








































































It has been said that if certain situations are traumatic enough, children can remember painful events as far back as infancy.  Is there any truth to that theory?  I don’t know.  I can only tell you what I remember; the sheer energetic happiness of “the terrible two’s.”  The joy of being Daddy’s little girl—the horror of being Daddy’s little girl.  It seems so strange that today, midway through my life, I can remember the horror vividly, a permanent portrait in my mind.  I see a little girl, whose wide mouth is open in a fixed, protracted wail, though no sound emits.  Deep inside my soul that scream still exists, searing, straining to give birth.  The closest release is weeping, daring not to lend voice to the scream!  Ever fearing where this release will take me; realizing that, unlike Dorothy, I will not wake up back at home in Kansas.  Instead my senses would return, finding me locked in a cage below the ocean floor, with no means of escape.

Chapter 1


Past photos of Margaret Mae Moore reveal a handsome, comely beauty.  I once saw a photo of her (taken during the winter of 1951—the year I was born) a delightful, jubilant smile, joyful eyes on chocolate skin; a cascade of curls encircling her so round face.  I have never really met this woman—my mother.  Certain special events I can recall, as far back as age two.  Yet, my mama’s face, full of glee and future promise, I can’t remember.


[I remember you, Daddy]  Maybe, because he and I bonded at my birth—as only allotted to mother and child.  It might even have been our early morning get-togethers, when my father would partake of his first cup of coffee.  An ample, rich cup for him; a wee one for me filled with milk and a scant bit of the dark stuff to make me feel like a grown-up lady.  Daddy’s little girl, at least for that moment in time.


Harold Leon Williams, Sr. was handsome in almost a princely manner (to me anyway). It was he who called my mama Maggie.  At times, I think all the way back to a time when there was no time.  I see myself, diaper sagging, and I see my Daddy’s face, golden as the sun.


My brother, Harold, Jr., a year younger than me, looked exactly like his father, almost…save for having my mother’s chocolate coloring.  I can still feel the pull of my brother’s tiny brown fingers, clinging to my tiny waist.  He would follow me around, back then, mimicking each step I’d take.  We were as close as Siamese twins, joined hip to hip, side to side.


Maggie worked the night shift, 11pm to 7am, at a shoe factory.  Harold, Sr. drove a truck by day.  Children of the early 1950’s, my brother and I were birthed into a perfect, two-parent home.  Little children never question marriage as a word.  I mean, we had no idea our parents weren’t legally married.  After all, in retrospect, I now realize we had much more than the bare essentials—a mommy and a daddy.  We were engulfed in hugs and kisses, full stomachs.  By all outward appearances, we were the striving, all American colored family.  My father was single and it was Maggie who was married, though separated from her husband for a number of years.  I don’t believe a divorce even occurred to her; as she and my father felt much married.  Harold Jr. and I didn’t find out, until later, about our illegitimacy.  We only knew that while we were toddlers, we felt happy and whole.


Harold Jr. and I were almost always supervised by one of our parents.  We were asleep during my mother’s working hours, so we never missed her.  My father had dinner with us every evening and they both would bundle us in kisses and prayers every night.  Occasionally, Mama would go to work early, to earn overtime pay.  Daddy would seldom leave Harold Jr. and me alone.  Yet, it was during one of those times that a disaster, a calamity, waited in the calm.


The day that our lives changed forever was quite a normal one for my parents.  Daddy and I with our morning coffee ritual, then he’d leave for work.  Upon his return, Mama prepared to leave and begin her shift early.  I recall my daddy, putting me in his lap and kissing me almost immediately after Maggie’s departure.  “Be a good little princess for daddy,” he’d say, “stay in bed and watch your brother.”  I was only three years old and my brother was two.  So naturally, mischief lay in the making.  


Children are delighted with the thrill of disobedience - even in the toddler stages.  How else can I explain why Harold and I got up, as soon as my father left, preparing to play our favorite game—cooking!  But this time we would really cook.  We tore up newspapers and wet them with water so they would mix easily.  How we did this, I can’t recall.  How we got the matches strikes not even a flutter in my memory bank.  But I do remember the fire.  It was so bright and orangy, strong and fierce.  I remember the crying, the screaming, the fire engines, and finally, my daddy.  His strong arms cradling my brother and me.  Then the silence...so complete, so consummate that only fear prevailed.  Even at three, I realized my transgression, my misdeed.  Only later did I conceive; that one act of toddler defiance led to the dissolution of my family as it was.  Like a drunk, I often stumble about in a stupor, even today.  Questioning myself about why I set the fire.  Claiming if I hadn’t, maybe, just maybe my father and mother would be together today, celebrating 40 years of marriage.  Yet in my sane moments, I acknowledge a Mightier Power who would not allow a fairy-tale farce to exist.  We all must, in the end, succumb to the piper.







Chapter 2


[I remember you, Laura]  We lived in a large apartment complex in the early 1950’s.  Harold, Maggie, Harold Jr., and I lived on the first floor.  Laura Lynn Jones occupied the apartment directly above ours.  To this day, I cannot remember the beauty that everyone in my family states she was…when I close my eyes, the face of a jackal comes to mind.  Perhaps, that is why I don’t like to think of her, even with eyes unlocked.


To daddy’s dismay, Maggie and Laura became fast friends.  She and Mama would have coffee and muffins in the morning while Daddy worked.  Laura would come downstairs, early in the morning, sitting with Harold Jr. and me, so that Daddy could leave for work on time.  This arrangement was made by my mother and reluctantly agreed to by my father, although he was disinclined to trust “that woman,” as he called Laura Lynn.


“Something about ‘that woman;’ I just don’t trust her,” Daddy would say. “I don’t believe she can be considered your best friend.  We really don’t even know her,” he would claim.  “You are so jealous,” Mama would insist, “if it were left up to you, I wouldn’t have no friends at all.”  Around and around, they would go at it.  He:  you can look at the woman and see she’s a snake.  She:  Harold, you think you some kind of prophet.  You think you right about everything and everybody.  He:  Most times I am right.  In fact, 99% of the time I got folks pegged right and you know it!  She:  I know you don’t want me to be friends with nobody, not even my own family!   And on, and on, and so on…


During these times I would sit on the floor, staring up at them.  Their faces would be contorted, then become animated as they wore each other’s resistance down.  I’d sit gazing at their expressions.  I suppose that is why I can easily remember that their escalated voices soon became subdued whispers.  Finally, they would speak in warm, hushed tones.  I would be lifted and put into the playpen with Harold, Jr.  They would then disappear and I would strain to hear their muffled voices until sound became silence.


So, Laura Lynn would visit as often as she liked.  My mama came to rely on her early morning visits.   She didn’t consider Laura a babysitter because Mama couldn’t get her to accept any payment.  Laura would always decline, declaring her love for children (she had none of her own) and her need for family and friendship.  Mama would stop at an all night bakery and bring home fresh baked muffins.  Even today, blueberry muffins are my favorite.  I would savor the muffin’s buttery flavor as the two women bantered about in spirited conversation.


I honestly can’t recall when my father and Laura Lynn became friends.  No, not that exact moment.  Suddenly she was coming down from her apartment earlier than ever before.  Daddy, she, and I would have our morning coffee together.  Mornings became not as special as before.  Rarely did Daddy pull me into his lap and allow me to taste from his cup, as he’d done in the past.  Now he would converse with Laura Lynn, laughing, smiling at her; occasionally glimpsing at me.  I remember jealousy even at age three.  I accepted her intrusion grudgingly.


As I recall, I felt uncomfortable the night of the fire.  My daddy was kissing and telling me to stay in bed and watch my brother.  As always, he promised he would only be upstairs for a little while.  “I have to talk to Aunt Laura, I’ll be right back,” he would say.  This night as all others, I would think, “she’s not my aunt!” “Not like Aunt Lessie and Aunt Eva, (my daddy’s sisters).  Their kisses were soft and sweet.  Laura’s kiss was always cold.  Always.


I’ve often imagined the horror of my mother’s realization of the truth.  Having been summoned from work, arriving home to a burned apartment, accepting and acknowledging my daddy’s whereabouts on that fateful night.  Harold Leon Williams, Sr. was in the bed of Laura Lynn Jones, Maggie’s best friend.  No, Laura Lynn Jones was the best friend of Margaret Mae Moore.  Maggie was dead.  She took with her the dreams of pink ribboned little girls and little blue bonnet boys.  In her place, she left Margaret Mae Moore—a woman withered and wan.  Broken and discarded, Maggie simply vanished.  Shot with a single silver bullet of betrayal, my mama’s mind left her body that very evening.  In fact, that was my last vision of Maggie.  I would recognize her anywhere.  Though, I’ve never seen her again.


There was considerable fire damage to our apartment.  My mother, brother and I, marooned, went to live with my grandmother.  My father elected to remain there at 34 Spenser Place, in the apartment above ours…with Laura Lynn.  At age three, I realized that my life was evolving, that our family was certainly transforming.  I knew that it wasn’t beneficial change.  Our family had suddenly deteriorated.  Yet as an adult, as a woman, today I try to imagine my mother’s horror at such a hellish discovery.  Her man, her partner, the father of her children and Laura, her partner, sometimes surrogate mother for her children.  Having never experienced such an event, I have only my imagination.  Then, at the thought, my stomach surges to my throat, deflecting into bile which refuses to be swallowed.  I choke, coughing the contents through my nose; my eyes a river, gushing water.  I can’t see, can’t hear, can’t talk.  A human, secretive signifying monkey.  [Oh yes, I remember you, Laura]

