special for the weekend?”

The reference to the weekend sent a cold chill through me. I didn’t look directly at Miss Brunson, but instead cast my eyes down to the floor exactly as she’d done with my father.

“Uh…I don’t know. I think we’re going to go to the Five and Dime for some ice cream.”

“You stupid! We already had ice cream for lunch. That ain’t special!” yelled out Larry, who was sitting in a corner tying his shirt around his head.

All the children broke into laughter, and Larry, who was the class clown, laughed the loudest.

I wished I could cough the lump out of my throat, but then everyone would know how humiliated I was. Instead, I dug my little fingers deep into my palms to hold back the tears.

Miss Brunson clapped her hands. “Quiet! Quiet! Larry, don’t you ever call anyone stupid again, and take that shirt from around your—”

Pow! Butch knocked Larry upside the head and little Larry toppled to the floor.

Miss Brunson darted across the room before Butch could do any more damage.

“Stop it, Butch Bailey! How many times have I told you about fighting?! Go stand in the corner and don’t you move until I say so. The rest of you draw in your coloring books, and I don’t want to hear a sound.”

Miss Brunson walked over to me and stooped down. Hugging me, she whispered, “Debbi, do you know what I do every Saturday?”

“No, Miss Brunson.” 	

“I go to the Five and Dime and have a big bowl of chocolate ice cream, and that makes Saturday my most special day of the week.”


Chapter 6

Wade County, North Carolina

“For heaven’s sake, Gal! Will you hurry up! You ain’t the only one gots to have they shoes shined for school.”

Lora sat on a small wooden stool on the back porch with her father’s shoeshine box. She shined away at the dusty, black shoes with the badly worn soles. She greatly irritated her younger brother, C, by ignoring him and purposely polishing more slowly.

“You thankin’ you smart; you hear me talkin’ to you gal. I ain’t playin’ whitcha! You better hurry up…or…”

“Or you’ll what?! Git on away from here till I’m finished. Ain’t nobody studyin’ you!”

Suddenly, Lora plopped to the floor. C had pulled the stool right out from under her.

In a flash, she was up, and with the shoe brush still in her hand, knocked C upside the head with it. He grabbed his head and Lora began banging him across the knuckles. C collected himself and grabbed ahold of one of his sister’s braids, apparently trying his best to rip it from her scalp.

She screamed in pain. “Let go of my doggone hair, C!!”

“Mama, Mama! Lora and C out here fightin’ again!” Young Franklin’s voice was heard in the doorway.

Lora kicked C in the leg, hard, and he let go of her hair. She tried to push him off the porch, but he grabbed her dress, causing them both to fall off. Wallowing through the dirt, they punched, kicked, bit, and scratched. No one would’ve believed they were any relation whatsoever.

Rosie ran up with her broom and started tanning hides.

“Stop this mess, right now, I said! Doggone, y’awl, I done told you two ’bout this cuttin’ up! Now you git yo’ li’l narrow behinds outta here fo’ you miss that school bus!”

Because of the fight, they ended up missing the school bus, anyway. So Rosie whipped the two again and made them walk the two miles to school, torn, dirty clothes and all.

At the end of the school day, Lora rushed home to help Rosie prepare dinner. She was already on her mother’s bad side and didn’t waste any time giving a helping hand.

A few hours later, the entire family was gathered and seated, ready to begin the evening’s meal. They waited patiently while Rosie shuffled through the cupboard looking for Hammond’s coffee cup. It was the only one he’d ever drink from.

“Daddy, you won’t be able to drink yo’ coffee outta yo’ yellow mug no more,” little Virginia informed her father. “Bunch broke it. You can’t glue it back together neitha’ ’cuz she threw all the pieces way out in the woods.”

“You a damn lie!” Bunch blurted out.

Lora was aghast as she sat staring with an open mouth at her sister. Bunch was becoming as crazy as their daddy.

With all of the fighting amongst the children, it was obvious the effect of physical violence in their home life had escaped none of them, especially Bunch. The child had a mean streak in her that was absolutely deadly. She could hold a grudge forever, and at times her vengeful tactics bordered on the criminal.

Rosie slapped Bunch hard across the mouth.

Hammond looked over to Lora. “Pretty gal, go out in dem woods and git two thick switches fo’ yo’ mama. Git a fat one fo’ this devil here who’s a liar wit’ a nasty mouth, and a fatter one for this li’l tattletale sister of yorn’.”

It didn’t matter to Bunch that Virginia hadn’t been spared; or that in bed that night she whispered how sorry she was for being a tattletale. The next evening, after preparing dinner, Lora set out to retrieve Elvira, Bunch, and Virginia from the barn where they were playing cowboys and Indians, the previous evening’s events all seemingly forgotten.

Elvira and Virginia were the Indians, and Bunch was the cowboy. Bunch drew her imaginary gun and shot Elvira. Her baby sister fell to the ground with her eyes closed, pretending to be dead. When Bunch shot Virginia, she refused to die. Bunch slowly sashayed over to a corner of the barn where Hammond kept his tools and grabbed a hammer. Then she slowly walked back over to Virginia and hit her over the head. “I said die, goddammit! Die!”

Blood shot out of Virginia’s head as Elvira began screaming hysterically. Lora rushed in upon hearing the cries where she found her baby sister lying on the ground and Bunch standing over her.

“Lora! Lora!” Elvira wailed. “Bunch done killed Virginia dead!”

Of course Bunch was whipped mercilessly, and thankfully Virginia did live to tell the story. But as long as she shared a bed with her sister, she would sleep with one eye open.
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Summers and winters came and went and many things shifted at home, not necessarily for the best. Lora still found her daily environment disparaging, causing her and her siblings to continually lash out with their frustrations. It seemed like an eternity since that dreadful night her two older brothers had tried to shoot their father. JD was in the Navy now, and Sonny had married a lovely young girl named Hermie. But their father’s behavior still very much pervaded the rest of them.

The past winter had been terrible, with most of the crops frozen. This allowed even more time for a depressed, out-of-work Hammond, to stretch his drunken binges way past Friday and Saturday nights. There were times he’d get so drunk he couldn’t even hold his bowels. He’d come down the road barely able to walk, with his trousers completely soiled. The only good thing was that as he began to fall more and more into his nightly stupors, he was in less of a condition to fight with Rosie.

It was a cool and rainy evening. Lora was lying across the bed watching rain splatter against the windowpane. She’d set dinner on the table, but was waiting to call everyone to eat. Rosie had made a quick run to the outhouse. Duty called, even in the pouring rain.

Of all the animals they had on the farm, everybody’s favorite was a brown and black mutt named Queenie. But Hammond didn’t particularly care for the canine. She barked too much for his taste and the children were never allowed to bring her into the house.
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