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For Mom, Kim, and Debra—






We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us.

—Winston Churchill

Kick a man when he’s down because that’s when his head is closest to your foot.

—My mother








author’s note

During the course of writing this book, I conducted hundreds of hours of interviews and pored over hundreds of pages of court documents. In addition, I have relied on three decades’ worth of correspondence in the form of letters and telephone conversations as well as diary and journal entries. The following names are pseudonyms: Henry, Loretta Tyson, Sam, Sadie, Betty, Andrew, Pamela, Carl, Hayes, Keesha, Bunny, Lila, Jack, Greta, Jodie, Tate, Jerry, Ronnie Matthews, Lance Matthews, Ted, Brittany, and Frank. Lastly, some of the stories here were first chronicled in the Chicago Tribune and on National Public Radio, and one was included in the anthology Rise Up Singing: Black Women Writers on Motherhood.






part one






chapter one Our Ledge
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I often think about my sister and my best friend. Not every minute. Not even every day. I mostly think of them when I am experiencing something I would have wanted to share. Some moment that would allow us to tug on a line, thin as a filament, that begins “Remember when…” and draws a seemingly ever-present past nearer.

When I imagine us, we come into focus at our beginning—three young girls walking through our neighborhood under a prickly summer sun. I am nine years old, tall and lanky with long, ropy braids. Debra, my best friend, is shorter than me and, at eight and a half, is already prom-queen pretty. And then there’s my sister, Kim, three years my junior. She’s stealthily trailing us, even though I’ve bribed her with our mother’s secret stash of lemon drops to stay away.

Mom is watching us from our eleventh-floor apartment window. She has told us to go outside and play.

“You two are the nosiest children God ever gave breath to,” she always says. “Get out from under grown folks’ business.”

Later, she will ask me why I didn’t hold Kim’s hand, why I allowed her to hang so far behind. But right now, Debra and I are walking through our apartment complex on our way to our special place. We are Thing-Finders, two Black girls who have little in common with the popular children’s book character Pippi Longstocking, an orphaned white girl with red hair and freckles. But we admire the way she spends her day collecting castoffs for her “Thing-Finders Club.” We live in a neighborhood that has specialized in the broken, the halved—so in the tradition of this little white girl, we traverse our community, sifting through the past, searching for discarded items that we believe can be made new again. We call our hideout our “love spot,” and it’s a couple of blocks away. It’s where we’ve stashed a rusty metal tin we stole from the janitor’s closet. We’ve seeded it with the artifacts of our lives: my father’s fake gold cuff link and a knob from her father’s CB radio; a couple of dried pomegranate seeds; the obituary of our third-grade teacher’s daughter; a scarred flashcube from an Instamatic; the shoehorn we lifted off the grocery store bagger who has gnarled hands and likes to pat us kids on our heads. We allow him when we’re trying to show how brave we are.

To understand Debra, Kim, and me—to understand what will happen to us—you have to know the place that has begun to shape us. We live in Chicago’s historic Bronzeville community. At three square miles, it’s the cradle of the city’s Great Migration, the epicenter of Black business and culture. Over the decades, it’s been home to some of the country’s most esteemed Black folks: journalist and antilynching activist Ida B. Wells, cardiac surgeon Daniel Hale Williams, jazz trumpeter Louis Armstrong, novelist Richard Wright, Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Gwendolyn Brooks. Kim and I are beginning to understand Bronzeville’s storied past because our mother, grandmother, and aunt grew up here in this corner of Bronzeville that hugs the lakefront. Kim and I are the fourth generation of our family to live here. Anything you can imagine, or want, or hope for is here. The good life, made evident by Black politicians, doctors, lawyers, judges, and professors. A good time, as offered by prostitutes, street vendors, and drug dealers. It’s all here, not on the other side of the tracks or the other side of a river or even the next “L” stop. It’s just across the street. For generations, Bronzeville has been a place where all that was good and bad is simultaneously at your fingertips yet a walled-off world away.

We girls are coming of age at a time when the country is just beyond the civil rights movement and at the threshold of what our parents hope is a new, postracial era for Blacks. A country that finally seems amenable to giving us the opportunities it has denied generations. But that dream will soon be dashed.

Debra’s family and mine have just moved into the privately owned Theodore K. Lawless Gardens apartment complex. Like us, it is still young and unblemished, brimming with promise. The twenty-four-story buildings, three of them in a row, are gleaming concrete monuments to upward mobility and are still pristine. A tall chain-link fence encases the property, forming a barrier along Rhodes Avenue from the Ida B. Wells Homes, a once-idyllic public housing project where my mother grew up. But by the 1970s it’s crumbling from misbegotten policies and abandonment, the despair of drugs and gangs. Two decades later, an adjacent housing project will draw national attention after two boys, ages ten and eleven, dangle and then drop five-year-old Eric Morse from a fourteenth-floor window for refusing to steal candy. The country will think it knows everything about our neighborhood and us, but it won’t. It can’t possibly know.

On this summer afternoon, all of that is far in the distance. As we walk—sometimes skipping, sometimes jogging—I am acutely aware that my sister is gaining on us. I can feel Kim without even turning around. That will never change. But Debra is unaware. She’s too busy talking, planning today’s adventure, gesturing vigorously. We reach the main street and wait for an opening in the traffic. When the coast is clear, Debra grabs my hand and we run as fast as we can across four lanes to the other side.

“No, Don. No!” my sister yells.

Mom says Kim sometimes speaks out of spite. Calls me “Don” instead of “Dawn,” says “Duperman” instead of “Superman.” She’s little and scrappy, scuffed about the knees like a footstool and unafraid of most things—except speeding cars. Ever since she almost got hit by one. “Don’t leave me!”

I pretend not to hear her. I pretend not to know that she will cross if I go back and hold her hand. I’m tired of being the big sister. I’m tired of her always sidling so close to me. I’m tired of sharing.

“Let her come, please,” Debra says, clasping her hands. I’m not surprised by her insistence. Like Kim, Debra is the younger of two siblings, two sisters. Though Debra and I are best friends, she and Kim are the true soul mates. Both hear but don’t hear. Both see the world through their wants. Mom says, “Kind takes to kind.”

“No,” I say. And now I’m the one walking ahead. “Maybe tomorrow.”

Reluctantly, Debra gives in. We leave Kim behind and continue to walk about a block. I’m thinking, We have the whole summer. We have a lifetime.

Debra and I are unencumbered when we pass the sign that reads, “Welcome to Lake Meadows.” It’s a high-rise apartment development neighboring ours, designed for Chicago’s Black elite. We play tennis and ice skate in Lake Meadows. There’s no fence, but clearly a divide. Even the air feels lighter as we make our way to a small utility building that’s built into a hill. We hike the short but steep incline to the roof, about twelve feet above an asphalt driveway, and walk out onto the ledge of the “love spot.” We settle amid pigeon droppings as, beneath us, the building’s gigantic boilers hum and breathe. We sit astride our world.

Weekend after weekend, summer after summer, we return to this place, later riding our ten-speeds. Kim joins us when she’s lost her fear of speeding cars. Conversations graduate from Debra’s growing brood of toy dinosaurs to training bras and tampons. We talk about how we plan to be doctors and live next door to each other in houses like the white folks have on the black-and-white television shows.

Although we are easily seen by passersby, we feel invisible to everyone but ourselves.

Every once in a while a security guard demands that we come down, and I get ready to run. But Debra doesn’t budge. Neither does Kim when she’s with us.

Debra yells, “You can’t tell us what to do!”

Kim follows with, “Try to make us!”

I remain quiet, chock-full of enough anxiety for the three of us.

By the time Debra and I are in the eighth grade and Kim is in the fifth, we have begun to go our separate ways. Debra is hanging out with a faster crowd. Kim is ditching school. My teachers are increasingly telling me how smart I am. The three of us growing up scares me, but not nearly as much as us growing apart. As children, we had moved freely around our world of low-slung public housing and gated high-rise developments. But right around adolescence we have to start making a choice. If we choose right, a promising future lies within our grasp. If we choose wrong, the path is unforgiving. The ground has already begun to harden around each of us, and soon it will be impossible to undo who we have become.

The summer before Debra and I start high school, we return to our ledge, not knowing it will be our last time.

“We should jump,” she says, out of nowhere. “You double dare me?”

The drop is only about twelve feet, but we’ve never talked about jumping before. Not when we were younger and used to go sockless in our high-top All Stars. The ones whose shoelaces we soaked in vinegar to make white. So, why now when it is our sandaled feet that hang over the ledge and gravity isn’t at all kind to tube tops?

“I’m not jumping,” I say and lean away from her.

“I’ll hold your hand if you’re scared,” Debra says. She spits down onto the asphalt to shush her own fear. And before another word is spoken, she scoots forward on the ledge, extending arms straight out in front of her like Frankenstein, and jumps, landing on her feet, then falling backward. We are both shocked by the way she takes flight and then more surprised by the fall. After a few seconds, I see her trying to laugh away the sting that travels up through the soles of her sandals. I realize that I have Frankenstein arms, too. Not because I’m going to jump. I am reaching for her. My instinct is to save her the same way she has saved me. Debra stands and brushes off her shorts. She looks up at me and says it isn’t so bad—to jump, then to fall and then hit the ground hard.

“I’ll do it again next time,” she says.

Only there is no next time. Not long after, she moves away.

Years later, when we are separated by much more than miles, I will think of our ledge and that jump. In my dreams, I will see Kim standing at that intersection, waving goodbye. And I will be haunted by the paths we each took.






chapter two Bricks and Blood
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My earliest memory of myself is of my sister. My earliest understanding of my world comes from three women—my mother, grandmother, and aunt.

When I was a toddler and still an only child, my mother said that I began hiding under the dining room table. My parents and extended family had moved into a three-flat apartment building on Chicago’s far South Side, ten miles away from Bronzeville. It was my father’s idea for everyone to pool their resources in a rent-to-own plan to purchase the building. Mom, Dad, and I lived in the second-floor apartment with its two bedrooms and two baths. Granny and Uncle Al, Granny’s younger brother, moved into the first-floor apartment. Aunt Doris, pregnant with fraternal twins, Uncle Henry, and their two older sons moved into the garden apartment. Uncle Anderson, Granny’s older brother, and his wife and their two daughters occupied the third-floor unit.

Some Sundays, Mom invited everyone to our apartment for dinner. Afterward, my father, on the rare occasion when he was home, and my uncles pushed away from the dining table, eager to watch the last innings of a baseball game or The Ed Sullivan Show on the new color television console. Mom, Granny, and Aunt Doris remained seated at the table, nibbling on leftovers and reminiscing about the past. Mom called it “pinching off pieces of time.” I have no memory of when or why I joined the women. But I know I felt safe near them. The men existed as clouds of cigarette smoke and spicy cologne and nylon sweaters and booming voices that pitched far away even when they scooped me up after I’d fallen asleep. But the women were flesh and blood, bricks and mortar. They were my fort. I felt cocooned in the cocoa butter and camphor smell of their legs, the sheer raucousness of their laughter. Over the years, I would come to savor their stories while watching the way the hem of the tablecloth draped over their round knees. It was similar to the way their lace handkerchiefs rested on their laps when they worried their white Sunday dresses might ride up too high.

For the longest time, I didn’t understand their conversations, especially when they scooted their chairs together, leaned into one another, forgetting the desiccating bones of the fried chicken or roasted turkey; forgetting the men just beyond the pocket doors, and even the little girl who had tucked herself in near their feet.

Granny would sigh: “Umph, umph, umph. When Mr. Right is alright!”

Mom strummed the table: “Make a rabbit hug a hound.”

Aunt Doris exclaimed: “Good Lord Almighty!”

Invariably, one of the men would holler from the living room: “Y’all calling me? Somebody call the Lord?” Then the men would laugh, even though they knew better than to expect the women to answer; or to enter that dining room, the women’s domain.

Mom lowered her voice: “You know what Lessie would have said…” A brief pause always followed my great-grandmother’s name. Lessie, Granny’s mother, had been gone nearly two years by then, and her loss still felt like a wound that would never scab over. She had sat at the head of the table, and at the head of their lives. “ ‘If the Lord had made anything better, He’d have kept it for Himself!’ ”

The women stomped their feet and their laughter shook loose heaven and earth.

With my great-grandmother gone, Granny sat at the head of the table. She was a maid at a fine-glass company in Chicago’s Merchandise Mart. Although we called her “Granny,” the word does not call forth the proper image of a beautiful woman who was statuesque with light-brown skin and fashionably short galloping curls. But she had massive bunions that made her feet wide and boxy. They were the only part of her that she was self-conscious about, and she could spot someone sneaking a peek at her feet the way a buxom woman knows when her cleavage is under inspection.

Granny’s stories transported the women back five decades to when her parents fled Mississippi and the Jim Crow South for Chicago, joining tens of thousands of new migrants on their way to the city. It was during the first wave of the Great Migration and Granny was just three years old. If a newcomer to the table asked her where in Mississippi she was born, she flashed the same scowl she reserved for someone who sat in her seat.

“Who cares?” she snapped. “We said good riddance to all of Mississippi. All of it was the same place.”

The hard wood of the table muffled the women’s words, and for years I thought the Jim Crow South was the Kim Crow South; the struggle for civil rights was for silver rights; the Great Migration was the Great Miration.

“One of the first things my mama did after she arrived was get that long, thick hair of hers chopped off,” Granny said. “She wanted to wear the hats that the more sophisticated Black women wore.”

Lessie, tall with a beautiful deep mocha coloring, had wide hips and bowlegs. She weighed fifty pounds more than her husband, who was short and slight. Mom and Aunt Doris called him “Granddad.” Granny called him “Pops.” He died before I was born. When he arrived in Chicago in 1916, he got a job in the stockyards. After his first day, he ran home and told everybody about the traitor sheep—or “house nigga,” as he put it—that rounded up the other sheep for slaughter and then looked shocked and bewildered before his own throat was slit. He met a neighbor lady who proclaimed that Chicago indeed was the land of milk and honey. She would get into a car with her pail, driving to the stockyards to steal milk from cows before they met their fate.

“Then, it all quickly went to hell,” Granny said.

It was the narrow strip of land—initially called the Black Belt and later dubbed Bronzeville—where the city forced the influx of new Black residents to live. It was the place officials abandoned and neglected, allowing burned-out stores to stand, alleys to fill with mud, and mountains of trash to accumulate. Squalid tenements occupied blocks, and some were so run-down that their toilets at times flushed all by themselves from the reverberations of the nearby Illinois Central Railroad trains. The same ones depositing Blacks from the South. When Granny was six, her family lived in a tenement that was in such disrepair that one of its rats bit her on the forehead while she was asleep. She would dab makeup over the scar, two indentations left by the rat’s teeth, above her brow for the rest of her life.

“We did what Black people have always done,” she said, picking crumbs from the tablecloth, retiring the past. “We took a bunch of scraps and stitched together a world.”



My mother had become quite skilled at salvaging scraps and mending frayed seams. Her marriage had been an exercise in both. Pockets wadded with racetrack winnings, my father had promised her that this building would be a new start, an opportunity to build wealth and well-being. But on a Sunday night when the family did not come down for dinner, Mom sat at the kitchen table watching me eat. From there, she could see the lights from the white Christmas tree in the living room. Dad entered the kitchen wearing his overcoat, Sunday suit, nylon socks, and Old Spice cologne. He said he wore it loud so everybody knew he was coming.

“I’m going out,” he said. “Trying to make something happen for the rent.”

“Out where?” Mom asked.

“Out, out,” he said.

“Okay, then. Just go.”

He closed the door and a few minutes later she heard the ignition on his black 1964 DeVille sedan attempting to start, flatlining and misfiring again before turning over. The car had three years on it but looked brand-new. It had been in an accident, which was the only way Dad could afford it on his cabdriver’s salary. It still broke down more than it ran. The car, Mom would later say, was like her husband: slick and shiny on the outside but unreliable and filled with deception.

On the kitchen table lay her dream book for divining lottery numbers, her husband’s Rules of the Road booklet, and a hostile pile of bills that stared as hard at her as she stared at it. We had been in the building for four months and envelopes held notices demanding two months of rent. How Dad had convinced the owner that he could afford to buy the building in that rent-to-own agreement spoke to his charm and guile. Mom empathized. He had conned her, too, but she was no longer under his spell. She’d been married to Dad for four years. Four years wedded to a man who lacked fidelity to her, to bill collectors, and, most of all, to the truth. For four years, she’d watched his dreams outdistance him because he’d been born in the wrong skin at the wrong time with the wrong ambitions. Still, why did he have to take it out on her? She decided to leave him. She had a part-time job as a receptionist at a dry cleaners a friend owned, and she’d begun bringing home plastic sheaths to wrap clothes in when she packed. No one else knew. Not even Granny and Aunt Doris, in whom she confided everything.

In the beginning—a time hard to fathom now—Granny and Aunt Doris believed my father was the perfect mate for Mom. She and Dad had met in church and sung in the gospel choir. Dad, like Mom, neither smoked nor drank any form of alcohol. Granny, who was also in the choir, loved the way his eyes closed and his jaw trembled when he sang “Precious Memories” in his thundering bass. She took careful note of the way he watched Mom, a soprano, hit her high notes during her signature solo, “The Only Hope We Have.” Granny and Aunt Doris stood slack-jawed the first time they heard Mom sing. They had no idea she possessed such a beautiful voice. Granny understood why this man looked at her daughter as though she wore a scarf of incandescent light.

Dad took Mom on a date, dinner at Gladys’ on the South Side. He told her that he wanted to own a fleet of cabs. When Mom told Granny, she loved that he aspired to something and had vision. And he was sincere and quiet, reserved about it, unlike her ex-husband, who was nicknamed Rooster for a reason.

“He’s a keeper,” she’d said to Mom. “He will increase you.”

Only he hadn’t. At least not in the way she hoped. Now, years later, it wasn’t just the bills that were past due, Mom thought as she touched her stomach. So was she.



The next morning, she told our family doctor that she’d had two irregular periods in a row during which she’d only spotted. He recommended a pregnancy test. She insisted she couldn’t be pregnant. Her husband hadn’t touched her in several weeks, and when he had, she’d used Preceptin-gel birth control religiously.

When the blood test came back positive, Mom demanded that he readminister it using her other arm. She knew it wouldn’t make a difference. Sure enough, Mom’s other arm betrayed her. She was so upset that she nearly left me in the doctor’s office as she grabbed her handbag to leave.

That night, she lay on her bed and asked me to play a game in which I would stand on the bed and jump on her stomach. But after my first landing, it was clear that I was too light to alter her predicament, and with the second jump, she caught me in her arms. Her thick, dark brown hair, straightened into a shoulder-length style, swept like a curtain over one eye, ushering in resolve. Resigned to her pregnancy, Mom decided that if she had a boy, she’d leave my father and make him take “his little bastard” with him. Never mind the irony. And she wasn’t going to tell her mother and sister. Aunt Doris would have offered to rear the little boy. Teary-eyed, she would have said, “I’ve got three hardheaded boys. What’s one more? Give him to me.”

Mom couldn’t have allowed that. She was six months pregnant when the family—minus my father—gathered in our living room, eyes fixed on the television and early reports about the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. being shot on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel. Mom had spotted off and on during her pregnancy, but when the news confirmed King’s assassination, blood gushed from her. It was the one moment she feared she might lose the baby. Then, as quickly as the flow came, it stopped. It was as though the little interloper in her body, determined to get here, had used both hands to turn off a spigot. The following day, the family—again, minus Dad—gathered to watch footage of protesters exacting revenge by burning down their already beleaguered neighborhoods. While everyone wondered how long the protests would last, no one questioned why they were underway. The scars protesters inflicted on their neighborhoods seemed superficial compared to the ones the neighborhoods and the city had inflicted on them.

Dad had been away for several days again, “trying to make something happen at the racetrack.” When Mom arrived at the Jiffy Cab Company searching for him, the dispatcher said he probably was among the drivers who had gone to the West Side, to communities teeming with protesters, firefighters, police officers, and the National Guard. Cabbies had been dispatched to ferry out residents trying to get to their jobs. Mom stared at the dispatcher. Maybe Dad had convinced the men in the garage that he was the heroic type. But he had left his pregnant wife to smooth things over with a landlord threatening eviction. Every time she looked down at her round midsection, she was propelled forward by the thought of getting this man and his son behind her.

By early June, when Robert Kennedy was assassinated, she was eight months pregnant and we’d been evicted from the three-flat and were living in a motel. In a photograph from the time, I’m wearing a baby-blue dress with a white collar and white ankle socks, standing on a balcony similar to the one at the Lorraine Motel. The bulk of our possessions—the red sectional sofa, a coffee table, new beds, kitchen appliances, and Mom’s wedding china—sat in a rat-infested storage facility. The small motel room had paper-thin walls with stock landscape paintings and smelled mostly of bleach and mildew and sometimes ass. The room had two full-size beds, both as swaybacked as old mules and burdened from either newlyweds or prostitutes doing their business. While my aunt Doris and uncle Henry complained that the beds in their room were punishingly uncomfortable, Mom appreciated the sunken space, the way it conformed and acquiesced to her pregnant frame. Nothing else in her life had much give in it. No one, including the baby, had been so accommodating.

Mom and I slept together. The other bed, which would have gone to Dad, remained made and undisturbed. Now he was away for long stretches checking on a chicken farm he said he bought in Michigan. Mom knew that was another lie. Still, she welcomed his absence as long as he paid the motel’s weekly fees. In her nation sack, a pouch she kept inside her bra, was about $200 from which she refused to pinch. To pass the time when she wasn’t working, she watched Dark Shadows and bonded with the maids by helping to scour the motel room. By the way she scrubbed the bathroom and picked the pilling off the nubby bedspreads and held vigilance over the mattresses for bedbugs, she must have appeared to be nesting, preparing for the baby. But, in reality, she was disassembling a life, reconfiguring the nest without my father, and reimagining her world with only me, a child who looked so much like the man she was leaving that to her great dismay he could never be fully gone.

In return for Mom’s work, the maids gave her extras from their carts—towels, bars of Ivory soap, hard candies in cellophane sleeves, and books of matches for quieting loud odors. One maid, a Caribbean woman named Dovie, lugged two brown paper bags of hand-me-downs to our motel room. Mom happily accepted them and placed them in the closet next to a mound of my father’s belongings. She looked forward to seeing Dovie, and loved the way she pronounced “morning” like “moaning” as she knocked on the motel door, announcing, “Good moaning, how y’all feel?” When Mom craved black cherries and black coffee, Dovie raided the on-site diner. And, after an unpleasant interaction with Dad, the maid turned to Mom and doled out advice: “Baby, I can see you married a mule. But you gotta ride him.”

The hell you say, Mom thought as she smiled. She had just a few more weeks of her husband’s nonsense and this ordeal would be over. Although Mom had refused to consider baby names, the one thing she couldn’t deny the child was conversation: “Little boy, I don’t care how much you kick,” she would say, rubbing her abdomen. And, “Do you ever sleep?” And, “Child, why are you so darn restless?”

The next day, Mom and I took a bus downtown to the Office of Immigration and Naturalization. She needed a higher-paying job, so she applied to the one she had when she was single, typing the statements of immigrants hoping to become citizens. When she learned she got the job, she began looking for a place to live. Listening to the radio, she heard about an apartment complex opening in Bronzeville. In the summer of 1967, a groundbreaking ceremony was held for Lawless Gardens on the thirteen-acre site directly across the street from the Ida B. Wells housing project. It was a big deal. The principal developers were “Negroes,” Jet magazine announced. Among them were magazine publisher John H. Johnson and Dr. Theodore K. Lawless, an internationally known dermatologist who revolutionized skin treatments for leprosy and syphilis. At the ground-breaking, Lawless said he wanted to create a middle-income development for people displaced by urban renewal. The community was quickly filling with housing for the very poor and for the well-to-do but had little to nothing for people in the middle. Mom had admired Theodore K. Lawless for years, but that name. How unfortunate for a Black development.

She telephoned the dispatcher where Dad worked to have a taxi sent to the motel. The driver took her four miles north on the street that would soon be named King Drive to the new complex. A third tower and several townhouses were under construction. Fledgling trees lay on their sides awaiting planting. Sidewalks were still being installed. Granny told Mom that she and Uncle Al would move into Lawless Gardens, too, if Mom thought the development was suitable. Uncle Al had to live with Granny because he’d returned from World War II depressed and a bit damaged—her word was “nervous”—and she’d promised their mother she would always care for him. So Mom asked the property manager to show her two two-bedroom apartments. It just so happened that units 306 and 307 were available on the third floor, right around the corner from each other. The rents ranged from $115 to $155 per month. In the apartment that would be ours, the living room windows faced west and looked out onto the rear parking lot, behind which was a cluster of nineteenth-century brownstones and graystones. One had been owned by Ida B. Wells herself. In the apartment Mom believed to be perfect for Granny and Uncle Al, the living room windows faced south, framing the building’s circular driveway with its manicured berm in the center. Beyond that, a playground was still under construction. And just across the street from Lawless’s southernmost border was the Ida B. Wells Homes row houses where she grew up. When it opened in 1941, it was Chicago’s first public housing project for African Americans and designed to be an oasis. More than 18,000 people applied for only 1,662 apartments. The housing authority carefully screened the final candidates, checking their backgrounds and visiting their current homes. My grandmother got one. My great-grandparents got another. Ever determined, Granny made sure her daughters partook of every amenity the development offered.

“Low-income people don’t have to be low-ceilinged people,” Granny said as she signed her girls up for swimming classes in the Madden Park swimming pool. In the field house, she scheduled them for piano, ballet, and etiquette lessons taught by the neighborhood’s teachers, who also tutored them in Latin, philosophy, and plane geometry. They learned sewing and knitting from the white nuns from the Holy Angels Catholic Church convent a few blocks away. Aunt Doris had the proper temperament and patience for needlework. Mom did not. But she loved milk, and the nuns allowed their students to line up to get a bottle after each session. That’s why Mom attended. She gulped down her milk, wedged the bottle back into the crate, and returned to the line for more. On days when milk was delivered throughout the community, though, she ran from stoop to stoop secretly prying open bottles and slurping the cream off the top. After having her fill, she lay under the cascading clotheslines that reached from building to building. They displayed the community’s class diversity. The steel-mill workers’ jumpsuits scarred by flames. The bloodstained slaughterhouse workers’ aprons. The medical students’ monogrammed lab coats. The print blouses and A-line skirts of schoolteachers and social workers. All spirited by the wind, swaying and dancing on the lines.

While standing at the window in Lawless, Mom could see Madden Park. She thought about Mrs. Patterson, an old woman who had been born into slavery. As a young girl, Mom ran to the store for her, and the woman compensated Mom with shiny pennies. Mom, just five years old, sat with Mrs. Patterson in the park and tried to teach her how to read. Mom thought about the day she asked Uncle Al to teach her to fight. He’d been a boxer in the army. He, too, had grown up in Bronzeville, and before he left for the war, he’d been formidable. As a girl, Mom walked through the community believing it was her legend that held bullies at bay. But it was actually his. He also taught her how to catch and hit a baseball. She thought about the boys who didn’t want her to play with them no matter how many times she stood in the outfield. And then, one afternoon, a fly ball arced toward her from a blindingly blue sky. She closed her eyes just before it slammed into her chest, laying her flat on her back. She caught it with both hands. When she came to, the boys were standing over her. Mildly impressed, one extended his hand.

“I don’t need no help.” She lifted herself without losing her prize. “I can do it.”

That same determination anchored her that day as she made a decision. She would move us to Lawless—it would be ground zero for her fresh start. And yet, she couldn’t help feeling the pangs of a setback. The property manager handed her a folder, and on the cover was an artist’s rendering of the complex with a well-dressed mother, father, and child walking down a sidewalk. She placed her thumb over the father, leaving just mother and child. Lifting her thumb, she looked closer at the family and noticed that they were racially ambiguous. Another principal developer, Dr. William J. Walker, an African American dentist, had emphasized that although the associates were Black, Lawless Gardens was “not a Negro project” but “a project for the people.” Mom knew that this was an attempt to attract white folks. But she didn’t care about whether they moved in. And grand towers, even those with blond bricks and large windows that brought the sky within reach, no longer excited her. What she wanted was stability and the rent paid. She wanted to never again feel the shame of being kicked out of a place, or having her fine china lost to storage due to nonpayment. She wanted the opportunity to breathe and not rue the jingle of her husband’s keys.

When Mom went into labor early on July 8, 1968, she had erected the scaffolding of our new lives and was determined to cleave herself from her husband and child. The delivery was difficult. The baby was breech. Still, a little girl arrived just after midnight. The nurse placed my sister in Mom’s arms, and when Mom saw her baby—pale, bald, with a face so much like her own—she knew without hesitation that she couldn’t give her daughter up. Perhaps it was the flood of hormones, or the promise that resides in every newborn’s face. But she decided to give her husband one more try. The next day, she laughed when Dad told her how Kim wailed and woke up the other babies in the nursery before falling back to sleep. It had been a long time since she laughed at anything he said. She delighted in the image of her little rabble-rouser sowing discord. Kind takes to kind.

Great-Granny Lessie believed that birthmarks were more than just routine skin maladies. She believed they resulted from something the pregnant woman unconsciously did or that was done to her. Mom was skeptical until she had me. While pregnant, she had been in a neighbor’s kitchen and had seen a mouse. She jumped up on a chair, hiked up her dress, and her fingernail scratched the inside of her upper thigh. When I was born with a walnut-shaped mark, like an inkblot, on the inside of my upper thigh, she recalled her grandmother’s theory and blamed herself. She was grateful that she hadn’t grabbed her face. My father’s birthmark was an albino lightning streak that ate into the brown color of his left leg starting at his ankle and running up a ways. Mom surmised that his mother, while pregnant with him, had been frightened by a snake. She saw that as both prescient and fitting, and later said she should have known who he was the first time he took his pants off.

After Kim was born, Mom, Granny, and Aunt Doris examined my sister’s body for any abnormalities. It might have appeared that the women were counting fingers and toes. But they knew what they were looking for, and when they found nothing, that reassured Mom. She was grateful that her own fear and foreboding, anger and disappointment that had marred her pregnancy had not marked her child. Years down the road she would return to this examination. She would worry every stitch of her pregnancy, parse every detail, trying to identify what she should have done differently.

On a rainy July morning, my father helped Mom and their swaddled baby into the back seat of his cab. He drove them to the motel. Mom lowered Kim onto the bed, corralled between two pillows. And this is where my memory of my sister begins, this moment. Climbing onto the bed, I looked down at her. Black babies are often born fair-skinned, but their inner ears reveal their final color. Kim was so pale that family members took turns searching the insides of her ears, only to find that they were just as fair as the rest of her. Mom said that I poked Kim as if she were the latest addition to my collection of white dolls; as if I wondered what animated her. I wanted desperately to hold her. And when Mom finally agreed, I remember the way my sister felt in my arms, her weight leavened by my mother who only pretended to let me cradle her fully. It was the first time I truly realized that I had hands and a heartbeat. And when Kim began to howl, color pouring into her cheeks, the furrows deepening on her forehead, it was then that I fully understood I had ears. I was so unnerved by her that I didn’t ask to hold her again.

From the start my sister was a great mystery to me. That would never change.






chapter three A Caped Crusader
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Until she was just over a year old, Kim had what Mom called “a smell of hair”—not enough to even clamp a barrette on. Riding down on the elevator, neighbor ladies often said, “What a handsome little man.”

This boiled Mom’s blood. “She’s a girl,” Mom seethed as she watched the numbers light up on the overhead panel. Under her breath, she added, “Blind heifers.”

Initially, Mom blamed herself, saying that she had been too sick after Kim’s birth to get rid of her cradle cap. But later, she would decide that Kim stayed bald simply to defy her. And in keeping with my mother’s assessment, when Kim’s hair did grow—when she was about eighteen months old—it did so with a vengeance. (Mom said a comb would break its neck trying to get through it; Uncle Henry told Aunt Doris that Kim always looked like she’d been holding 220-volt wires.) Kim’s hair never grew long like mine. But it was beautiful: thicker, coarser. To touch it was like running your fingers across a deckled edge. Because Mom used Queen Bergamot hair grease in her unsuccessful attempts to tame Kim’s locks, my sister always smelled like mint. This made some church ladies believe Kim was sweet and approachable. That is, until they tried to pick her up and she turned either firecracker red or asphyxiation blue and fought them—with a vengeance.

Kim didn’t walk until, as Mom put it, “she damn well pleased.” After that, she ran and kept running. Most of the time she was in pursuit of our father, who was rarely home.

When he was around, he was sullen, enigmatic, and an introvert, which created a heaviness in the apartment even though he was never truly present. He slept during the day and worked at night. On his off days, he slept during the day and stayed up at night, watching television from our green-and-gold floral-print sofa, his feet crossed at the ankles on the coffee table. It held the latest Ebony magazine and glass-blown fruit and ashtrays from Granny’s glass company. Dad loved watching baseball games, wrestling shows, Chicago’s evening news anchor Fahey Flynn with his bow tie, and The Road Runner Show. I loved that show, too, because it made him laugh a deep full-bodied cackle that sounded unnatural coming from him. I stood in the bathroom mirror trying to imitate it. Long after Kim and I went to bed, he kept watching until the stations signed off. Some nights, I’d get up and see him snoring to the drone of television static.

Our father was not the disciplinarian. That job belonged to Mom and Granny. Neither was he the person who indulged us. My sister made it her singular ambition to win Dad’s attention. She would climb onto the sofa to sit next to him when he watched television. He suffered her for a while and then called for Mom to come get their daughter. When Mom told Kim she had to stay in our bedroom, she slipped out and squatted next to the stereo console, peering at Dad watching the screen.

One day, when Kim was about three and I was six, Dad didn’t have to work, but got up early anyway and left. He returned that evening as Kim and I had just finished our TV dinners, a rare treat because Mom said it was too hot to labor over a stove. Shirtless, Kim sat at the table exposing the tan line of her swimsuit and a necklace of mosquito bites near her collarbone. Half of her hair was unbraided and shot up as if in a salute. Dad stuck his head into the kitchen, said hi, and then continued to the bedroom to change clothes. Kim jumped up and followed him. We expected him to call Mom to come get Kim. Instead, we heard Kim scream. We bolted to the room.

Dad had draped a white towel around Kim’s neck and fastened it with a couple of large safety pins left over from her diapers. He was beckoning for her to jump off the bed into his arms. Each time he returned her to the bed, he moved a step backward. And, each time, she leaped, collapsing into his chest. It was her giggles that drew Mom and me to them. It was a levity, a lightness surrounding my father that was so unfamiliar, it held us captive in the doorway.

“C’mon, Pasquale,” he said. We never knew why he called Kim that. “You got it.”

Kim paused, but only for a correction. “I’m Duperman,” she said, taking flight.

Although Mom enjoyed her daughter’s giggles, she watched with her arms folded and the corners of her lips upturned as if to hold in abeyance the belief that such a Kodak moment could last. Each time Dad stepped back and Kim jumped farther, Mom winced a bit. But she didn’t doubt whether he would catch her, nor whether Duperman—face aglow, eyes bright as embers—would leap into her father’s arms.

The next evening, we ate dinner together because Dad needed to leave for work early. He typically slept through dinner and left around 9 p.m. after Kim and I were in bed. But that night, after dinner, he kissed each of us on the cheek. When the door closed behind him, Mom picked up Kim and sat her on the windowsill and I stood next to them as we waited for Dad to appear from under the building and walk to the car. The streetlights over the back parking lot had just blinked on, casting a halo over the shiny hoods of the cars. The waning summer sunlight warmed the empty rooms of the abandoned brownstones and graystones beyond the parking lot, bringing them, if only momentarily, back to life. The scenery was stage set and hypnotic.

The living room windows offered Mom a sort of cinema verité and she had spent many a predawn hour over the last few years peeping behind the sheers, watching my father walk jauntily up the sidewalk toward the building, watching his long gait and the way his head tilted upward with his lips pursed, whistling. That night, she must have felt hopeful, despite everything she knew to be fact about her husband. Laws and theorems could have been applied to him, like those governing gravity or motion or the speed of light. Laws that were immutable and predictable. But hope and dramatic lighting have the power to reel you in, to pull you to places beyond your control or good sense. They encourage the worst form of trespass.

When Dad stepped from under the building, Kim sat up on her knees to make herself seen.

“Look.” She pointed at him. “Turn ’round, Daddy!”

She began to wave and smile. Then I waved at Daddy. Even Mom lifted her hand. I wanted him to turn around for Kim. My sister never knew about Mom’s plan to leave our father and give her to him if she were a boy. But it seemed she intuited it, and that had forged a loyalty to him and a bond that I didn’t share.

“Turn ’round, Daddy,” she said, pressing her face against the glass until her small nose flattened.

It was too late. He’d begun walking down the sidewalk, joined by a million other distractions. We were an afterthought.



Not long after, a few days maybe, Kim pulled one of Dad’s white shirts from a hanger and tied the sleeves around her neck. If either Mom or I had seen Kim sitting on their bed, waiting for him in his shirt, now wrinkled and stained with peppermint slobber, we would have pulled her out of there. Not because we thought he would have spanked her. Mom would have said, “I just really don’t want to hear his mouth.” Then we would have yanked the shirt off her neck, even though she would have fought us.

But Dad saw Kim first. He grabbed her by the arm and took her into our bedroom. He sat on the queen bed we shared and slung Kim across his lap. Before I could say a word, he lifted his palm and smacked her on her behind. She scarcely flinched, although I did. She must have thought it was part of the game.

“I’m Duperman,” she said, craning her neck to look up at him. She chewed her tongue. She tended to do that when she was confused.

He hit her again and she still didn’t cry. He had never spanked either of us before. But now he was raising his hand a third time.

“No!” I yelled. My breath caught in my throat. “Don’t!”

“I’m Duperman,” Kim said to me, eyes watery but not runny.

He stood her up and she was a bit wobbly, as though she had just stuck a landing. As she reached back and rubbed her behind, my father lifted his shirt from around her neck. And that’s when she began to sob. Mighty, mighty tears. In a final villainous swoop, he had discovered a way to hurt her.

“No, Daddy,” she said, jumping and clawing. “Give it back!”

Mom heard Kim crying and ran into the room. He handed Mom the shirt.

“I need you to fix this,” he said. “I gotta go out later.”

“For what?” Mom hissed.

“Work.”

“What kind of work?”

“Work, work,” he said.

He left the room. Mom turned to me. “I thought I told you to watch your sister.”

In my parents’ bedroom, Dad’s Sunday suit had been pulled forward in the closet. On the bed lay a new pair of fake gold cuff links and an open tin of lemon drops, the kind that always tasted sweet before everything soured.

Mom rocked Kim and lay her on the bed. I stood over my sister, watching her whimper. I licked my finger to wipe grape juice splotches from the corners of her mouth. I made sure the gum she chewed earlier wasn’t mashed in her hair.

“Don, I’m leaky,” she whispered when Mom left our room. That was her word for having to pee, but now it applied to all over. As I took her to the bathroom, she looked warily around corners for our father. She did the same as I returned her to our bed.

“Go to sleep,” I said.

For a few seconds, she looked up at me glassy-eyed and then leaned on me and conked out, as though her batteries had been touched by corrosion.



Later that night, I was awakened by loud claps of thunder coming from my parents’ bedroom. I rose from bed, slid my feet into my house slippers, and patted around the bed for my robe. Every night, Mom laid both Kim’s and my robes at the foot of our bed. When I felt mine, I turned on the hall light, my eyes blinking, adjusting to the glare. I opened my parents’ bedroom door. My father sat on the edge of the bed leaning over my mother with his large hands wrapped around her neck. His fake gold cuff links glinted in the light. Gasping, Mom found just enough air to force out a few words: “It’s okay, sweetie.” She was pressing against his face with her fists. “Go back to bed.”

At any other time, she would have been stern, but now her words lacked air. My eyes burned with tears as I stepped away from the door and closed it. In my bedroom, I crawled back into bed with Kim. Half asleep, my sister attempted to push me out. She thought I was the little brown baby doll she slept with every night. With its brown eyes and black tightly coiled hair, she was the first Black doll I’d ever seen, and she always began the night in Kim’s arms. But because Kim slept wildly, the doll, by morning, lay sprawled on the floor. Legs kicked out, arms rigid but reaching, mouth shaped like an O, always surprised by the inevitable.

That night, I did not close my eyes. Panic swept over me as I listened to the loud bumps and thumps against the wall of the room next door. My heart hammered in my chest and I patted Kim’s back to make sure she slept through it all. I’d never seen my father hit, let alone choke, my mother. In that moment, both of my parents were strangers. The woman who said “Go back to bed” didn’t sound like Mom. The man with his hands around her neck bore no resemblance to Dad. The little girl standing in the doorway, robe tied fastidiously at the waist, however, was exactly me: a follower of rules, a maker of lists, a keeper of time. As I lay in the bed, I had no doubt that my sister, breathing heavily beside me, would have been exactly herself. Even as a three-year-old, she would have known instinctively that what she saw was wrong. At the very least, she would have stood there despite what Mom said. Kim would not have turned away. Over the last few months, Mom had been trying to stop me from sucking my thumb by dousing it in a cayenne pepper–flavored concoction before bed. That night, despite the sting, I placed my thumb squarely in my mouth and worked my way back to sleep.

The next morning, I awoke to Mom laughing in the living room. I jumped up without my robe or slippers and ran toward the laughter. I thought maybe I had fallen into a deep dream and gotten lost and confused. When I peeped around the corner, Mom’s back was to me and she was seated in a chair, talking on the telephone. I could feel myself breathing, relieved that she sounded like Mom.

“Clara, girl, you go ’way from here.” Mom’s laughter filled the room. Miss Clara was the morning dispatcher at Dad’s job. “No, I’m sure. Four passengers today.”

As I walked up, she grabbed me close to her, entangling me in the stiff curl of the phone cord. Up close, I could feel the warmth of her cheek and hear Miss Clara’s voice spilling out from the receiver. It wasn’t until I pulled away from Mom that I saw her neck. A constellation of reddish-purple balloon-shaped bruises spread across her skin. Some were elongated with ribbony tails that floated into her hairline. I reached to touch them, to fit my fingers into the circles, but Mom smiled at me and gently removed my hand.

“Twenty minutes?” Mom said into the telephone. She pulled me close to her again, something she would never do on any ordinary, busy morning. “Let me think.”

She buried her face into my neck.

“No, make it an hour,” she said. “You have a nice day, too.”

After hanging up, Mom took my hands in hers and smiled. She searched for the right words: “Your father can’t live with us anymore. I told him he has to leave.”

My eyes welled with tears. Not because he was leaving but because I knew then what I’d seen the night before was true.

“You understand?” Mom said.

I nodded.

“Go put on your swimsuit,” she said. “We’ll have one last day at the pool before my big girl starts first grade.”

As I walked back to my bedroom, I saw Aunt Doris in the bathroom washing Kim’s face. Aunt Doris and her family lived in a well-run housing project about a mile north of us. She’d never been in our apartment so early in the morning. A few feet away, I saw Granny. She never took a day off from work, but there she was in my parents’ bedroom, shoving Dad’s belongings into green duffel bags: his too-short striped pajama bottoms; his shoes, including his leather Jesus sandals; his white dress shirts. At first, she didn’t notice me in the doorway.

Granny snatched up two of the bags and began to leave the bedroom. Seeing me, she said, “Don’t just stand there.” She peeped into the bathroom to check on Aunt Doris, who was helping Kim into her little bikini. I noticed that Kim was chewing.

Aunt Doris reached into her pocket and handed me three candy corns.

“Mom doesn’t let us eat candy so early,” I said, mouth watering, staring at her hand.

“Your mom’s not my boss,” Auntie whispered, smiling. “Besides, we big sisters have to stick together.”

Granny passed the bathroom door again. “Everybody needs to get a move on,” she said. Then she noticed Dad’s toothbrush, the tallest of the four with the flattened bristles. She grabbed it by its neck and threw it like a javelin into the garbage can.

When it was time to leave, Aunt Doris carried two duffel bags to the service elevator and held the door open for us. Granny dragged the other two, leaving a trail in the carpeting. She despised using the service elevator, or the back stairwell or the back door off the lobby, even in a building of Black neighbors. She vividly remembered when the white folks in the downtown hotels and department stores directed her to the rear. Mom nudged Kim and me onto the elevator while writing on one of the notepads with price lists that Granny brought home from the glass company where she worked. At first, no one spoke, not even Kim, who was unaware of what was going on. In the enclosed space, I smelled Dad’s scent wafting up from his things. It was a blending of cologne, exhaust fumes, gasoline, and cigarette smoke, which came from the men in the garage. In that moment, Dad was with us—in that barely there way that was most familiar.

Granny must have smelled it, too, because she grumbled, “His common ass.”

Through the lobby’s floor-to-ceiling windows, I saw the cab, idling. Aunt Doris flung open the back door and hefted her duffel bags onto the seat and Granny followed suit. Mom wore a khaki sundress with a tan scarf around her neck. When she leaned into the taxi’s window, one of her bruises peeked out.

“This is your boss’s shit,” she told the driver. “Tell him not to come back. Ain’t nothing left.”

Mom rarely said the word “shit” in front of us, and she hated the word “ain’t.” She told us it wasn’t a word. But the last few hours had stripped her of her defenses. When she slammed the door, the driver leaped out of his cab.

“This ain’t what I was expecting,” he said.

“Me either,” Mom scoffed.

Mom handed the notepad with its “To Do” list to Granny, and she followed Aunt Doris back into the building. Mom picked up Kim, and we began to walk down the sidewalk through Lawless. Since we had moved in three years ago, a tall chain-link fence had been built around Lawless’s perimeter. We walked through the opening at 37th Street, Lawless’s southernmost border, on our way to Madden Park’s pool. When we crossed the baseball field, I expected Mom to point to where Granny used to make her way through the park with her two daughters running to catch up because she walked so fast. I expected Mom to look around and complain about trash spilling from garbage cans, the growing graffiti on the benches, and how the once perfectly straight lines on the baseball diamond now looked like they had been hand-drawn by someone with the shakes. When a group of boys in swimming trunks ran past us, with one saying, “Where’s my towel at?” I expected her to say, “In front of the preposition.” I expected her to say, “The park never looked like this when I was a child.” But this morning, she was uncharacteristically silent, and the past receded into the sound of parched grass and dandelions crunching under our feet.

While we were gone, Uncle Al, who worked odd jobs, changed the dead bolt on our front door and added a chain. Aunt Doris dialed our minister, whom we called Prophet, to tell him that Mom needed a “reading” to help her figure her way forward. Granny called her cousin who was a longtime janitor in the domestic relations division of the Cook County circuit court. He was the closest the family had to a lawyer and was well-versed in initiating divorce proceedings.

That first night, Uncle Al stayed with us. Mom told him he didn’t have to, but he refused to leave us. Before tucking Kim and me in, Mom made us kneel beside our beds to say our prayers. Kim, as always, sidled next to me. My mother didn’t believe in “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep…” baby prayers. She said Black children, girls in particular, needed to speak directly to God. So she stood in the doorway as I led the Lord’s Prayer with Kim as my echo. I climbed into bed, and when I couldn’t sleep, I got up and peeped into the living room. Uncle Al sat on the sofa with his newspaper. At his feet was a splintered baseball bat he called his “Nigga Beater.” He’d used it to teach Mom how to play baseball.

“Come here, little girl,” he said after seeing me. “You doing okay?”

“Uh-huh,” I said.

“Okay, then, go on back to your room. Everything will be alright.”

I went to bed, but nothing felt alright.



During slavery, there was a phenomenon called “working to the coat.” The overseer would loop his heavy black jacket over a post and leave. And most slaves would keep toiling just as diligently as if he hadn’t stepped away. He’d instilled so much fear in them that he no longer needed to be present to keep them in line. That’s how it was with Dad. Although nothing of his remained, he somehow was still there, even more there than when he had lived with us. Mom decided that she didn’t want to live in the same space he’d occupied, and we needed another fresh start. It didn’t help that Kim kept asking to sit in the window to look for him. Mom wouldn’t let her, and in a test of wills, Kim would cry and cry.

Mom loved Lawless Gardens and being close to Granny and Uncle Al, so we moved to another apartment, one that had an identical floor plan on the eleventh floor. Initially, entering apartment 1105 felt no different to Kim and me than entering our old third-floor apartment. We immediately ran to the kitchen and then back to our new bedroom. We thought we knew where we were until we looked out the living room window. While our third-floor living room windows were nearly ground-level and overlooked the back parking lot, we now had what management called a spectacular lake view. About a half-mile away was Lake Michigan—vast as an ocean with a color that mimicked the mood of the sky. The only thing was that in order to see the lake, to truly appreciate it, your mind had to blot out the hunkered, brown-brick buildings of the housing project directly across the street. They were mid-rises, seven stories, and had opened in 1955. They were called the “stentions” because they were a newer extension of the Ida B. Wells Homes.

In our third-floor apartment, our bedroom had a southern view overlooking the front of the building and the turning circle; our new eleventh-floor bedroom windows faced north. Directly in front was Lawless Gardens’s middle tower, an exact replica of ours, and a block away from it was James R. Doolittle Jr. Elementary, where I attended school. Mom and Aunt Doris had graduated from there. Like Lawless, Doolittle was yet another unfortunate name.

Mom bought Kim and me a new bedroom suite that had twin beds and pushed them close. She hung a framed silhouette cutout of my head from first grade and scattered a few stuffed animals atop a new chest of drawers and dresser with a mirror. Uncle Al had made me a wooden trunk, and I created a list of everything inside, including several books Mom had bought me and a few that I’d gotten from the Reading Is Fundamental truck that parked in front of Doolittle Elementary once a month.

Before that period in our lives, I never truly understood what it meant to lose something or someone. To my young mind, leaving was not an evanescent thing. It was simply what Mom prepared us for every night before school when she meticulously laid out our outfits on the living room sofa. In the dark, our clothes resembled two prim little girls who had nothing better to do than be still and wait for morning.
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