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			HATE ME

			love or hate me
it’s always been that with me
hate my composure
hate that I am good at this
hate that my ratings are high

			and love me for the same damn reasons

			Miss Jones

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			From my earliest memory, nothing I did was ever right, so there came a time when I silenced myself and listened. Listened, and then believed everything the world told me about myself. I just shut the fuck up, and allowed people to treat me as if I had no value. No sense in arguing. They must be right. After all, most of them were older. And I loved them and depended on them to guide me in the ways of the world.

			Every time I’ve tried to wear glass slippers, somebody has deliberately knocked them off of my feet. Because of that, I have walked the earth emotionally barefoot. And expressed my lack of self-esteem and rage in ways that clouded my judgment. I was a participant in a lot of drama. Didn’t mean to be . . . it was never my intention.

			The beat-downs came so often, I had to stop running and turn around and fight. Had to speak for myself. Had to fight for myself. Had to start swinging. And tell myself and the world that I have worth, I am valuable.

			And though I still fight, there is a difference in my swagger. Instead of remaining silent . . . now I am talking. And I’m asking you:

			Have You Met Miss Jones?

		

	
		
			Have You Met Miss Jones?

		

	
		
			ONE

			BACK IN DA DAY

			I almost killed my mother more times than I can remember. I didn’t mean to. It just turned out that way.

			Time after time, I watched her convulse, her body jerk, and her jaws flap like a hummingbird’s wing, as she fell in and out of consciousness.

			And I did nothing to help her.

			“Get a spoon!” my stepdad, Sonny, would yell.

			Chaos and radio static from the police and paramedics’ walkie-talkies sounded throughout apartment 5G in the Astoria Projects, where we made our home. Uniformed men hovered over my mother’s flailing body, attaching metal objects, trying to fix what I had done to her—again. My older sister Marcia screamed, “Momma is having a stroke!” My eldest sister, Audrey, ordered, “Get back in your bed! And don’t move!” before disappearing into our parents’ bedroom.

			I sat on the edge of the twin bed with my spine reaching toward the ceiling. Alone. I was scared that my momma was really going to die this time, ’cause my dolls and games had been all over the floor when she called me for dinner. And she flipped. Sitting at the dinner table, my father scolded, “I done told you to stop aggravating your mother.”

			But I didn’t listen. I got a hard head.

			I didn’t want to hasten her death by disobeying Audrey. Different, louder voices now reassured one another that my mother had stabilized. Cheating fate, I tiptoed toward my parents’ bedroom, just as my mother groaned softly.

			“Momma,” I whispered to her. The uniformed adults ignored me—a nine-year-old little girl. My mother looked like a fragile china doll. “Momma, it’s me, Tarsha,” I said, gulping back tears. She didn’t recognize anyone, as her gaze darted to each strange face in the bedroom.

			A paramedic advised my stepdad, “Keep talkin’ to her. Tell her who you are.” My mother responded with double takes to anyone who spoke. Then slowly, the glaze over her eyes changed from stoicism to embarrassment. My mother cried from shame. And I cried too, wiping my tears with the sleeve of the fuzzy pink sweater my stepdad had recently bought for me. That morning, my mother had proudly escorted me to the school bus as I wore my sweater. On payday, my stepdad always bought me new outfits. My favorite was a white rabbit jacket with a matching muff and brown boots. My two older sisters were jealous because they had to wear hand-me-downs. Sonny would take pictures with his old instant Polaroid camera, as I posed in front of the hallway door with the lead-filled chipped white paint.

			My mother whimpered, “My tongue . . . I bit my tongue.”

			“It’s okay, Mommy.” Audrey and Marcia tried to console her.

			While the paramedics and the police gathered their equipment I reminded myself: I better not do anything bad. Bring home good grades. Do all of my chores without being asked. Or my mommy might die. And it’ll be my fault.

			My stepdad told me, “You aggravate her, that’s why she has the seizures.”

			I was a bad little girl. I did bad things. I knew this because my stepdad repeatedly told me. And my bad things were sure to make my mother, whom I loved more than anything, leave me alone in this world. Alone because soon Audrey, at eighteen, was leaving for a place called college, and Marcia, who was nine months younger than Audrey, was wrapped up in following behind her. And Sonny, as I grew older, just became wrapped up in whatever. Whatever it was, it did not include me.

			When my mother’s seizures first happened, no one knew what to do about it. Later, she would be diagnosed with epilepsy.

			

			My mother, Alyce Scott Jones, was the love of Sonny Tharpe’s life. They met when she was twenty-four years old with two little girls and pregnant with me by my biological father, Billy Leon Jones. My mom had graduated number one in her high school class and was on her way to Spelman when she became pregnant with Audrey.

			Even though Alyce didn’t love Billy, they were forced by their parents to marry. My grandmother had gotten pregnant before she married and wanted to make sure that situation didn’t happen with her only daughter.

			Despite good intentions, Billy and Alyce were not prepared for the responsibilities of marriage and raising a family. Billy became involved with drugs and couldn’t keep a job. My mom, being the bright woman she was, sized up the situation and divorced Billy.

			Sonny and Alyce married after I was born. Sonny was Daddy. He gave me the Easters and Christmases that my sisters never got when they were my age.

			

			“Goddamn it! Don’t make me kill you!” my mother would scream. “I told you to stop!”

			“Alyce, you better stop!” Sonny warned.

			I would hear silence and then BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

			Friday evenings would always begin with laughter, but then alcohol would give way to harsh, violent words, which would merge with Marvin Gaye’s “Let’s Get It On” or whatever music my parents had been dancing to just an hour earlier. Even now, it’s difficult for me to trust laughter, because I never know what emotion may follow. Apartment 5G was a place for my parents to unleash their internal demons that they couldn’t show to the public. My home life hinged on the intersection of dysfunctional contradictions.

			From the other side of my bedroom door, it always sounded like my mother would instigate physical fights with my stepdad. And then if he grabbed her wrists in an attempt to protect himself, and she got bruised, the fight would escalate. I didn’t know what my stepfather had done, but my mother’s threats would launch weekend-long beer-and-vodka-laced battles. The alcohol gave them both the courage to say things they would never utter sober.

			Their fights frightened me. Rocking in my bed with a blanket over my head did not shield me from the tremendous fear that shook my body. No one called Alyce and Sonny’s volatile relationship domestic violence back then. Our neighbors and family members sanctioned the violence with their silence. What you did in your house was your business. And you kept what family did to family behind closed doors. It was considered normal that Alyce used her fists on Sonny to relieve the depression she felt about her own life. Beneath her normally calm exterior, my mom was furious about her situation. She never expected her life to turn out the way that it did. And to wind up like the girls who hung out smoking in the bathroom, while she was the “good girl” who devoted herself to her studies in hopes of a better life, devastated her. This was not supposed to be her future—on welfare, with three kids, and a volatile relationship with her man. Sonny was a tortured man who retired after dinner to the bedroom to find a sense of peace before he returned to a daily life that heaped disrespect on him with low wages and long hours. Apartment 5G was the only place where his behavior didn’t have any consequences.

			Often my sisters and I were forced to take sides in their conflicts. If my stepdad spoke up for us and his doing so was the cause of the fight, my mother would stare at us and say, “This is all y’all fault. You think you getting away with this? I am not done with you.” Or if we chuckled when my stepdad said something slick to her, she would later burst into our bedroom to punish us. Clicking on the lights, she’d wake us up by yelling, “Y’all think something is funny? Get out the fucking bed now and do some chores! We are gonna strip the paint right now!” our mother would scream with her hands on her hips.

			“But it’s midnight.”

			“You got energy to laugh, you got energy to pick up a fucking paintbrush!”

			By Monday morning, everything returned to normal, as if nothing had happened.

			

			During the good times, Sonny and Alyce would coo and laugh with each other. Wherever she was, he was. He took care of her every need and surprised her with gifts. Sonny drove her wherever she needed to go because my mother didn’t have a driver’s license. She worked when she was with my biological father, but she didn’t work when she got with Sonny. As my mother’s epilepsy became more frequent, she was afraid of having seizures in public places. My mother treated Sonny as if only he mattered. She didn’t allow her women friends to distract or inject themselves in her marriage. When my stepdad would arrive home at three o’clock in the afternoon, weary from work, dinner was hot and ready. The television was on his channel, and the remote control was within his grasp. My mother, when she was feeling good, would hover around him, just in case he needed anything. Then with a full belly, he would retire to their bedroom to watch The Flip Wilson Show until he fell asleep. Their blissful routine would continue until the next weekend, when the cycle of drinking and fighting would begin again.

			

			Everything I know about relationships, both good and bad, I learned from Alyce and Sonny; lessons that I am still trying to grapple with to this day. My mother taught me, without knowing it, that no matter how bad it got with a man, you never leave. Leaving is never an option. Appearances were important to my mother. It was important to maintain a united front. And that is part of the reason that I’ve had a hard time letting go of relationships even if they’re abusive. Like a crack addict, I became intoxicated by tender moments, and when any kind of abuse occurred, I ignored it, still craving for just one more tender moment.

			

			My babysitter overdosed on heroin. She was found on the back staircase of her floor in the projects. People stepped over her body and left her there for a while. Ignoring the dead body of my babysitter was not an act of cruelty. My neighbors stepped over a lot of heartache to get to the next point in their lives. For them, given a chance to avoid a painful situation was always the preferred strategy when they knew that a personal tragedy could await around the next corner.

			The working poor who lived in the Astoria Projects watched and waited as life just happened. Another clique, made up of people who were either chronically unemployed or had dropped out of life, squeezed daily like grapes on the benches in front of the building. They made careers of being spectators to those who struggled to earn a living wage to feed their families.

			Still, among the buildings in the Astoria Projects in Queens, New York, my building was considered the best, and for a while the cleanest. It was called the bus-stop building. Because it was the first building you saw when you got off the bus at the Projects’ entrance. Everybody—especially the ones who sat in their windows all day—knew what time everybody else was coming and going.

			“Hey, Tarsha! Where you going?” a nosy neighbor hanging out of the window would yell. “I’m going—” But before I could answer my mother would yell out of our window, “Tarsha! What did I tell you about yelling up at windows?!”

			During the Christmas season, there was a floor decoration competition. Miss Eunice started the tradition. She decorated her apartment from the front door to the back bedroom with Christmas garland, tinsel, ornaments, streamers, and little clay Santa Clauses. Even the local drug dealers got caught up in the Christmas spirit and suspended their distribution of death until sundown, after everyone napped, satisfied from turkey dinners.

			

			“Tarsha went home and told her parents that it was my fault that you all had to stay late after school,” Ms. Tuohy, my second grade teacher, announced to my PS 17 classmates. I felt eyes boring into my back like a laser sharpshooter. My head hung low the rest of the day. The day before, Ms. Tuohy had kept us late after school, causing me to miss the school bus. My mother was never notified that I was going to be late. The white kids didn’t have to take the bus, because their parents waited for them outside. There were no cell phones then, so my mother paced back and forth in front of our building. She hated being out of the apartment.

			When I finally reached home, and after my mother stopped yelling, I told her why I was late. My mother phoned Ms. Tuohy and gave her a piece of her mind. So the next day, Ms. Tuohy retaliated when I got to school and embarrassed me in front of the entire class. I never told my parents what my teacher had done, because I was afraid the situation would escalate. Somehow, I knew that I would have to fight my battles on my own. That there would be no one to protect me. So I kept what I felt about what Ms. Tuohy had done to myself and decided to get anyone else who didn’t like me to be my friend.

			PS 17 was in an all-white school district, and I was the only black girl in the class. The white students never made me feel different, and the only time I felt black and like I didn’t belong was when I got called on and I didn’t know the answer to a question. But I was as smart, if not smarter, than most of my classmates. I was constantly being congratulated on the school intercom system for some achievement or other, such as reading one hundred books or making it to the National Spelling Bee.

			My school friends lived in better neighborhoods and their parents liked me a lot. Invitations were always extended to visit them in their homes. Except on special occasions, I could never attend because of my mother’s reluctance to leave the house and my stepdad’s being too tired after working all day to drive me anywhere.

			The first time I felt different from my white friends was during a game of Run, Catch, and Kiss. None of the white boys would chase after me. They would only run and chase my white girlfriends, who playfully screamed, “No, don’t! No!” I beat up the white boys to stop them from kissing my white girlfriends.

			Who wants to kiss me? Y’all can kiss me.

			Finally I realized that the white boys didn’t want to kiss me because I’m black. They didn’t want to kiss a black girl, no matter how smart she was. At first I thought it was because I smelled different.

			“Why does your coat smell like that? Is it the leather? Is it because it’s a strange color?” For once, the questions from my classmates were not because they were trying to tease me. They were curious about that strange smell of my clothes. It was embarrassing when I realized that it was because of the smoke in the house. I hated that my parents smoked. And really hated when they told me to go to the store for a pack of Kool cigarettes.

			But years later I would receive more attention than I could stand when I attended the mostly black Junior High PS 126. It seemed like the students’ reason for living was to make my life miserable. They were determined to treat me like I was meant to be demeaned and attacked. Every encounter hinged upon or ended up in violence.

			“What the fuck you say?” Kevin Foster yelled, spraying saliva within inches of my face. He was one of the boys who would squeeze my ass and breasts and then run away like a coward. Then they would tell other boys, “Tarsha easy, man!”

			When I first started developing breasts and a butt, I felt really ashamed because badass boys would grab my body and encourage other boys to do it. I didn’t fight back because I was afraid that I would get beaten up. There were never any witnesses, so this was yet another battle that I had to fight alone.

			One day Kevin grabbed me and I had had enough and chased him down. He stopped and whirled up in my face, “What? What?” When I balled my fist and tried to block him from hitting me, Kevin punched me so hard that my thumb snapped out of joint. It remains dislocated to this day. Kevin was suspended from school. And after that fight, no one else attempted to violate me, because the word got back not to fuck with me or they’d wind up like Kevin.

			My girlfriends who lived in the Projects and attended Junior High School 126 were very judgmental about me. I was very shapely, with a small waist and big butt, and my hair was long and thick. To them, there was always something wrong with the sneakers or jeans I wore or how my hair was styled. I would spend hours experimenting with different hairstyles, but my friends still always found something wrong with me. Their taunts and criticisms made me an introvert. I never wanted to attract attention to myself. “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me” was the lie I always told myself. But the words did hurt, as I had not yet learned that I was valuable.

			Looking back, I now see that they were just as insecure as I was. In a neighborhood where the adults consumed drugs and alcohol to dull their pain, these young girls desperately needed to overpower anyone they perceived as weak. And because I was a teacher’s pet, I became the weakest link. I now know that one’s self-esteem comes from within. Physically attacking another person only highlights the attacker’s weakness.

		

	
		
			TWO

			WHEN I GROW UP!

			

			Jonesy’s Juice:

			Karrine “Superhead” Steffans: When this chick ran crying from the studio because she didn’t understand why the married men she’d called out in her tell-all book were upset, I knew she didn’t have both oars in the water. Either that, or it was a perfectly choreographed plan so she could get her responses straight while she was on the hot seat. While husband/wife rappers Kool G Rap and Ma Barker screamed on her during the interview, I had the impression that she loved every single moment of the limelight. Even though she got pimped out and discarded, Superhead loves that she has exposed every man who thinks they got over on her. It’s disgusting that she gets a kick out of inserting herself into the marriages of other people, and while she was getting off with half of hip-hop, she never took responsibility for her actions.

			


			“You got to be out your goddamn mind! There ain’t no other woman!”

			“Don’t lie to me! Damn it! Don’t lie to me! I wanna know the truth!”

			Silence.

			“All right! Goddamn it, what do you wanna know?”

			“I wanna know the truth!”

			Whispers.

			Whatever Sonny said caused my mother to storm out of the house, slamming the door, with him tripping behind her, flailing his arms and questioning if she had lost her mind. I never bothered to follow them or peer out the window. As far as I was concerned, if you’ve seen one of their fights, you’ve seen them all. I blasted Denise Williams and Johnny Mathis’s single “Too Much, Too Little, Too Late” on Audrey’s record player, singing both Denise’s and Johnny’s parts. Audrey was gone so much that I was able to hog this wonder machine that would transport me away from the “Daily Fights at the Joneses’.” Besides, I knew I would hear an instant replay of every stupid detail when my mother would blab to my great-aunt Nina on the telephone.

			Aunt Nina was a dark-skinned woman with a colorful personality who lived in East Elmhurst, New York. Whenever my sisters and I got dressed up, it was usually because we were going to Aunt Nina’s for the day. Everyone perceived her and her husband, Uncle Sam, as having achieved the American dream. But later it was revealed that they had hit the jackpot by stealing my mother’s share of a lawsuit settlement from a car accident. My mother suffered painful back problems as a result of that accident, taking pain medicine on top of her pills for epilepsy.

			Aunt Nina and Uncle Sam used the accident money to change their lives but were not concerned that Alyce, the niece they claimed they loved, was left scrambling for a financial and emotional life preserver, subsisting on public assistance. Uncle Sam and Aunt Nina stole all of it and purchased a beautiful home that was a suburban showcase.

			Aunt Nina was a maternal presence to my mother and theirs was a relationship that my mother was not willing to discard no matter how the loss of the accident money affected her quality of life. The subject never came up and the relationship was cordial—that is, until both of them began drinking. The alcohol permitted them to speak what was in their hearts no matter how vulgar their words became. But they never separated angry at each other. Just before I would drift off to sleep, I would hear my mother say, “Okay, Auntie, talk to you tomorrow!” An hour before, they had been hurling nonsensical accusations, pouring from an open bottle of whatever was that evening’s liquid pleasure.

			

			At Junior High School 126 in Astoria, I was quiet until I was comfortable around my classmates, although I wasn’t shy about raising my hand to answer questions, read out loud or write on the blackboard. “Pick me! Pick me!” was my constant cry in class. In seventh and eighth grade, it was crystal clear to my young eyes that the white kids had an advantage that my friends and I did not. Their parents were constantly involved, encouraging their kids, while my parents, though they did attend the parent-teacher conferences, only did so when there was a problem, not when I was excelling. Many of the parents of black kids couldn’t find their way to the school to save their lives, especially on parent-teacher day. Teachers would sit twiddling their thumbs waiting for the parents of their students to arrive. Often the black parents would belittle the teacher if they had the nerve to flunk their child, even if the child hadn’t been to school in weeks. In the eyes of some of the black parents, it was the duty of the school to raise their children, not vice versa. On the other hand, many of the white students seemed to be encouraged by their parents to excel. Their parents co-partnered with each teacher to make sure their children were properly educated. What I learned was that a child positively responds when the adults in their life have high expectations of them. Many of my black classmates suffered from low expectations by their parents.

			“Tarsha is just not applying herself. She has potential, but she doesn’t focus on her homework.” Like a needle piercing my left temple, Sonny and Alyce coordinated squinting their evil eyes, to signal that there would be hell to pay as soon as we were out of earshot of school authorities. No matter how profane Alyce and Sonny could get in the seclusion of our apartment, when they met with my teachers, they were paragons of angelic parenthood. After assuring whatever teacher that my work or conduct would immediately improve, they would pelt me with a stream of rants all the way home. “Your sisters went there and if Audrey and Marcia could do it, you can do it. You stay in the goddamn house . . . hanging around them dumb-ass kids!”

			While in my mind I rebelled, I would rarely talk back, especially if I was in close proximity to my mother’s fist. If whatever I had to say came out louder than intended, I would pay the price with a slap upside my head.

			When I didn’t understand my homework, which was a lot of the time, I would daydream, and stare out of my bedroom window, watching kids in the neighborhood or the group of adults with too much time on their hands perch on the benches in front of the building. I tried to focus on my homework, but could not see the words on the page. Finally, I would toss the book on Audrey’s former bed, which remained unused while she was away at college, and did what I liked to do: sing!

			I would tiptoe over and click on Audrey’s record player, with the volume real low. Diligently, I wrote down the lyrics to “I Want to Thank You” by Alicia Meyers and created my own magical stage as if I were on Soul Train. There were no videos then, so I had to create my own choreography. And the star was me! Singing gave me confidence and a sense of power, in that it was an activity I could do well, without question.

			

			The television was left on with the volume blaring Eyewitness News’ five-o’clock broadcast. And every single ceiling light and lamp in the apartment was on as if it were New Year’s Eve and everyone had rushed to Flushing Meadows–Corona Park for the midnight fireworks. My book report for English class was done, so I used my mother’s and stepfather’s sudden absence to escape down the back stairs and pray that I would run into Eric, whom I loved madly, in my own twelve-year-old kind of way. Eric was a little older than me and didn’t really know that I existed, which was fascinating. At home, I had grown accustomed to being ignored, so I equated his aloofness with affection. After I flaunted myself in front of him enough times, he began to interact with me without constantly looking around for his friends.

			Like clockwork, Eric finished playing basketball around six o’clock every day, coinciding with my 6:00 P.M. curfew. Our “relationship” was quite simple really. I would see him. He would see me. I would talk to him. And he would talk to me. About stupid shit. Just when things were getting interesting, Sonny would sprint around the corner, wearing a stretched-out wife beater and wrinkled shorts, his ashy feet in flip-flops. Eric would always see my stepfather first. The terror scrawled across his face was my cue, and the dust Eric kicked up bouncing out of there was the other. “Get witchu later,” I think Eric would mumble, rounding the corner farthest away from me, and holding his basketball like a pacifier under his brown-toned, lanky arm.

			Daag. Busted.

			The momentum in my “relationship” with Eric had been foiled again. After my two-week punishment for violating curfew, we—er, I—would have to start all over again. Eric was never interested enough to adjust his schedule to compliment mine.

			No one explained anything to me about sex or menstruation. I got my period while my mother was in the hospital getting a hysterectomy. Marcia, who was home from college at the time, explained, “It’s not a big deal. Hold on, I’ll get you a pad.” My friend Amanda taught me about boys. For some reason, she thought it was her life mission to dictate my sexual experiences. And I learned from her instruction: “You gotta kiss him” or “You gotta sex him.” Amanda was also the first friend in my circle to get pregnant.

			

			My mother paid more attention to my singing than I gave her credit for. Unbeknownst to me, she had heard me singing around the house. She knew that my talent really developed in the community center during the annual talent shows.

			“What the hell is going on?” is what Audrey and Marcia’s expressions read when they would arrive home from school. Once their eyes focused, they hollered laughing at the comical scene. My mother would make me dress up and perform songs from the musical The Wiz, wearing brown tweed gauchos that snapped in the front, a brown turtleneck and a matching hat. When Audrey and Marcia began mimicking me, I would run from the room in embarrassment. But my mother would call me back. “Let’s go! You have to be dedicated.”

			Dedicated for what, I had no idea.

			“Walk in time with the music, Tarsha . . . okay, now when the song goes ‘put your left foot out’ don’t put your right foot out . . . okay, now pose with your hand behind your ear . . . that’s it . . . again!”

			I now wonder if I was a naive victim of Alyce’s drunken stupor. I know I was her entertainment.

			Sad, but funny.

			“Nikki! Telephone! Come get the damn phone!” I took my time. I had been in the mirror pretending that I was Crystal Gale singing “Don’t It Make My Brown Eyes Blue.” So I didn’t look like a complete ass, I removed the brown sweater from my head, which stood in for Gale’s long brown hair. By the time I had dragged myself into the kitchen, my mother was slamming pots, having long since abandoned her Kool cigarette burning like cherry incense on the coffee table. Sonny was nowhere to be found. I picked up the phone receiver.

			“Hello?” I said, sounding as nonchalant as possible.

			“Whatchu doing, little gal?”

			“Nothing.” I didn’t know what I was supposed to say.

			“What do you mean, ‘nothing’?”

			“I dunno. Nothing. Just playing.”

			“Don’t let me hear about you doing nothing!” And so it went. This was how my periodic telephone exchanges went with Billy, aka my biological father.

			“Your father was very handsome,” my mother would say, “but he never wanted to achieve his full potential.” Billy wanted shortcuts in life. He wanted to be with cats on the street. And as a result, we ended up in the projects, and he back at home with his mother and adult siblings in Jersey City, New Jersey.

			“All right, little gal, I love you madly. Put your momma back on the phone.” Those were the words that I looked forward to hearing so I could return to my brown-sweater hair and Crystal Gale, or whoever I was pretending to be.

			My mother would ask, “Why were you mean to your father?”

			In reality, I wasn’t trying to be mean; I was only following her instructions. And if I didn’t have other plans, I obeyed adults, even if my intuition told me different. Plus, my mother always said that some adults would pick the brains of kids to try to find out what was going on in their house. My mother warned, “Don’t you be telling people my house business.” Sonny didn’t appreciate Billy coming back on the scene. My stepfather considered Alyce, Audrey, Marcia, and me to be his family, biological or not. Legally married or not. Fighting all of the time or not. After all, Sonny had invested the time and sweat in raising and caring for another man’s children. So he was afraid that with Billy’s renewed attention, his own emotional investments would break his heart.

			My sisters, Audrey and Marcia, remembered growing up with Billy until they were eight or nine. They had a clearer attachment to who their biological father was. When Sonny came along and tried to lay down the law, Audrey would say, “You’re not my father! You can’t tell me what to do.” And yet there were moments when Sonny and Audrey bonded. They were both early risers. Sonny taught her how to separate sections of the newspaper so he could read them in the order he preferred, as they sipped hot coffee and ate breakfast together in a comfortable silence.

			Nothing takes the place of being there.

			“See, before I met Sonny I was married to Billy, your real father, and he wants to meet you. You are a very special little girl.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Because most little girls don’t have two daddies.” Though that was a nice sentiment, my relationship with Sonny or Billy was never very deep. We never had a Cosby Show version of a father-daughter relationship. They asked a question. I gave an answer. Usually one word.

			Billy asked. “Do you want to call me Daddy?”

			“No.”

			“Pop?”

			“No.”

			“Billy?”

			“Yes.”

			Billy would take me to a diner every two weeks, and I could order whatever I wanted. I never asked him to explain his absence from my early life. In fact, it never occurred
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