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Introduction
By the time I was eight years old, I had already lost three fathers—Bill, John, and Noel. Each one abandoned me. Each one wounded me—emotionally and psychologically. At an age when I was supposed to be carefree, brimming with happiness and laughter, I frequently felt a deep sadness, an abiding loneliness. Nothing seemed powerful enough to permanently soothe the agony I felt. I had no well of wisdom from which I could draw to communicate any of this. Consequently, the personal narrative I wrote, through actions and thoughts, was laden with grief. What could I do to cope with the loss of these three men?
A girl abandoned by the first man in her life forever entertains powerful feelings of being unworthy or incapable of receiving any man’s love. Even when she receives love from another, she is constantly and intensely fearful of losing it. This is the anxiety, the pain, of losing one father. I had had three fathers toss me aside; the cumulative effect was catastrophic.
It was a potent tragedy begun even before I knew my name, one from which I was unable to escape for years.
Despite the weight of this reality and its seemingly intractable nature, I tried to grapple with it, failing more often than succeeding. I didn’t understand the reason for my anguish. Then in the late spring of 1988, I received a telephone call from New Orleans asking me if I would be willing to meet my biological father. After spending an afternoon with my father, I began, instinctively, to make a connection between the poor choices I had made and the years this man had spent outside my life. It would take nine years before I could fully understand or articulate what this first encounter with “Daddy” had unleashed inside my soul. Of course, I went on with my life. But my heart and head held tenaciously to one burning question: How had his absence affected my life?
Three years after meeting my biological father, I began to have difficulty with my own teenager, who appeared destined to replicate my experience; she was acting out in ways that defied her nature. She became a foreigner to me. I became xenophobic in response, fearing her future more than I feared her behavior.
I woke up one morning asking myself what had created the change in her, what caused the misdirection? Asking that question about her life made me reflect on my own; what had caused my own misdirection? What was causing it still? Was there any connection, I wondered, between the challenges my daughter was facing and those I faced?
Even then, I saw life as a series of concentric circles. I knew that none of us escapes our own history.
Still, no matter how feverishly I searched, I could not find the common center for my daughter and me—until 1995. That year, things began to come together. Maybe I had grown enough to understand. Maybe I had prayed so many years, the universe had decided I deserved some answers. I can’t say for sure what finally put the pieces in place for me. This wasn’t an epiphany; it was an incremental awakening.
That year—1995—plans were afoot for a Million Man March. The Nation of Islam leader, Minister Louis Farrakhan, aided by the Reverend Benjamin Chavis and others, decided to bring one million men to the nation’s capital. The organizers had asked women to stay away: The event that October was to be a man’s thing, a day of atonement for their failure to be the leaders of their families and their communities. Some women, mostly feminists, were angered by what they perceived as an attack against them. They blasted the event as the prelude to a return to patriarchy. Hadn’t black women also faced myriad forms of discrimination and sexism? Hadn’t they stood shoulder to shoulder with black men against white supremacy? Why now should they be cut out?
I reasoned, however, that there are occasions when men must be alone together, to confront themselves and each other: to celebrate their successes, analyze their failures, chastise misbehavior, call for improvements, and ruminate on the question of what constitutes a well-integrated manhood. In an essay that appeared in the Washington City Paper, “Ain’t Nothing But a He Thing,” I endorsed the march.
During the writing of the essay and as excitement began to build surrounding the march, I began to reflect deeply on my relationships with my fathers—Bill, John, and Noel—other men in my family, and the men I had married and divorced. The need to understand this tangled web of emotions was made urgent by my own daughter’s decline. I sensed her desperation, and I recognized the aura of unworthiness beneath her bad attitude.
Underscoring the march was a five-year national fatherhood movement, which aggressively advocated the involvement of men in the lives of their sons. Young boys and men were being handicapped by the absence of their fathers, movement leaders said. Farrakhan and Chavis echoed this sentiment.
I watched these efforts with great interest, observed the fervor of advocates in this fatherhood crusade. I did not doubt their sincerity, nor did I doubt their conviction. As I searched their membership and read their materials, I came to understand the emphasis is on males—reuniting fathers with their sons.
I asked myself, If the absence of a father handicaps sons, what happens to daughters? What role does a father play in the development of his “little girl”?
I looked at my own daughter—the child of divorced parents—and found the answer. Her father and I had divorced when she was five years old. Our separation devastated her. Her hair began to fall out and she exhibited other signs of physical and emotional trauma. While she and her father maintained a relationship, through weekend visits and summer vacations, when he remarried and moved to another state the loss she began to feel from his absence rapidly turned into anger.
For thirty-six years I had stoically struggled to reconcile myself with the loss of my fathers and forged an identity in the face of their absence. I had searched the faces of men looking for my father, the one who existed in my fantasies. I dated older men, hoping for the return of a security I had never possessed. And I feared the departure of or abandonment by any man who befriended me.
One burning question always remained: What kind of person rejects a child?
As I was beginning to grapple and at least admit to myself the role fatherlessness was playing in my life, in December 1995 I received a phone call from New Orleans. Bill had died. I remember the wistful comment I made to my mother’s announcement: “Now all my fathers are gone.”
Perhaps it was this final blow that forced me onward in my investigation of the issue of fatherlessness. In 1996, I began reading tons of material and calling experts, including psychologists and sociologists. There were more than two dozen books on the topic of fathers and sons in print that year. Less than a dozen books explored the father-daughter relationship; most of them had been published in the 1980s. Even more important, of the books on fatherless women, none was written by an African American.
During my investigation, I camouflaged my own self-interest behind the journalist’s facade. I wanted to know if there were others like me. I talked with female colleagues, friends, and perfect strangers and learned the answer was a resounding yes!
Writing has always been therapeutic for me. I started during my troubled and lonely adolescence, finding solace in the characters I created and the poems I wrote. As a writer, I know that like the parables of the Bible, a story told well truly can offer insight for others—even when the tale is not theirs. I decided to compose an essay: “Whatever Happened to Daddy’s Little Girl?” which later appeared in the Washington City Paper.
The newspapers had been on the stand for less than twenty-four hours when the phones began to ring. I was amazed at the number of people who walked up to me on the street, telling me the impact the essay had had on them, proving that the relevance of the topic transcended my life and the lives of the individuals I interviewed.
Even today women walk up to me on the street, thanking me for writing the article, commenting about how much it touched them, how closely my experience mirrored their own. Some said they cried after reading it, seeing themselves in the words and stories that were told. Even men weighed in, citing unpleasant or difficult episodes with wives or girlfriends that emanate from their fatherlessness. One young woman in a class at American University in Washington, D.C., after reading the article, broke down in tears before the entire room of her peers. For all these years, she had thought herself alone. It became apparent to me that after so many years of feeling as if I were alone, unwanted, and abandoned, there was an entire community whose experiences echoed my own.
Although I had written the essay, I knew I had only skimmed the surface. I had to learn more. I had to write more. I wanted desperately to heal myself. But equally important, I wanted to heal my daughter. I wanted to know how fatherless girls—young women, through divorce, death, or abandonment—are expected to cope. How do we fatherless women teach ourselves the mysteries of men? The way men shape their conversations and the way men shape their consciousness?
I wanted other women to know that someone understood. I know fatherlessness. I know the emptiness it creates, the years searching for something to help fill the void, looking for a substitute to make me whole. I know the insecurity; the endless battles with doubts that are re-created with each new relationship—battles that are never won; the pain that resurfaces after each departure of a man in my life. I wanted women to understand the distinct patterns of sadness, insecurity, confusion, and unresolved pain that connects those of us who experience father loss either through death, divorce, or abandonment.
I discovered this common ground in the months following the Million Man March. In the course of writing this book, I have talked to countless women across the country about their relationships with and without their fathers.
Giving a name to my demons had a powerful effect on me. Not only did it permit me to collect the scattered, damaged pieces of myself, it also permitted me to take control. Suddenly, something that had silently directed much of my life now had definition, reason, and therefore a potential solution. It was no longer a hidden enemy, causing havoc and destruction. And as I began to outline the main factors of what I’ve come to call the Fatherless Woman Syndrome, my adversary had a name. I knew that the wounds it had inflicted could be healed.
The key components of the syndrome are rooted in the feeling of being fundamentally unworthy and unlovable. Like a spiral staircase without landings, these feelings wind about and lead to chronic rage, anger, and depression that are rooted in our fear of abandonment, rejection, or commitment. Think for a moment: If you feel unworthy or unlovable, and someone comes along and offers you attention and affection, you are certain to fear that this person will leave you. Could this person actually care for you? You don’t believe he could possibly commit himself to you. Sooner or later he’s bound to reject you. Many seek to salve the fatherless wounds through “sexual healing,” engaging in the extremeness of promiscuity or anti-intimate behavior, either of which can worsen the situation.
We are not whores or “heartless bitches.” Promiscuous fatherless women are desperately seeking love. Or we are terrified that if we give love, it will not be returned. So we pull away from it, refusing to permit it to enter our houses, our beds, or our hearts. To fill the void that our fathers created, we only make the hole larger and deeper.
The spiral continues downward, leading us to even more destructive forms of overcompensation: Mild to severe forms of addiction—to drugs, alcohol, food, or work—mar the lives of many fatherless women who suffer from such a profound sense of loss that they will take nearly any measures to fill that hole.
While we are hurting inside, we often project a demeanor of being able to “handle it.” That is until it all boils over. Then we erupt with rage. Sometimes the damage is external, but all too often the meltdown is internal, leading us to depression, or worse, suicide. How can we bring an end to this insidious cycle?
What I have come to realize is that the causes of the Fatherless Woman Syndrome are as complex as the symptoms it produces. But healing is possible. And so I have written this book for us, using my own story of fatherlessness as the book’s foundation and primary thread. The experiences of other fatherless women are woven throughout my story, accompanied by the perspectives of psychologists and sociologists whose comments connect or further explain our histories.
We are still learning and growing in our awareness of what “fatherlessness” means. Ultimately, I believe the best answer to the question Whatever happened to Daddy’s little girl? must be given only by women who know fatherlessness personally. This volume does not tell all of our stories, nor does it offer all the explanations. Nevertheless, it does begin to chronicle the fatherless daughter’s journey. And it shares the skills we fatherless daughters have learned as we face ourselves and our fathers without fear.
Most important, this book permits us to speak. It offers us—me, my daughter, and other fatherless women—the opportunity to transcend our loss, to embrace our lost selves with love and compassion, and to forgive. And that is the happiest of endings.

BOOK ONE
Open the world to me

it’s been closed
dark, flat
i kept thinking i
would fall off if
i went to the edge
but there was nothing
only a circle, waiting
to repeat itself
and me wondering
why every little girl
needs a daddy
before she can ever
become a woman for
some man to love.

—Excerpted from “Father,”
The Corner Is No Place for Hiding


1. STRANGE FRUIT
We faced the Gordon Plaza Apartment complex on St. Ferdinand Street. A rust-colored, four-inch band of wood raced around the middle of the mustard-painted buildings, reminding me of the dirty ring my two sisters and I left inside the silver metal tub when my aunt Laurita bathed us all together. During those days in the 1950s we were refugees, finding pleasure in our escape from the New Orleans summer, teachers, watchful grandparents, and an overworked mother. Although the weather in Dallas, Texas, wasn’t much better, Aunt Laurita was worth the trip. She had no children of her own and, along with Uncle Cephas, spoiled us rotten.
After our baths in her makeshift tub, she invariably dressed us in identical outfits, as if we were triplets. She pressed our hair down against our heads with globs of Vaseline petroleum jelly, pulling it back into a traditional bun—a symbol, she thought, of southern gentility and Creole aristocracy. My hair was always the most unruly. But Aunt Laurita never surrendered and never failed to bring it under her control—a boot-camp sergeant whipping a new recruit into shape. Years later, partially because of what she accomplished, I came to call Vaseline petroleum jelly black folks’ elixir. We used it for everything: unruly hair, ashy legs, diaper rash, and makeup removal. There wasn’t a role it couldn’t perform. It had magical properties.
Such memories crowded my mind as my older sister and I traveled the perimeter, marching like soldiers in formation, searching for a point of entry into the apartment complex. I had not spoken a word to her since leaving the car. I had become lost in the day that sent me to this place.
Spanish Moss
“Do you want to see your father?” my mother had asked when she telephoned me that day from New Orleans; I was living in Washington, D.C. The incessant ringing of the phone had intruded on my day, and I was slightly irritated when I picked up the receiver. The day was hot, and I was forlorn. Even now I remember that 1988 season as the Summer of My Discontent. I saw nothing in it to praise, except my son’s graduation from high school—everything else burdened me. To begin with, my temperamental disposition and legendary temper had gotten me into trouble yet again: I was fired from my job as city editor at the Washington Afro-American newspaper, after attempting to quarter the publisher with my acid tongue; I had no immediate employment options. To add to the misery, I had just broken up with my boyfriend. In the middle of all this, my mother called asking what I considered to be the dumbest question.
I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen Bill. Latin-looking and short, with shockingly dark, curly black hair, mustache, and a warm brown complexion, which over the years grew pallid with his drinking, Bill was quite handsome. But he never belonged to me. He was the possession of my brother and my older sister. They seemed to worship him, and he them. Once when I was nearly junior-high-school age, I remember his visiting our home. The three of us, my brother, older sister, and me, were in the backyard. They seem to burst out in smiles when he arrived. He had come with another, taller person in tow—his older son by a previous marriage or a similar arrangement, I never learned which. He drew away from me. There was no smile on his face for me as there had been for my siblings. He was cold and distant. I did not know why, but at that moment I felt awful, as if something were seriously wrong with me, as if I did not belong in their family. I was an outsider, with no redeeming qualities. I remained in the corner, removed from the affection, accepting that he was my father but knowing that my embrace would never be reciprocated.
“For what reason? Why would I want to see Bill?” I asked, knowing that my mother, too, must have remembered that encounter.
“No, not him; I mean your real father,” she replied casually. I fell silent. The shock reached more deeply inside of me than if I had been told of my best friend’s death. I grabbed for a chair, thinking that at the very least I would faint.
Why would my mother deliver such earth-shattering, life-altering news by telephone?
There, with unimaginable ease, as if she were suggesting numbers to play for the lottery, my mother told me Bill was not my father—he was only her husband. She had made flesh and whole my feelings about Bill. I had not imagined the emotional abandonment. The chasm between us during my childhood—it had been real. He had always felt instinctively I was not his—except in name only. Although, for a time, he had tried to make himself my father, he could not. But none of this had been explained to me. All I had known was that I was unwanted.
My mother made no attempt to soften the blow, to explain the complexities and contradictions in which she had wrapped my life for thirty-seven years. If anyone else had been so cavalier, I would have mortally wounded them, releasing a missile of profanities. Instead, I wondered how she could be so remote, so insensitive. How could she not understand the nature of the assault she had just made?
The deception she harbored had its roots in the place where she and I were born; it endorsed this kind of charade. Like the South captured in John Berendt’s Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, New Orleans is a place of layers. All the lines and edges are blurred. There is no way to discern the beginning or end of anything. The Spanish moss, which hangs from trees, is as symbolic as the aboveground cemeteries. Nothing is ever clearly viewed, and nothing is ever completely buried.
Not unlike Berendt’s Savannah, New Orleans is a place where deceit is a natural occurrence, accepted, like voodoo, as part of the city’s historical and cultural tapestry. To know the facts is not necessarily to know the truth. My grandmother always said that not even what is seen with the naked eye is to be completely believed.
In New Orleans, miscegenation and polygamy are as commonplace as the city’s famous beignets and coffee with chicory. Some years ago, after learning the truth about my birth, I discovered another deceitful thread in my New Orleans family tapestry: I learned that two people who I thought were my aunt and uncle were actually cousins. They had challenged a societal taboo and done the unthinkable thing of having a child together.
When I was born, in October 1950, the law required that my mother give me her name. It was Barras—the name of the man to whom she was married. It hurts me to admit this, but my mother was guilty of adultery. And if that is not true, then the man she called my biological father had been guilty of rape. The choices weren’t pleasant. Bill and my mother had been married when I was born; four years later, they legally separated. Both of them were Catholic, so they did not seek a divorce. They remained married for twenty-six years—although they had long since stopped living together as husband and wife. None of this history offered comfort or tolerable explanation for what my mother did. These were simply the facts. The truth is slipperier.
“He wants to see you,” my mother continued.
He had called my grandfather, asking him to find out where I was and to give him my telephone number. I could not believe my grandfather had been part of the conspiracy that denied me the truth; I nearly worshiped that man. Once, I confessed to my mother that he was the only person in our family over whose death I would shed a tear. I considered him the most honest person I knew. Sometimes an adult doesn’t discard a child’s vulnerability and gullibility. I plead guilty to failing to discard my idealized notion of my grandfather, which may be why, years later, when my grandfather’s own skeletons were uncovered, I was the only person shocked by the discovery.
My mother balked when she received my grandfather’s call. But he pushed: “It’s the man’s child; he has a right to see her.”
“So, do you want to see him?” she asked me.
I grew angrier at her impatience. How could anyone be expected to answer such a question in a matter of seconds, and over the telephone? I fell into a real funk, but restrained myself.
If I said no, I thought, then I would close the door forever. If I said yes, I didn’t know what Pandora-type box I was opening: Who was this man? What baggage would he bring? Could I handle the consequences of allowing him, after all these years, to enter my life? In reality, fate gave me no choice. I had to say yes.
I was going to Mississippi, via New Orleans, later that month to attend the high-school graduation of my son, Umoja. “I’ll see him when I come, then,” I said, attempting to close the conversation before I exploded. A note of resignation and disappointment that I was agreeing to my father’s request seemed to tinge my mother’s voice. But she accepted my answer and hung up. I held the receiver in my hand, the silence filling the room. I was dazed. I seethed over the abrupt appearance of this unexplored past. The longer I sat in the chair at the dining table of my small two-bedroom apartment, the more enraged I became.
I had been subjected to a bushel of lies. I was the victim of unspoken covenants that had kept me in darkness. At that moment, I detested the southern culture that permitted the truth to be carved, diced, and smothered in a thick, albeit sweet, gravy.
For the next few weeks, I gave myself no peace. I wondered about this father I never knew existed: How did he and my mother come to know each other? How will I receive him, and he me? Why did it take all of this time for him to ask about me? What should I wear? What should I call him—Daddy?

Plexiglas (and Other Obstructions)
A row of squat gray and burgundy buildings alongside the Gordon Plaza Apartments constituted the neighborhood shopping center and billboarded the Desire Community Housing Corporation, the Sav-More Supermarket, and Jackson’s Beauty Salon. The center teased like an aging prostitute unwilling to accept her mortality. My sister and I half-heartedly yielded to its funky allure, if only out of curiosity. We found in its armpit what we had been seeking: a sign directing us to the main office. Upon our arrival, we were greeted by a plus-size African American woman who was seated at a desk. She buzzed us through a gate, but not into the office. We were denied the opportunity to see her and to hear her voice without obstruction; the entire office was shielded by Plexiglas.
The bullet-proof plastic has become standard construction material in an America crowded by narcissism and so overwhelmed by the concept of intimacy that it regards Bazooka bubble-gum wrappers, baseball cards, computers, E-mail, and television more inviting than the human touch. Perhaps this too-pervasive reality, more than anything else, is the reason that at the end of the twentieth century there transpired an epidemic of children killing children; children killing their classmates; children killing their parents. Everyone has forgotten how to love.
Once upon a time, we met one another and talked face-to-face; even foes were obliged to confront the human form directly. Those fighting the duel in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries behind New Orleans’s Saint Louis Cathedral stood nose to nose before measuring off the distance and firing their weapons. This was, of course, before the H-bomb, chemical and biological warfare, AK-47s, Glocks, the killing fields of the twentieth century, and the World Wide Web.
Plexiglas. I hate the stuff. I was so disturbed by its presence that day at the Gordon Plaza Apartments that I could not fix my mouth to say anything. My sister took charge. She told the plus-size office attendant who we were looking for. “Is he expecting you?” she asked. When we replied affirmatively, she picked up the telephone either to notify him that we were on our way up or to confirm that we were not lying—I wasn’t sure which. “Apartment 235,” she said, giving us hazy directions and leaving us even more confused. Nevertheless, showing our home training, we said thank you and took our leave.
We traversed a labyrinth of concrete walkways sheltered by iron fences. New Orleans remains famous for its decorative ironwork, part of its French and Spanish heritage. In fact, the old section of the city, known as the Vieux Carré, or the French Quarter, is infested with wrought-iron balconies and interior courtyards, hidden behind huge wooden gates. But the wrought iron of the Gordon Plaza Apartments lacked the French Quarter quality and personality; this fence served more to keep out the riffraff than to accentuate the architectural design of the place.


The revelation that a man different from the one my sisters and brother called “Father” had impregnated my mother with me branded me anew as the family’s black sheep. Like Vietnam veterans whose flashbacks are so real that they are transported, once again, to the Southeast Asian jungle, sweating from the oppressive heat, jumping at the deafening sound of gunfire, and fearful that life may end within seconds, I was mangled by the implicit resurrection of the tale I had heard throughout my childhood: a taunt, whispered by my sisters and brother in our bedroom, drawing blood from my soul, crippling me beyond anyone’s understanding. Even today, it bruises me and it anchors me in anguish.
The story went like this: My mother has just given birth to me; the nurses at Charity Hospital in New Orleans, who had tended to her when my brother and sister were born, are the same ones at her side when I arrive. Seeing me all cleaned up in the nursery, they come to warn her that she cannot take me home. They say her husband, Bill, will know I am not his. There are distinct differences between my features and those of my older sister and brother. They have dark, curly hair, which some black people call “good hair.” Their Creole skin evidences the mix of white, Spanish, French, and Indian blood that runs through our family. I, on the other hand, flaunt darker skin, nappy hair, and a broad nose.
Years later, after hearing far too many times how different I was, I looked into the mirror and saw only what those nurses saw. I was perplexed by the deviation and believed myself an awful mistake. I wanted to beat myself unmercifully for my ugliness. I tried lightening my skin with bleaching creams; even before that, my mother used a hot comb in my hair, hoping to straighten out the kinks, only to have them return with the slightest moisture. There wasn’t any help for my nose. As a young girl, my mother told me not to smash it, which is exactly what I did when it itched. There were times, however, when I went around squeezing and pinching my nose, as if I were victim of a malodorous wind. Sometimes I fantasized about rhinoplasty. Frequently and privately, I searched the faces of relatives, looking for commonality—a mole, a wrinkle, an eyebrow—that said “You belong.” I found only loose threads, nothing whole and complete that I could embrace with security; nothing to which I could cling as Linus does to his blanket.

The Circle Circles Back
Having lived many lives and traveled many places, I have come to realize that we tend to walk a similar physical or psychological terrain most of our lives. Only the lucky, those blessed by miracles, avoid retreading the same ground. We return to where we have been before because we sense that the answers to life’s perplexing challenges lay just beyond the edges, along the side of the road, skillfully hidden in the underbrush. Psychologists repeatedly acknowledge that our search for definition and explanation inexorably leads back to our childhood, the wellspring of joys and sorrows. I was struck by this truth when my mother gave me my biological father’s address: 3421 St. Ferdinand Street.
The youth that I most fondly remember, and the youth that I most assuredly despised, revolved in the sphere of 4712½ St. Ferdinand Street, where my mother, brother, and I lived for a time in a small, single-story house situated in the backyard of three larger homes. Our place could have been built for in-laws or a young couple just making their way into the world. Later, we moved to one of the larger houses on the street. Both places were owned by a Mr. Francis; he lived in the duplex fronting the smaller house. His daughter, her husband, and their two sons lived on the opposite side. I never knew Mr. Francis’s first name. He rode a bicycle with a basket hanging from the handlebars. He killed his chickens with his own hands, and he loved the ground his wife walked on. I felt as if we lived in a small village, protected from the cruelty of the outside world. But that was before we moved to the Desire.
Yes, Desire. Say it softly, and romantic illusions arise. The word evokes sultry, exotic images and thoughts: of some man, bare-chested, walking in tight pants, coming toward me, with a lustful expression on his face; or perhaps of Marlon Brando yelling for Stella. The Desire I knew was none of these; some linguist had played a cruel joke. That the city had planted such a moniker on the place spoke more for New Orleans’s sensual imaginings than for the reality of the lives lived in one of the country’s most notorious public housing complexes.
A bevy of two-story, redbrick, garden apartments stretched across acres of land, the Desire was a mini–concentration camp, whose residents were sandwiched between an open sewer canal and train tracks. Most of the occupants were low-income, but not all were welfare recipients. My mother, brother, and I lived at 3344 Abundance Street.
There was nothing abundant about Abundance, except in the dreams of all of us who lived there and hoped every day for an escape to something better. Our house was just around the corner from where my mother had lived when I was born. The street and the house had been erased by the government, and were now only a memory. Actually, the area had been razed and its residents relocated to make way for the project, which was supposed to be an improvement. The program to build public housing was, in some measure, the 1940s/1950s precursor of the 1960s urban renewal programs. Those latter versions of urban restoration found tons of federal money sweeping through inner cities, slicing old, poor, or working-class African American neighborhoods in the name of progress. But people had lived and died in those homes that the government called shacks. A certain camaraderie among neighbors had sculpted those communities into extended families. While some may have viewed the project as simply the demolition of buildings, in fact it was the destruction of the spirit and culture of whole communities, many of which were never restored.
I hated moving to the Desire. We had lived with my grandparents in the middle-class community known as Pontchartrain Park. That subdivision of detached houses felt more like a neighborhood; I didn’t know it then, but it also had the feel of a suburb. It boasted a new golf course, built mainly for the “Negro” residents of the city; public facilities remained segregated for much of my youth. In truth, racial separation made little sense in a place like New Orleans, which touted quadroons, octoroons, mulattos, and Creoles, long before the concept much less the word multiracial entered the lexicon of mainstream America. Most of us in New Orleans associated with nonblacks whenever we wanted. And when we decided to stay in our own little world, we found an unmatched comfort and wholeness.
In Pontchartrain Park, my sisters, my brother, and I played outside in the nearby parks or on the streets until the lights came on, or until my grandfather executed his famous whistle, which sounded through the air with the same clarity as the bells at the St. Louis Cathedral. The public buses stopped operating at ten o’clock in the evening. During those days, virtually everyone had a car, and those who didn’t, didn’t go out at such an “ungodly” hour.
When it became clear that four children and three adults, representing three generations, could not continue to live in a three-bedroom house—even one as modern as ours—our family split up. My younger and older sisters remained with my grandparents. My brother and I went with my mother. I never understood the reason for their choice, although years later, after some reflection, I surmised it was because my brother was a boy and could spell trouble, and I, well, I was the black sheep.
Early one morning, after we had been in the Desire for a few weeks, I awoke to the sound of tussling outside our second-floor apartment. I raised the window shade to glimpse who was creating the ruckus. A man was ripping away a woman’s skirt and tugging at her panties. The woman fought fiercely, punching at his head and trying to pull away. He grabbed her again. Finally, he forced her to the ground and pounced on top. I didn’t know what to do. If I called my mother, he might try to do something to her. If I called the police, I would have to give my name and then he might come looking for me. My mother and I had no man to protect us.
Still, I had to do something: I turned on my bedroom light and lifted the shade, hoping to illuminate the area around the two embattled figures. Frightened, the attacker ran away. All night I wrapped and rewrapped my gown tightly around my body. Later that morning, when I went out for school, I saw the woman’s green panties still on the ground, near the shrubbery.
There were good families squeezed inside the hellhole called Desire. But most often, the ones who came in whole and healthy soon caught the disease. My own brother was sucked up by drugs that were sold as openly as all-day-long hand suckers. Children were left alone without food, and death might be found on any corner.
Most of us kids who lived in the projects attended Moton Elementary School or one of the George Washington Carver schools—junior or senior high—which had been physically connected, through a conspiracy designed to keep us isolated and confined, like Native Americans on a reservation. In the mornings, we marched two and three abreast, escaping the confines of our apartments. We darted between parked cars and raced down pothole-infested streets; there were few sidewalks, and trucks, delivering beer and sodas, stole what little curb space there was. Profanities flew from the mouths of some kids the way Molotov cocktails leapt from angry hands years later, after the death of the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.
A block from the school, we often were forced to take out our handkerchiefs or whatever other protection history and experience had taught us must be raised against the ruthless dust of this desert. We looked like bandits preparing for robbery. But we were the ones being robbed; even as an adolescent I knew that.
I often wondered what was on the minds of the construction crew as they systematically uprooted each tree. Did they ponder the absence of magnolias to guard against the wind and the stench of the canal? Did they consider the nakedness of a playground without even one tree from which boys and tomboy girls could jump after betting who could climb the highest? I wondered if they considered, even as they wiped the perspiration from their foreheads, that the hot, humid July days of New Orleans, without a tree’s shade, were merciless; or that mornings without birds perched on branches, chirping and singing enchanting melodies, were lifeless. Even now, I wonder: Did those men know that the dust would become a vulture, circling constantly, then sucking the breath from our mouths? If they knew, evidence proved they didn’t care.

Forgive Me, Father, I Have Sinned
My childhood was one long, empty night. I owned an overwhelming sadness and loneliness. A waiflike sentience consumed me. I cannot situate the precise moment I began to have this experience. But it was the very air I breathed, surrounding me and suffocating me with its pollution. Part of me did not want to escape it; I wallowed in this shattered emotional landscape. Years later, I realized that, at least in part, I had attributed my fragmented geography to an episode that remained imprinted on my psyche in unbelievable detail and that had a profound affect: Noel’s mysterious departure.
Noel and my mother lived together for several years after her legal separation from Bill. One day he was in our house; the next day he was gone. Years later, upon reflection, I came to understand the depth of my sense of abandonment. By the time I was eight, three men had left me—three fathers: first Bill, who left my mother when I was still a toddler, then John, and now Noel. But it was Noel whom I remember the most fondly, maybe because my cognitive skills had fully developed by the time he came into my life. In other words, I knew him more fully, perhaps, than the others. Consequently, I missed him desperately.
I have replayed one particular frame in my history with Noel over and over again. Recalling, without any aids, the weather, the pose, the feeling of security it offered me:
It is 1956. I sit, poised and comfortable, in my white jumper and sandals, on the hood of a shiny white-and-silver Buick parked outside our home at 2612 St. Anthony Street. New Orleans is saturated with streets whose names are redolent of Catholicism—St. Ann, St. Claude, Elysian Fields. The aroma of fish frying, the sound of church bells, and the sudden appearance of rosaries in the hands of a sidewalk bum testify to the Pope’s powerful pull: On Good Friday, for a time, it was not uncommon for some people to visit as many as nine churches, performing aspects of the stations of the cross at each, as if they were Simon, carrying the wooden crucifix. Nearly the entire population would be caught on Saturdays, inside pitch-dark closets, reciting a litany of small and large sins for which penance was dispensed. On Sundays, the liturgy sounded throughout the city. The day after Mardi Gras, people squeezed inside churches to have ashes pressed into foreheads, beginning the ritual of Lent, during which something valuable must be sacrificed. And each year, on the first day of November, cemeteries, resembling miniature cities, were visited; tombs whitewashed, weeds pulled, sidewalks swept, and prayers murmured in hopes that the dearly departed would rise beyond purgatory to heaven.
I know this reverent history even at (almost) six years of age, as I sit in the New Orleans summer heat, my hair neatly pressed and styled into Shirley Temple curls; the nuns and priests had carved it into my brain each day during Mass and Catechism class at Epiphany School, where I made my first Communion.
This afternoon, I am both witness to and beneficiary of a miracle: Noel’s long, lean arms wrap around my waist, like a hula hoop or a life preserver. The left side of his forehead brushes mine. My dark skin does not nauseate him. It is black silk; he smiles from its touch. I smile back. One curl, unable to contain its excitement, shoots up in the center of my head. He is Daddy, although I don’t call him that. He is the only man I think of that way. I feel protected and loved.
But only a small black-and-white photograph and a weeping heart serve as evidence that Noel ever existed.
After he left, and I realized he wasn’t coming back, I frequently made my way inside the confessional at Epiphany, later at St. Gabriel, sometimes at St. Paul. I fell on the wooden floor rest, my bony knees whining from the discomfort. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” I whispered as the priest positioned his ear close to the mesh opening, listening for me to begin my inventory of offenses. With the sincerity expressed only by the very young, I muttered that I lied when I said I didn’t care that Noel was gone. I lied when I said I was happy. I did not know what happiness was.
There was an internal civil war under way; I was too young to explain the battle to anyone, least of all the priest, who engendered reverence. I wanted God to resurrect me, the way he did Jesus Christ. The term suicide was foreign to me then. Now, however, I realize that is the word I would have used in the confessional. Instead, in my timid voice, I begged for forgiveness, believing that five Our
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