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Disclaimer 

This memoir is a work of nonfiction. The events and 
experiences described are based on the authors recollections 

of real people and situations. Some names, identifying details, 
and certain events have been changed or condensed to protect 

privacy and maintain narrative clarity. 
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Chapter 2: 

THE WORD 

Ma would have fits of temper. Me and my siblings never knew 
what would set her off. It could be something as small as 
accidently knocking over your milk, not doing well on a test, 
or telling a white lie—you just never knew. It was like living 
with a ticking time bomb in a housecoat. 

The first of several incidents that stand out in my mind 
happened the summer before first grade—when I got my first 
real lesson in how fast calm could turn into chaos. 

 We lived in a duplex on 123rd Street, owned by my great-aunt 
Johnnie, my maternal grandpa’s sister. Aunt Johnnie stayed 
down in the basement, and a lady named Thelma lived upstairs 
with her mother. I was enamored of the boy who lived next 
door. I thought he was so smart. He was three years older than 
me and had taught me how to shoot marbles and dig in the dirt 
for worms. He was just easy to talk to.  

On this particular day, we were in his yard digging for 
worms—something I shouldn’t have been doing because I had 
on a dress, and Ma had given explicit instructions to stay on the 
porch. I was venting about how my mom was always on me 
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about one thing or another. He listened, like a little therapist in 
dirty sneakers. When I finished, he looked at me and said, 
“Look, the next time your mom gets on your nerves, say—‘Oh 
shut up bitch,’ just like that.”  

I didn’t know what a bitch was, but it sounded like a magic 
word—one that might stop my mom’s nagging demands. And 
I trusted his advice. I was crushing. Hard.  

Back inside the house, I was on my way to use the toilet. Ma 
had just finished bathing my baby brother—the third of four 
boys—when we met in the hallway between the bathroom and 
kitchen. A bucket of dirty mop water sat in the middle of the 
floor, blocking the bathroom door. I remember that bucket 
clear as day because I had to sidestep it to get pass Ma to the 
toilet. And I had to use it bad—I’m talking pee-pee dance, 
knees-knocking bad.  

So, of course, that’s the moment Ma decided to give me a 
directive about something she could’ve done.  

“Go get the baby powder from the dresser,” she said, walking 
right pass me.  

“I’m about to pee myself,” I blurted, dancing from foot to foot.  

She stopped, turned back and repeated herself. “I said go get 
the baby powder.”  

The Medusa-like look she shot me should’ve frozen me in my 
tracks, made me run for the talc—but I was tired of being her 
gofer. All I wanted to do was take a piss in peace. And before 
I knew it, the words came flying up and out: 
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“Oh, shut up, bitch.”  

Her hand was faster than lightning. She back-handed me so 
hard that I stumbled backward, my heel catching the mop 
bucket. Dirty water spilling, splashing everywhere.  

My feet started slipping, trying to keep me from falling on the 
wet floor. I flailed my arms, which only propelled me 
backward—and then I went down, landing in the tub that still 
had my brother’s bathwater in it, my feet sticking up toward 
the ceiling.  

Hearing all the commotion, Daydee came to see what the 
ruckus was. He found me in the tub, soaking wet and crying, 
while Ma screamed, “You better get that heifer before I kill 
her.”  

Daydee hauled me out of the tub and calmed her down enough 
so she wouldn’t do any real harm. The water was warm, but 
my skin felt cold. The smell of soap and mop water clung to 
me as I stood there trying to make sense of what had just 
happened. I don’t even remember the slap itself—just the 
shock. That was the first time I could recall Ma striking me. 

Then he asked what had made her slap me. When I told him, 
he wanted to know who’d taught me such a word. Daydee was 
calm as always. I can only remember a few times in my life 
when I ever saw him angry.  

I ratted out my neighbor like Judas selling out Jesus for thirty 
pieces of silver.  
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I don’t know if I cried because I was hurt or because I was 
stunned, or maybe it was both. Mostly, I felt embarrassed—
ashamed, even—for the way I’d fallen backward into the tub, 
legs in the air like some kind of cartoon. 

Thinking back now, I realize how easily I could’ve hit my head 
on that porcelain edge. But Ma didn’t seem concern. I was six 
then. That was a time when teaching me better ways to express 
myself should’ve been at the forefront of my mother’s mind. 
But when a person has narcissistic tendencies, it becomes more 
about them and their feelings.  

I had challenged her authority and rejected the role she had set 
for me. The hurt and betrayal cut deep—not just physically, but 
emotionally. I was devastated by the actions of both my mother 
and my neighbor, who’d had the tar whipped out of him for his 
part in it. 

He apologized to me and to Ma, but things were never the same 
between us again. That slap became her go-to form of 
punishment for me—one good crack across the face with her 
hand, a shoe, or whatever was handy.  

That fateful day, she drew the proverbial line in the sand, 
daring me to cross it. But even after that episode, I still wanted 
her love. I learned to bend myself into whatever shape pleased 
her—more accommodating, more careful, Quieter. Anything 
to avoid her wrath. 
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