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Prologue



2014



Jackie Wallace stumbled out of the New Orleans Mission a broken and defeated man. He wore three shirts to protect against the cold, but the wind pierced the thin fabric of each. As he wandered toward downtown, a cold, damp blast reached through his bones and sunk him.

He staggered past St. John the Baptist Catholic Church, and when he came to the entrance for the Pontchartrain Expressway, he turned. Walking up the ramp, hemmed in by commuters and tractor-trailers, he felt momentary relief. He leaned against the quivering railing for balance.

To his left, if he had looked, he would have seen the gleaming towers of commerce, a statue of Robert E. Lee and the riverboat Natchez—vestiges of old Dixie. To his right, he would have seen the neighborhood where he enjoyed Carnival as a boy and the wharfs where his father earned a living and his family’s respect. But his eyes were fixed on the Mississippi River bridge. As he approached, he could see the plaque of a selfless mother pelican bolted to the structure’s crossbeam.

In his sixty-three years, he had been the pride of his hometown, the envy of his childhood friends and schoolmates, a true American success story, a Super Bowl hero. But a life full of accolades and praise meant nothing to him now. He had come undone. Living low and getting high had become as common as taking a breath. He had come to the Mississippi River bridge to die.

Jackie instinctively dodged cars as he crossed the last ramp. No one seemed to notice him. Just a little farther and it would all be over. One hundred fifty feet below, the muddy Mississippi would swallow his soul and his wretched life. He bundled tighter and walked on, convinced that neither height nor depth could separate him from the love of God.

But before he reached the span, an especially cold crosswind caught his face. Maybe it was the chill of death or the wing of an angel. Fear and grace gripped him. He stood frozen between earth and eternity.



I WAS ONLY one block away, shooting an assignment for The Times-Picayune. A crowd cheered as I trained my camera lens on a beautiful restored fighter plane while a crane lifted it into a museum showcase. If I had refocused my zoom in another direction, I might have seen my old friend. If I had known, I could have made a difference. I would have moved heaven and earth to help him.




Chapter One

The Prodigal Son



1990



The heavyset, gray-brick building and the iconic clock tower that housed The Times-Picayune newspaper bore a resemblance to a lighthouse set upon a rock—a reliable guiding light, a beacon of truth that overlooked the Pontchartrain Expressway, the Louisiana Superdome, and the New Orleans skyline beyond.

Inside, the cavernous newsroom on deadline surged with a boisterous channeling of facts and figures, reporting and opinions, and features and scandal moving in a syncopated rhythm. It was a beehive of activity, noisy with hundreds of staffers: each day, the assembled team built another massive shipment of news, features, sports, classifieds, comics, debutante introductions, and obituaries—not to mention the endless investigations and revelations of the latest crooked Louisiana politician. We were the preeminent watchdog of state politics—the state’s paper of record. Of our staff of twenty-four photographers, most still considered me a rookie. I’d seen a lot in six years, but I still had a lot to learn about big city journalism.

I would soon get my opportunity. On a particularly hot summer day in New Orleans, one of those soaking, sweaty days when breathing hurts, I’d spent the morning chasing down false leads on a celebrity murder case. If the afternoon turned out like I hoped, I’d spend the afternoon developing film and making prints in the cool of the darkroom.

But my photo editor, Kurt Mutchler, had other ideas.

Over the weekend, he had noticed a curious homeless camp under the Pontchartrain Expressway, near Carrollton Avenue, just twelve blocks from the office. While frequently short on pleasantries, he had a knack for sniffing out great ideas.

“It’s a homeless camp,” he said, “unlike any you’ve ever seen. It’s just where the ramp comes to ground level. Look quickly to the right. There, tucked under that space, you’ll see it.”

“What makes it so interesting?” I asked, intrigued and fishing for details. I had worked on several homeless stories since the mid-eighties, when the oil bust sent Louisiana’s unemployment rate over 13 percent.

“It’s got a couch, end tables, chairs—all arranged like a living room. It’s right where the bridgework meets the ground, in that little wedge space.”

I’ve always loved arbitrary ideas like this—a random notion to fill my afternoon—nothing much expected, nothing more in mind. I thought of them as simmering adventures. I tried to imagine the pictures I’d shoot—guys huddled around a cooking fire, their weary faces cast in beautiful light.

How many homeless men and women had I wandered by in the past six years? Thousands, maybe? Most of them at the time slept alone, curled into a hidden spot under tattered blankets, trying to attract as little attention as possible. A camp sounded like a community, like a family, like something different—and journalism thrives on different. “Let me know what you find,” my editor said as I hustled out the door.

I drove the twelve short blocks from the office to the spot he described, where Mid-City met Gert Town, past old warehouses and through the heart of Xavier University. I crossed Carrollton Avenue and parked near the overpass beside a group of closed businesses. My two-hundred-thousand-mile Honda, with its chipped paint, split cowling, and ridiculously noisy suspension, blended into the landscape. It made a great decoy for the expensive gear concealed beneath the hatchback, easily worth five times the car.

The space under the bridge looked ominous. A few shadows moved slowly in the distance, which made me nervous. The roar of traffic overhead drowned out any warning sounds I might have otherwise heard. Cars, trucks, and eighteen-wheelers rumbled over the concrete sections with an irregular ca-thunk, ca-thunk beat. Those were people with someplace to go.

I picked my way through steel supports where weeds suddenly gave way to rock and dirt, and I then spotted a railroad track that suggested an alternative walking path toward downtown. I worked my way past the rusted remains of forgotten cars and debris—unrecognizable as once useful. I practiced how I would approach the men, now only a hundred yards away—what I would say and how I would say it. I wanted to be compassionate and understanding. But this hidden realm was so different from my own. How could I adequately relate to people living on the streets, estranged from family, numbed by addiction—ignored, or worse, forgotten?

My cameras were prepared for whatever might happen. The exposures were preset, the lenses prefocused halfway to infinity. I tugged on the rewind knobs to make sure I’d loaded film. I’d experienced this rush of uneasiness many times before, remembering that some of my most meaningful photographs had been made while treading similarly unpredictable terrain.

As I turned the last corner, my previsualized concept evaporated. The sofa was overturned. Tables were smashed against a pile of broken concrete as if marauders had ravaged the place. There was garbage everywhere. The people were gone.

I exhaled and surveyed the scene. I meandered a bit, looking for any clues as to what could have possibly wrecked the scene. What had driven the homeless to this desperate space in the first place? Where would I have gone if I had run out of choices? I started back toward my car. Time to move on.

As I rounded the next support column, a small movement caught my eye. When I looked closer, I spotted a half-naked man sleeping on a rusty box spring covered with cardboard. He was wrapped in a sheet of thick, clear plastic that opened around his arms and chest. His head rested on a wadded yellow jacket, also wrapped in plastic. He slept in the fetal position in only his briefs and an undershirt. I took a few photos with my long lens, then came closer and climbed the pier for a few overhead frames. Then I climbed down and tried to wake him.

“Hello,” I said. He rustled a bit.

“Hey, man,” I said. “Hello.”

This time he lifted his head. He squinted his eyes into focus and rolled toward me. He didn’t seem startled. When you sleep under bridges, you learn to expect the unexpected.

He pulled himself upright, waving the plastic sheet away, revealing the Kenmore refrigerator box that served as his mattress. He appeared to be about forty years old. He needed a haircut and a shave. His feet landed on a pair of discarded automotive floor mats. I glanced around his setup. There was a five-gallon bucket off to the side, a pair of neatly arranged sneakers, a clean set of clothes, a jug of water, and a folded copy of The Times-Picayune. He cleared his throat and reached for a damp dishrag to clean the sleep from his eyes.

“Sorry to bug you,” I said, “but I was wondering if you might know what happened to the men camped down by the concrete?”

“Yeah,” he said, dragging the rag over his arms and hands, still a little hazy. “Teenagers driving by were shooting guns at them. They were probably looking for a safer place to live. Why do you ask?”

“Well, my editor spotted the camp from the road and thought it might make a good story.”

“I guess it would have.”

We talked about homelessness and my editor’s idea for the story. I complimented him on his campsite.

“It’s safer than others I’ve tried,” he said. “Out of sight, close to the guardrails.”

He looked me over and picked up the newspaper. “You’re looking for a story?”

“Always.” I smiled.

There was a short pause while he fingered the pages. “You ought to do a story about me.”

I’d heard this line many times before, usually from folks with inflated egos or people just wanting to have their picture taken.

“And why would I want to do that?”

He looked me in the eye. “Because I’ve played in three Super Bowls.”

I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him right, but he had my attention.

The paper was folded out to the sports page. “Do you see this series y’all are doing?” He read the headline: “The Real Life: Surviving after the NFL.”

“You ought to do a story about me,” he said again.

“So, what’s your name?” I said.

“Jackie Wallace,” he said as he handed over a ragged ID card.

I nodded my head. The name meant nothing to me, but I didn’t say so. I’d paid attention to football since I was old enough to sit in my dad’s lap, but I wasn’t the kind of fan who memorized rosters.

I scribbled a few notes into my notepad. I didn’t know what to say. To be honest, I didn’t believe him. We talked some more, I shot a few more frames, and then I thanked him for his time.

As I walked back to my car, I wasn’t sure what had just happened. Had I heard him right? I checked my notebook. “Jackie Wallace.” I clumsily dropped my gear into my hatchback. I didn’t radio my editor. I didn’t talk to anybody. I raced back to the building and bounded up the three flights of stairs. I squeezed the two rolls of exposed film in my hand and raced past the darkrooms and past the photo desk. I rushed straight for the sports department, where a couple of dozen reporters, editors, and interns were busy pounding out their daily beat assignments. I found the first editor who wasn’t on the phone—Tim Ellerbee.

“Has anyone ever heard of a guy named Jackie Wallace?” I asked, louder than I’d intended. I was breathless.

Every head popped up like groundhogs from their dens. “Sure,” Tim said, and he gave me a quick rundown. Others joined in, laying out broad details of Jackie’s career—that he’d been a star at St. Augustine High School and the University of Arizona, and then had gone to play professional ball with the Minnesota Vikings, the Baltimore Colts, and the Los Angeles Rams. He had helped his teams in two Super Bowls, not three, as Jackie originally said.
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“But once he was released from the Rams,” Tim said, “he dropped off the map. Nobody knows where he is now.”

I was about to bust. “I think I found him. And you won’t believe where.”
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By now, sportswriter Jimmy Smith—the writer who had written the NFL series in the paper that day—was by my side, hanging on to every detail. Tim and Jimmy were sharing glances.

“You think he’s still there?” Jimmy asked.

“I sure hope so.”

We talked on the way out to our separate cars.

“Are you sure that’s what he said?”

“Yeah, Jackie Wallace.” I showed him my notebook.

We sped back to the same spot near the weeds. I led us through the underbrush and past the shadows along the trail, and there he was, just as I’d left him, except now he was dressed and moving around. His T-shirt read: “On the Road of Life,” and, then, in tiny letters, “you need training wheels.”

Jackie wasn’t at all surprised to see me again. I introduced Jimmy as the writer for the “Surviving after the NFL” series. As the two men talked, I noticed Jackie’s impressive build, six foot three with lanky limbs and powerful thighs, strong and athletic. He moved deliberately but with quick reflexes. Jimmy and Jackie settled in for an extended interview while I circled for portraits with my longer lenses. Jackie answered every question we knew to ask. When he talked about his football career, his eyes danced. When he pondered his future, his brow dimpled between his eyes. When the conversation stalled, he was quick with a joke. His gap-toothed grin charmed.

He said he’d been out of football for ten years. He said he still wasn’t sure why he got cut. “I had a good year,” he said as he talked about his last season. He said he knew he’d lost a little speed, but as a cornerback, experience was more important than speed. He was still feeling healthy and productive. Then suddenly, his career was over. He’d tried to get on with other teams, he said, but nobody was interested in him.

He said he was homeless by choice. He’d tried living in the St. Thomas housing projects, but he’d grown tired of the violence there. He wanted to be alone, he said. I scoured the surroundings and backgrounds for details. Graffiti overhead read, “For birds only.”

“Our society says you have to live in a house and wear Gucci shoes,” he said. In an odd comparison, he quoted scripture and compared himself to Jesus: “Foxes have dens to live in, and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place even to lay his head.” Then he added, “I have to do what I see fit, on my own terms.”

Jimmy scribbled notes and flipped pages as fast as he could.

“So far, I’ve been lucky,” Jackie said. “I haven’t had to dig in garbage cans to find food, I know how to go two days without eating. I’m extremely fortunate. And extremely blessed.”

Jimmy was satisfied. He could get everything else he needed from coaches, experts, and family, so he headed back to the office. I hung around for more pictures. I needed more time.

Almost everyone wears a mask when the cameras first come out. With enough time, the real person emerges. But with Jackie, there was no pretense. He was authentic from the first shot. He didn’t preen or pose. He confessed his failures. He had nothing to hide.

I settled in and made myself comfortable, sitting cross-legged in the dirt, keeping a close eye out for anything that might make a photo. I watched for subtle moments that might reveal his character. I watched the changing light for any opportunity to photograph him in his environment. We talked until the traffic overhead softened. Long shadows crept across the steel until darkness finally compressed our space to a few square feet. I had to remind myself that I hadn’t known this guy just a few hours before. Did he have a history of violence? Was he mentally stable? Years on the street had taught me to control these perfectly reasonable fears. I decided to trust this stranger. I had to. How else would I get him to trust me?

After five or six hours, when our conversation had finally grown stale, he gathered his gear like puzzle pieces—a short piece of garden hose, the five-gallon bucket, and some plastic bags. “It’s laundry night,” he said as he placed a set of clothes into the milk crate.

It was nearly 10:00 P.M. when we left his camp. I followed him through dark brush past closed businesses to a backstreet water faucet. There, he filled his bucket and dunked and scrubbed his shorts, shirts, and socks until the water ran clear. He bathed himself under the hose in much the same way, taking special care of his feet, which he had wrapped in plastic. Back at camp, he draped everything over a steel girder to dry in the summer air.

When he settled in for bed, when there were no more pictures to take, I headed home, where my wife, Nancy, was patiently holding dinner. My two sons had been in bed for hours.



THE NEXT DAY was the Fourth of July, hotter than the third. As was our custom, Nancy and I loaded the car with our two kids, a couple of side dishes, and my oversize American flag and drove to my home state of Mississippi to celebrate with our relatives. Thirty minutes north of the suburbs and levees, between Manchac and Ponchatoula, the land transforms seamlessly from haunting cypress swamps into the beautiful rolling hills of the Bible Belt. The fertile pastures dotted with dairy cattle and the “Welcome to Mississippi” billboard felt like it was written just for us. Seventeen miles past the state line and two hours north of New Orleans, we were home.

McComb and her twelve thousand citizens rest at the crossroad of Highways 98 and 51 in southwest Mississippi, not to be confused with the crossroad of legend in the northwest Delta, where bluesman Robert Johnson supposedly sold his soul to the devil. On the contrary, McComb was founded in 1872 on temperance and holiness, when Colonel Henry Simpson McComb, president of the New Orleans, Jackson and Great Northern Railroad Company, moved the repair shops from New Orleans to escape the city’s gin-drenched atmosphere. Under Colonel McComb’s request, a special legislative charter was written to ensure that there would never be an open saloon in the city limits of the new town. Within a few years, a timberman named Captain John J. White donated thousands of dollars to erect churches of all persuasions. I arrived eighty-four years after McComb did, in 1956.

The fifties and sixties were a daunting time in America, when blacks and whites renegotiated the social contract of decency and coexistence. In those days, white Mississippians put up a vicious fight and gave themselves a permanent black eye.

When I was a child, my mother taught me about fairness. She emphasized it with equal treatment among her three sons. I wondered why fairness didn’t apply to our neighbors, too, especially the black folks who lived nearby. Why did they live so differently than we did? I would observe their house down the road—unpainted and decrepit and surrounded by scraggly trees. The siding peeled in sections, and the rusty tin roof seemed to be tacked in place. The front porch sagged where the small children darted in and out of a tattered screen door. I wondered why they didn’t have what we had.

By comparison, our house was pretty and white and surrounded by oaks, full grass, and mounds of azaleas. Four columns framed our front porch. I had five acres of woods, tree houses, and a large playground on the side. My dad added a master bedroom, a second bath, and a carport and expanded the kitchen as our family grew.

When my family and I went to town, friends warned us about catching dreadful diseases if we played in the streams that drained Burglund, the black area across the tracks. Blacks in return knew to avoid white neighborhoods. Downtown, black men often showed deference to white women when they met on the sidewalk. Public businesses often had three restrooms, labeled “Men,” “Women,” and “Colored.” As marching bands paraded downtown each year, I saw how the black dancers were mocked, ridiculed, and humiliated. Sometimes I joined in. “It was a different time,” I could say all these years later, but that position is impossible to defend.

Like many towns across America, the division of blacks and whites was by design. And in Mississippi since the days of Reconstruction, lawmakers used education and policy to keep blacks undereducated and poor. Between 1890 and 1960, Mississippi intentionally spent $25 billion less on educating black children than whites. In the first half of the twentieth century, the discrepancy was appalling. For every $9.88 spent for white instruction in 1939, $1 was spent on blacks. Governor James Vardaman (in office from 1904 to 1908) once said, “The only effect of Negro education is to spoil a good field hand and make an insolent cook.” Poll taxes and literacy tests effectively suppressed the black vote at every turn, thus protecting the hierarchy. Erasing the ancient institutions of racism took time. But it was easier to change corrupt laws than corrupted minds.

As my family drove on to our destination, it was easy to see how times had changed in the twenty-five-plus years since the march on Selma and James Meredith’s march through Mississippi. If you didn’t know Mississippi before the sixties, you might not notice the progress. The separate water fountains are now gone, along with most of the Confederate flags. Blacks and whites work side by side in the businesses and relax and mingle together in the coffee shops and in most of the parks. Forced integration—as painful as it was—helped blacks and whites forge a new society. It also helped blacks attain a more equal education. By 1964, most black Mississippi adults could read and write, but fewer than 5 percent of the population held a high school diploma. By 1990, the high school graduation rate was 47 percent. By 2006, it had improved to 70 percent. Education and voting rights gave blacks a place at the table. Blacks have since held every political office in the state except governor. While education and integration made folks more comfortable with one another, many slights, slurs, and tensions remain. On the sidewalks and in the shopping malls, blacks and whites still pass one another with a cautious eye. There’s still plenty of history to overcome. While most Mississippians would like to forget it, the state’s national reputation remains focused on blacks and whites who lost their lives in pursuit of civil rights: James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner in 1964; and Vernon Dahmer in 1966.

But despite the unforgiving history, we Mississippians aren’t so different than the rest of America. People everywhere seek reasons to despise people who are different. We’ve just taken longer to reconcile our differences.



WE TYPICALLY CELEBRATED the Fourth of July at my aunt Betty and uncle Charles’s cattle ranch in Bogue Chitto. His barbecue spread was spectacular, with more fresh steak, ribs, and hamburgers than we could possibly eat. My boys and their cousins yelled, “Marco Polo!” in the pool and rambled the pastures and woods until it was too dark to see. Before leaving for home, we’d set the self-timer on my camera and smile for the memories to come.

But this year, it was Nancy’s uncle Buddy’s turn to host the family cookout. So instead of driving to Bogue Chitto, we turned west at McComb on Highway 98 and drove another hour west to Port Gibson, a quaint town set just off the Mississippi River between Natchez and Vicksburg. The locals there still live in the shadow of 1863’s Battle of Grand Gulf, where Yankee general Ulysses S. Grant landed troops and began his march to burn Jackson—later called Chimneyville—on his way to capture Vicksburg. Grant spared Port Gibson of the torch, saying the town was “too beautiful to burn.” There was a strong sense of southern pride there, albeit shrouded forever in the pall of cannonballs and surrender.

During our feast, I fielded a lot of questions about the latest news involving crime and scandal in New Orleans. I was asked about the stories my colleagues were doing and about recent projects I had taken up. Despite my usual penchant for talking about such things, I didn’t mention Jackie Wallace to anyone that day. Maybe I was simply enjoying family conversations and the kids too much to bother, or maybe I was afraid of drawn-out conversations about addiction and race. Maybe, still, I wasn’t sure who Jackie was. But as we stacked our dishes in the sink, I thought about his camp. I wondered what he was eating—if he was eating—and whether he was alone.
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I drove back to Mid-City on Thursday morning, eager to get another day’s worth of pictures. As I approached his camp for the second time, Jackie was just getting dressed. His laundry was dried stiff across the girder. He reached for a pair of tube socks and crushed them into softness before pulling them on. There was no one else around, and he seemed genuinely glad to see me. I told him about my holiday, about Uncle Buddy and a story he’d told about an old Jeep and a bobcat. Jackie said he thought he and Buddy would probably get along well.

“Today, I’m looking for a job,” Jackie said. The announcement seemed to me like a masquerade designed for my camera, but I figured I’d play along. I watched and made pictures while he gathered water, coins, and his collection of documents into a nylon duffel, whose logo read, “Gulf Coast Outfitters,” a defunct outdoor clothing brand from the once-prestigious Maison Blanche department store. It seemed appropriate.
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For a guy looking for minimum-wage work, he didn’t look too shabby. His shorts were clean. His T-shirt showed no stains or tears. He had shaved, and his shoes looked new. At our first stop, a bakery, I waited outside on the sidewalk, hoping to make a picture by the plate-glass window with the HELP WANTED sign. He walked out a few minutes later carrying a muffin. “They’re not hiring,” he said, even though the sign in the window clearly said they were. It was the picture I was looking for.

Sixteen sweaty blocks later, we crossed Claiborne Avenue, where two empty streetcars waited for passengers. Jackie rummaged through the dirt but couldn’t find an unused transfer ticket, so instead, we crossed over to the center of Palmer Park, where a stone monolith rose in honor of locals who had died in World War II. Four live oak trees shaded the cobblestone walkway ringing the monument. There, Jackie found a bench and settled in with a copy of The Times-Picayune.

It would have been a beautiful park if not for all the spent needles littered around clumps of sleeping vagrants. Parents who dared to bring their children here kept a sharp eye for trouble. It was getting harder to find safe zones in this city.

Jackie cut a different figure from the other men there. While they sprawled in the tall grass, Jackie sat erect and alert. He spread his pages across his lap and immersed himself in one story after another. I framed a picture with my telephoto lens, visually compressing Jackie’s shadowed silhouette against a background of tourists boarding the streetcar. A couple of bells signaled the car’s departure. From our spot, I could hear the steel wheels grumble and creak across a switch in the tracks as the car headed toward downtown. A few sparks arced from the lightning rods that connected with the overhead power lines. For only 60 cents, Jackie could have ridden the entire length from here to Canal Street. In forty minutes, give or take, he could be hustling tourists in the French Quarter for cash. But Jackie showed no signs of being a hustler.

[image: image]
Photo by Ted Jackson | NOLA.com | The Times-Picayune



[image: image]
Photo by Ted Jackson | NOLA.com | The Times-Picayune



As he turned another page of the Picayune, an older woman ambled over and struck up a casual conversation. Her Sunday-pressed cotton dress and pearls seemed oddly out of place in this heat and park but, with a floppy straw hat, tennis shoes, and a shade umbrella, made a fitting adaptation of New Orleans casual. She handed him the latest edition of The Watchtower, the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ monthly magazine. A second woman soon joined them, prompting Jackie to offer them a seat. For an hour or more, the women leafed through verses of scripture, and at times, Jackie took the book and looked up scriptures of his own. When he didn’t know what to say, he leaned back and picked his fingernails. Jackie wasn’t converted that day, but neither was he bothered. He enjoyed the company.

Before long, my editors would be expecting pictures for the story that was set to publish the next day. Right about now, they were probably gathered around the conference table for their afternoon budget meeting, wrestling over long lists of story descriptions, concepts, and choices, considering a story about a homeless NFL player without the benefit of images. I’d enjoyed my day with Jackie, but I had a deadline. So, I walked alone back to my car, drove to the office, and lost myself in the darkroom.

By 5:00 P.M., I had developed seventeen rolls of film and selected eleven frames. Just before 6:00 P.M., I had eleven 8-by-10 prints, labeled and captioned. Kurt edited them down to four, which he gathered into a folder with two others he had pulled from the paper’s morgue file: a posed action shot from Jackie’s St. Aug days and a head-and-shoulders portrait of Jackie as a rookie in a Minnesota Vikings uniform.

In the final budget meeting, twenty or so editors and designers looked over items for front-page consideration. Four were chosen. The police superintendent Warren Woodfork was calling for a public outcry over the staggering murder rate: 145 dead in six months. He predicted that if nothing was done, the city could reach a new record of three hundred murders by the end of the year, far surpassing the 1989 body count of 251.

In a press conference earlier in the day, Woodfork had announced that 32 percent of the year’s murders had occurred in housing projects: 50 percent of the murders concerned narcotics; 82 percent of the victims were black males, as were 87 percent of those charged in the killings. “Look who’s killing who,” he said. “It’s black males killing black males.” The editors emphasized that quote in the layout.

In other news, the state senate had approved Governor Buddy Roemer’s $8.6 million budget, and NATO had drafted a proposal to ease growing tensions over nuclear weapons. But by the end of the meeting, the editors all agreed: local hero Jackie Wallace, having been found living homeless under a bridge, would anchor the page.

“Mark it up. Let’s go.”

A few hours later, every element was in place. The pages were designed. Stories were edited, and photos were sized. The section fronts were delivered to the pressmen by 9:00 P.M. If everything stayed on schedule—plates burned and proofs approved—the presses would roll at 10:00 P.M., and 275,000 copies would be printed by morning. Four red lights on the ceiling glowed in confirmation when the mighty machines whirred. If I stood in the right spot on the third floor, I could feel the presses come to life.

Only two days earlier, Jackie Wallace had casually looked me in the eye and said, “You ought to do a story about me.” In just a few more hours, he would be front-page news.



LONG BEFORE SUNRISE, the papers were rolling out the bay doors and into the newspaper’s big box trucks, which in time rendezvoused with individual carriers at designated warehouses across the region. Loyal readers, local sports fans, and curious vacationers across Louisiana and southern Mississippi picked up the newspapers from their driveways, from their porches, from racks in drugstores, gas stations, and street boxes. The headline read, “A new address under I-10 for ex-NFL pro,” with a subhead, “Life after football: too soon, too hard.” Jackie would need twenty-five cents to purchase and read the rest.

He pulled his copy from a box at a nearby Exxon station, using one quarter to snatch the entire bundle. By afternoon, he was flashing the broadsheet around Central City. He passed the Liberty Street house where he had been raised. He passed Cabbage Alley, where he had been swaddled as a baby. He walked to the Mississippi River, where his dad had earned a living on the wharfs. At Jackson Avenue and Tchoupitoulas Street, he saw a stranger reading a paper. “You know who that guy is? It’s me.”

After nearly eleven years out of the spotlight, Jackie Wallace reemerged as a celebrity.




Chapter Two

Son of Liberty Street, Son of the South



1951–1969



The debauchery of the 1951 Carnival was now five weeks past—the season against which everything seems to be measured in the city. And now, the good Catholics reverentially soldiered through their last weeks of Lent. Around New Orleans, the verdant new leaves on the azaleas and crepe myrtles signaled a vibrant rebirth after a dreary winter.

And while few people noticed, Jackie Wallace was born at Charity Hospital in the days leading up to Palm Sunday and Good Friday. For Audrey, March 13, 1951, seemed like an auspicious day. The gawking eyes of her two older toddlers couldn’t tear her attention away from her beautiful baby boy as he nestled against her breast. Roland Jr., three, and Louvinia, two, proudly doted on their little brother.

Despite the glorious season, Audrey and her husband, Roland Wallace, brought their son home to their two-room home in a working-class slum known as Cabbage Alley, one of the most depressed areas in New Orleans. For nine years now, the couple had worked hard to claw their way out of this place. But for now, it would have to do. As she cradled her boy, she promised him a life of unconditional love while she prayed to God for better days.

Audrey and Roland met during hard times, introduced on a blind date in the early days of World War II, only weeks before Japan sank four battleships to the bottom of Pearl Harbor—killing 2,400 Americans in the process. Amid the chaos of a nation mobilizing for war, they vowed their love in a simple ceremony on February 20, 1942, just before Roland shipped off to boot camp. Roland was twenty-one. Audrey was sixteen.

Audrey was a short, high-spirited woman with dark skin, big hips, an ample bosom, and short hair. Roland stood five foot nine with big forearms—a burly man who had migrated to New Orleans to find work as a longshoreman on the Mississippi River docks. He came from Donaldsonville, a small town seventy miles upriver, known for its large sugar plantations.

By 1955, the Wallace family had grown to eight, with six children in all: Roland Jr., Louvinia, Jackie, Donald, Dabney, and Margo—all under the age of eight. So, they felt like they’d won the lottery when they were approved for an apartment in a relatively new development on the edge of town. The St. Bernard Housing Project, as it was called, afforded the family a sampling of modern amenities and three bedrooms that would finally give them enough room to spread out.



JACKIE SHARED A bedroom with his three brothers while his two sisters shared the other. The children enjoyed their new home and especially the adventure of exploring the green-space play areas set aside throughout the project. Jackie adored his mother and would do anything to win her approving smile. So, when he romped with a group of friends into the empty lot across Hamburg Street for a simple game of Humpty Head—a local version of hide-and-seek—he didn’t intend to be rebellious.

The cleared lots were staged with lumber for new construction, a virtual paradise for the children, who darted and laughed as they hid behind piles of sand and debris. Audrey had repeatedly warned him to stay on the housing project property, but Jackie tended to reach for what he shouldn’t have—call it the golden ring or forbidden fruit. But judgment fell quickly when a rusty 16-penny nail pierced deep into Jackie’s left foot and drove hard against a bone.

In a jolt, Jackie jerked his foot free of the board and fell to the ground. He tried to fight back tears as his friends gathered around, but the pain shot like lightning up his leg, and warm blood pooled in his sock. However much it hurt, he knew the throbbing pain would pale in comparison to the trouble that lay ahead. He’d never disobeyed his mama like this. With help from his friends, he limped home. Maybe she wouldn’t notice.

When he slumped into the kitchen, he confessed that he’d hurt his foot, but he downplayed the pain. He found a spot on the couch and told her he wanted to stay home from his kindergarten classes that afternoon. But Audrey didn’t buy it. “Get dressed and get your butt to school,” she said, and tossed him his school uniform, a pair of freshly pressed khaki pants and a khaki shirt. A fake limp might lead to truancy, and Audrey didn’t tolerate foolishness. Neither did the school staff, who put a heavy emphasis on their students’ success—to make something of themselves. Jackie pulled himself together and hobbled to meet his friends on the corner of Milton Street, and together they walked under the watchful eyes of the housing project mothers. Across the avenue, the children passed the Phillips 66 gas station and entered into a neighborhood of small houses clad in blond brick or white clapboards. Jackie had always admired them as he walked by, but today he fought back the tears from the pain in his foot.

Two blocks later, Jackie turned left into Edward Phillips Elementary and entered his land of wonder. He adored his teacher, Miss Dillon, and her way of welcoming him through the class doorway with hugs and smiles. Each day, he breezed through Fun with Dick and Jane readers and workbooks of colors, shapes, and numbers. He formed his upper- and lowercase letters in a little brown alphabet notebook. A distinct dashed line marked the boundary between the two cases.

But today, Jackie struggled to sustain his spark, preoccupied by the throbbing that only worsened as the day wore on. The bacteria inside his shoe had been shoved into the puncture by the nail. Infection had already begun to form. He soldiered through his classes and then limped home, but soon, blood poisoning coursed through his veins.

As his pain intensified over the next two days, Audrey finally discovered her son’s swollen and infected condition beneath his pants leg. In a panic, she bundled her son against the cold and rushed him to the bus stop. The twenty-minute ride downtown to Charity Hospital seemed like an eternity, each stop along the way like torture.

The receptionist hurried them to an emergency exam room that reeked of germ-killing alcohol. Jackie writhed from the pain as the nurses cut away his jeans. Though he’d never witnessed a dead body floating in the bayou, he imagined this was how a rotting leg would look.

Audrey sat in horror as the doctors delivered the news: the infection had spread to his entire leg beyond any hope of saving it.

With little ceremony, the nurses prepared for amputation. Over Audrey’s hysterical protests, doctors explained that they were beyond trying to save the leg. They were fighting for his life. Guilt overwhelmed her. How could she have allowed this to happen? Then she questioned the doctor’s wisdom, and Jackie’s future. What chance would a crippled black kid have growing up in a time like this? How would he work? How would he survive? She looked at the doctor, fixed her eyes, and made her choice.

“No. Absolutely not.”

In spite of the doctor’s expertise and judgment, she refused. She and Jackie would take their chances. She asked for alternatives. The doctor had nothing else to offer.

“Then let it rot off,” Audrey told the doctors. “And if it doesn’t rot off, then let him die. I’d rather let him go than to see him live with no chance at all.”

When further pleas from the doctor failed to persuade her, the staff wheeled the boy from the exam room and admitted him to the ward reserved for black patients. Beneath the white cotton sheets, his small body cut a frail and pitiful figure. The nurses pumped his body full of antibiotics after his body rejected doses of penicillin. Alternative treatments were deliberated and planned. The Charity staff did what they could—heroics, in Audrey’s mind—as she held vigil for a miracle.

In the long weeks that followed, Audrey wept and prayed for healing and made sure that all the members of her church prayed, too. She believed God would guide the hands of the doctors and nurses. As the leg slowly improved, Audrey wept again with relief and gratitude. Her fervent prayers had been answered, and Jackie was finally released.

Though he had missed most of his kindergarten year in the hospital and recuperating at home, Audrey’s dreams for her son’s future slowly returned.



THE ST. BERNARD Project is gone today, bulldozed after the hellish nightmare of Hurricane Katrina, rebuilt and replaced in 2010 by the Columbia Parc apartments. The homes are wired for high-speed internet and outfitted with granite countertops, a small movie theater, walk-in closets, and a pool. The toddlers peering through the beautiful wrought iron security fencing turn cartwheels on a coiffed carpet of centipede grass, a much safer environment than when crack cocaine and violence emerged in the mid-eighties. At that time, most people considered St. Bernard to be a no-go zone. But it didn’t begin that way. The concept for New Orleans housing projects was conceived as a noble experiment.

Federal agencies made their first venture into the landlord business—the first model for American public housing complexes—in New Orleans. As more and more rural Americans migrated to cities for jobs in the midst of the Great Depression (1929–1939), they settled in among the city’s slums. Planners in New Orleans targeted these undesirable “back o’ town” areas for redevelopment. They called them “projects” because that’s how they were conceived—as collaborative enterprises with the goal of improving society.

For the second largest of New Orleans’ six project sites, planners targeted a rustic black village on the northern edge of the city limits along the old Gentilly Ridge. There, just beyond the Fair Grounds Race Course—past the collection of dairy and truck farms beyond—an army of workers replaced shanties and outhouses with 1,460 garden apartments in 134 multifamily two- or three-floor buildings. The complex covered eighteen city blocks, roughly seventy acres. Green spaces were professionally landscaped for socializing and play. Rents ranged from $8.25 to $22 a month based on the tenant’s income. Officials named the seventy-acre property St. Bernard after the city avenue that terminated there. Residents called it Polly Land. No one seems to remember why.

In the beginning, the New Orleans projects were wildly celebrated, and for the Wallaces, they represented a major step up: a home with its own address: 3820 Hamburg Street, New Orleans, Louisiana. Their home included a living room, kitchen, bathroom, and three bedrooms. It came with an electric refrigerator, gas range, and water heater, a built-in bathtub, combination sink-laundry tray, closet space, and a yard space to dry clothes. There were nurseries for working parents, supervised playgrounds, and civic activities for children and adults.

[image: image]
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But even as his foot healed in 1957, Jackie could imagine bigger dreams as he peered through his bedroom window at the undeveloped private acreage beyond St. Bernard being slowly transformed into wood-framed houses with nice porches and private fenced yards. But future aspirations aside, the little man admired his father most, and they woke up long before daylight to sit and talk over the morning Times-Picayune, Roland’s chicory coffee and shared buttered toast while they waited for the “boss man” to call with wharf and ship assignments. Roland made a respectable living the only way he could, with his strong back shouldering heavy banana stalks for United Fruit Company. It took him thirty minutes and a series of bus connections to reach the Erato Street wharfs, but he didn’t mind the long commute. As a matter of fact, he enjoyed the bus rides. It gave him time alone to clear his head when life got complicated—like a man staring into a reflecting pool after a long, hard day.

He felt pride in his contribution to New Orleans. At that time, the Mississippi River and the port formed the backbone of the city’s economy—a leading reason why it had grown to be the sixteenth-largest city in the country, with nearly six hundred thousand residents. He took even greater pride in his six children’s progress in school. Each day he returned home by three or four to help with homework, as much as he was able. He emphasized his limited opportunities imposed by his second-grade education. He claimed that he couldn’t read or write, which amused Jackie as he watched him linger over the newspaper and prepare the family’s taxes each year. Roland tried to inspire his children beyond a life of manual labor. They would need an education and a clean police record if they wanted a “sit-down” job. If they wanted to shed the bonds of servanthood, they needed to become “respectable Negroes.”

To that end, he enforced his house law the only way he knew how: with his belt. He had a soft touch with his punishment, never abusive, but his leather meant business. He administered justice swiftly and surely. But Audrey didn’t suffer fools easily and would occasionally lose her temper in the heat of the moment, which caused her to fumble over her children’s names. She bellowed, “You boy, get in here,” when she targeted Jackie. Once, when Jackie had pushed her beyond all sanity, she hurled a lamp his way. His speedy reflexes saved his head, but Audrey made him pay for the broken lamp.

As much as one might reasonably expect for such a big family, the Wallaces kept a quiet, calm house. Their black-and-white television sat as the home’s focal point and became a portal into the white middle-class world through shows like My Three Sons and Father Knows Best and westerns like Wagon Train and Rawhide. At bedtime, Roland would bellow part of Rawhide’s theme song to hustle the kids along, “Head ’em up! Move ’em out!” The kids would scurry, giggling while teasing their dad with their own variation of the refrain, “Roland, Roland, Roland.” But the television offered few opportunities for the black kids to see role models that mirrored their own lives. Viewers in the 1950s and even into the 1960s were hard-pressed to find black roles beyond slaves, servants, or the caricatures of Amos ’n Andy.
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As Jackie grew, his injuries healed and his legs grew stronger. His uncommon speed naturally attracted him to athletics, and his intellect attracted him to reading. Roland encouraged his athletically minded boys to read the Louisiana Weekly, a black-owned New Orleans tabloid. He especially directed them to the sports columns written by Peter “Champ” Clark, a black journalist who built a pioneering career advocating for
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