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To all of slavery’s victims, then and now






A Note on Language

The following narrative is based on the author’s eyewitness observations and hundreds of hours of interviews with people involved in the events described herein, and on extensive research in libraries and museums. The vast majority of quotations in the narrative come from these interviews; where that is not the case, attribution is provided in the text. In the name of factual accuracy and reflecting the world as it is, all quotations are reported exactly as the words were originally spoken or written, without sanitizing abbreviations or euphemisms. The portrayal of the way people actually speak and write—both in the present day and throughout history—in these pages does not mean an endorsement of the expressions quoted.






1 Called



“The great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in everything we do.”

—James Baldwin



Deborah Cotton and I met by getting shot together.

It was a Mother’s Day Sunday early in Barack Obama’s second term as the first Black president of the United States. Deb, as her friends called her, was among hundreds of people, almost all of them Black, marching through the streets of New Orleans, marching not in protest but in celebration, celebration of the unique, deeply rooted African American culture of New Orleans as expressed by its iconic ritual, a second line parade.

Like Obama, Deborah Cotton literally embodied America’s racial divide, for she, too, descended from a Black father and a White mother. Also like Obama, she was graced with a sparkling smile, good looks, and an effortless charisma that glided her smoothly between the Black and White worlds. Born in Los Angeles, kidnapped (her word) as a toddler, and raised in rural Texas, she had relocated to New Orleans in 2005, three months before Hurricane Katrina put most of the city underwater. Now, she was a veteran racial and social justice activist and an accomplished freelance writer who, under the pen name “Big Red Cotton,” wrote about second line parades for the local music paper Gambit.

A second line parade is a street party, a musical explosion, a church service, a cultural remembrance, and a political statement all wrapped up in one unforgettable afternoon. Not to be confused with the annual Mardi Gras parades, second lines evolved from the burial rites that enslaved Africans brought with them when they began arriving in Louisiana in 1722. Second line parades are still employed today in New Orleans to grieve and celebrate the recently deceased, but they also take place in one neighborhood or another every Sunday afternoon of the year, except during the summer when it’s too hot.

Propelled by riotously percussive music, hundreds of people take over the streets for four hours of dancing, drinking, eating, flirting, and grooving to the beat. One or more brass bands drive the action, their squealing horns and thumping drums channeling the jaunty rhythms and melodic kicks that made New Orleans, in Bruce Springsteen’s words, “this great mother city of American music.” Specially attired dancers strut their stuff in flamboyantly colored uniforms accented by plumed fans, feathered hats, and parasols. Surrounding the band and dancers are spectators joining the fun—the parade’s “second line.” Usually the crowd is overwhelmingly African American, but all colors, ages, backgrounds, and beliefs are welcome. In the words of Curtis Mayfield’s “People Get Ready,” you don’t need a ticket for this train; you just get on board. While you’re at it, smile at your neighbor and give thanks to be here, now, for one more blessed day of life.

Gunshots were fired into the Mother’s Day second line parade at 1:47 P.M. on May 12, 2013. The To Be Continued Brass Band had halted just before entering the intersection of Frenchmen and North Villere streets, a poverty-stricken neighborhood in the Seventh Ward, a ten-minute walk from the free-spending tourists in the French Quarter. The band had played the first four notes of a song by The Hot 8 Brass Band “and then everything went crazy,” Joe Maize, a trombonist for To Be Continued, later recalled.

I didn’t live in New Orleans, I just happened to be passing through town that weekend and decided to catch an hour of second lining before heading to the airport to fly home. When the gunfire erupted, I was standing on the far side of the intersection from where Deb Cotton and the TBC band had paused. The gunshots were coming from about ten feet behind my left shoulder. The bullets made an oddly muffled zip, zip sound as they streaked through the humid afternoon air. People around me started to push, run, and throw themselves to the ground. I did the same, diving like a baseball player sliding headfirst into home plate.

The gunfire lasted about ten seconds. Then, for a moment, all was quiet, as if everyone were holding their breath to see what came next. A woman’s voice broke the silence, erupting in a piercing wail: “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” And then it was bedlam, a cacophony of voices shouting in pain, fear, and alarm.

On the other side of the intersection, right where I’d been standing a few seconds ago, a Black guy lay facedown, motionless, a semicircle of red spreading from his shoulder. Steps away, a thin Black woman with wild, frightened eyes huddled against a building, clutching her belly, grimacing and weeping.

TV satellite trucks reached the scene almost as quickly as ambulances did, and soon live coverage was beaming to television screens around the world. The initial fear was that it was a terrorist attack, perhaps a copycat of the bombing at the Boston Marathon a month earlier that had killed three and wounded hundreds more. Detective Chris Hart, the lead New Orleans Police Department officer at the scene, was pacing the blood-spattered intersection when his cell phone buzzed. “I’m watching you on Al Jazeera right now, Chris,” a former NOPD cop doing security work in Afghanistan told him. “You’re wearing a blue shirt and a baseball cap. What the fuck is happening back in New Orleans?”



Second line parades embody two milestones in United States history—the imposition of slavery and the invention of jazz—that have profoundly shaped the nation’s evolution and gave the Mother’s Day shooting the quality of a true-crime parable for the Obama-Trump era.

If slavery was America’s original sin, as Obama once said (echoing James Madison), New Orleans was an epicenter of that sin. New Orleans hosted the largest slave trading market in North America prior to the Civil War: an estimated one million people were bought and sold here, fueling the Cotton Boom that first made the United States a global economic superpower and later gave the Confederacy the confidence that it could defeat the Union in the Civil War.

But in a dazzling paradox, this legacy of brutal exploitation also gave rise to what has been called America’s greatest artistic achievement. By the early 1900s, New Orleans musicians at second lines and elsewhere were mixing rhythms from Africa with melodies from Europe to create an entirely new type of music: jazz. (It was at a second line that an adolescent Louis Armstrong first played a horn in public.) Jazz quickly became the most popular music on both sides of the Atlantic. Later, it gave rise to rhythm and blues, which led to rock ’n’ roll and its many descendant genres, making jazz a fountainhead of 20th century American popular music.

Jazz and second line parades emerged in New Orleans, and only in New Orleans, partly because slavery there began under the French, and the French gave enslaved people Sundays off. Unlike the Anglo-Saxon Protestants who enforced slavery in the rest of the American South, the French in Louisiana were Catholics. At that time, Catholic teachings held that enslaved people, despite their earthly status, were children of God who had souls and spiritual rights and responsibilities just like White people did, including not working on the Sabbath. The French also welcomed the amusements of music and dance, whereas Anglo-Saxons distrusted them as devil’s mischief. Anglo-Saxon slaveholders banned drumming by slaves for fear that it would lead to rebellion, whereas French authorities saw its strategic benefit. “When they are singing and dancing, they are not conspiring to rebel,” one French commander quipped.

“No place else in the United States is going to let Black people take over the streets for four hours long,” Deborah Cotton once said about second line parades in New Orleans. “It’s just not gonna happen.” If only for a few hours, Black people at a second line parade could feel free—free to express themselves however they wished, regardless of the White world’s constraints. “The blues came from slavery,” said Gregg Stafford, a prominent New Orleans brass band leader and trumpet player. “Jazz came from freedom.”

But demons of death, never far away in New Orleans, haunted that Mother’s Day second line parade. Ambulance workers counted twenty people wounded and told Detective Hart to expect three, possibly four, fatalities. Measured by total casualties, it was the biggest mass shooting in the modern history of New Orleans, already one of the nation’s deadliest cities, with a murder rate a staggering eight times higher than the national per capita average.

Heavyset, with salt-and-pepper hair, Hart had spent sixteen years as a cop in New Orleans, yet these casualty numbers shocked him and his fellow officers. “We didn’t break down and cry, cops don’t do that,” he later explained. “But I could see on their faces how they felt. Even in New Orleans, typically there will be one or two people shot. In really bad situations, maybe five or six people shot. But twenty? That’s unheard of.”

The trauma unit doctors were not optimistic that Deborah Cotton would live through the night. The bullet that hit her had pierced her right hip and torn diagonally upward, shredding vital organs before lodging beneath the left side of her rib cage. Late that afternoon, the surgeons emerged from the operating room to inform her loved ones that it didn’t look good. She had been shot in what hospital workers nicknamed “the soul hole,” because wounds there were usually fatal.

Nevertheless, Deborah Cotton held on long enough to deliver a message that stunned the people of New Orleans.

A surveillance video had surfaced the day after the shooting that offered a bird’s-eye view of the attack. It showed a Black man in a white T-shirt standing with his back against the wall of a house, watching as the parade crowd passed from left to right. Suddenly the man pulled a handgun from his pocket, took four strides into the crowd, and began firing at point-blank range. As bodies fell and fled, the man continued firing. After emptying his weapon, he ran off, out of camera range.

TV networks all over the world immediately began airing the video—it was irresistible television. New Orleans TV stations put it in constant rotation. In the glare of such publicity, the authorities soon arrested two suspects: Akein Scott and Shawn Scott, two African American biological brothers aged nineteen and twenty-three. Each brother was charged with twenty counts of attempted murder: one for each of the nineteen gunshot victims and one for a woman grotesquely injured when she was trampled by the fleeing crowd.

In what both Deborah Cotton and the police expressly labeled “a miracle,” neither she nor any of the other Mother’s Day shooting victims perished immediately. “We had twenty [sic] people shot at that parade, and not one of them dies?” said Detective Rob Hurst, Hart’s partner at the scene. “If that’s not a miracle, you tell me what is.”

Hovering near death in the intensive care unit, Deborah Cotton somehow dictated a statement that a close friend delivered on her behalf to a hastily called New Orleans City Council hearing. Over the week since she had been shot, during occasional moments of lucidity between one surgery after another, her friends had briefed her on what happened: the mass shooting, the bird’s-eye video, the casualties, the arrests of the alleged gunmen.

Deborah Cotton’s City Council statement implored the city and people of New Orleans to stop and think before passing judgment. “These young men have been separated from us by so much trauma,” she said, referring to the bleak circumstances facing many young Black men in New Orleans: parents absent or impoverished, abysmal schools, rampant gang and police violence, few job possibilities beyond menial labor or drug dealing. “I have known from the moment the shooting happened that I did not want these young men thrown to the wolves,” her statement continued. “… Do you know what it takes to be so disconnected in your heart that you walk out into a gathering of hundreds of people who look just like you and begin firing?”



It was Deborah Cotton who told me that I should write this book. Called was her exact word.

I managed to connect with Deb a few months after the shooting. She’d been discharged from the hospital by then, but her return to normal life remained uncertain at best. More than one of her vital organs had been severely compromised or outright removed, and the doctors said that she had many more surgeries ahead.

Our first meeting took place over the phone because at the last minute she felt too ill to leave her apartment. We shared our recollections of that fateful afternoon, bonding over the fact that we were both writers and had both been shot, though her injuries were incomparably worse than mine. In a voice timorous yet clear, Deb told me that these days she often felt nauseous, anxious, and sometimes depressed. Yet she evinced not the slightest anger toward the two gunmen who allegedly shot us and seventeen other people at a ritual that, as she well knew from her Gambit writings, was sacred to Black history and identity in New Orleans. Instead, Deb reiterated her initial response of mercy and understanding.

“I try to put myself in other people’s shoes in life,” she told me. “I asked myself, ‘What has happened to put those young men in such a dead-hearted place that they would shoot into a crowd of people who looked just like them?’ That’s what’s so striking to me. They weren’t shooting at White men; they weren’t shooting at Black women. They were shooting at other Black men.”

Drawing on the teachings of African American leaders, from Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. back to W.E.B. Du Bois and Frederick Douglass, Deb felt that one of the most fiendish aspects of White supremacy was how it could lead Black people to devalue themselves. During slavery days in particular, enslaved Black people often were treated as animals more than as human beings. In response, some of them internalized the idea that they were worthless and turned against themselves and other Black people. The alleged Mother’s Day gunmen had fired into a crowd of “people who looked just like them,” Deb repeated. “There’s a level of self-hatred there that is so profound. It’s like they’re trying to wipe themselves out.”

When Deb and I met face-to-face on my next visit to New Orleans, I told her I thought the Mother’s Day shooting was a book crying out to be written. The circumstances surrounding the shooting made it more than just one more spasm of wanton violence in a country where mass shootings had become sickeningly common. The fact that the shooting took place at a second line parade seemed painfully symbolic, given that second line parades dated from slavery days, had helped to birth jazz, and remained a beloved source of Black cultural identity and community in New Orleans. I asked Deb whether she’d consider writing such a book after she recovered from her injuries, and I offered to connect her with my literary agent in New York.

Deb, however, wanted no part of that idea. She appreciated the encouragement, she told me, but no thanks: it was bad enough to get shot in the first place, she didn’t want to keep reliving the experience by writing a book about it.

Deb did agree, though, that somebody should write a book about the Mother’s Day shooting. And that somebody, she said, should be me.

An activist through and through, Deb saw the Mother’s Day shooting as a teachable moment that could convey important lessons about the ways racism has shaped life in the United States since the days of slavery. A signature skill of good political organizers is an ability to persuade other people to do things that need doing. Thus Deb pointed out that I had written numerous other nonfiction books, had witnessed the shooting at close range, had even been shot myself. Warming to her theme, she fixed her gaze on me and declared, “Mark, I think you’re called to write this book.” Her use of the term called signaled that Deb, like me, had grown up in the church, where it was common to hear a person say they felt “called” to make this or that major life decision—called by God, the Holy Spirit, or Deb’s favorite term, the Most High.

The fact that I was White didn’t come up during that first conversation with Deb, nor did I commit to writing the book. As I told Deb, I already had my hands full writing about climate change, a subject I had covered for decades that was becoming increasingly urgent. I had spent much of the 1990s traveling around the world to write a book about humanity’s environmental future, then circumnavigated the globe again in 2001 to write a book about why America fascinated and infuriated the rest of the world. By the time I met Deb, I had reported on climate change from twenty-five countries and much of the United States; indeed, it was climate reporting that had first brought me to New Orleans to cover the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the first great US casualty of the global warming era. Meanwhile, I had also become a father, and my concern about the future that my daughter and the rest of what I termed “Generation Hot” would inherit compelled me to focus on the climate crisis while it was still possible to avoid the worst.

But I had to admit that, like Deb, I was intensely curious to know what had led someone to shoot her, me, and seventeen other people that day in New Orleans. And I certainly saw the larger dimensions of a shooting that had taken place during an iconic New Orleans ritual that dated back to slavery days and helped bring forth the world-conquering music known as jazz.

When Deb and I talked a second time about doing this book, I broached the issue of me being a White writer, and we talked about it at length. That conversation yielded the first of many enlightenments that I would receive from Deb as she became a dear friend and fellow investigator of what had happened that Mother’s Day.

The fact that I was White didn’t seem to bother Deb. In her activism and journalism, I would later learn, she had long worked with White and Black people alike. Socially, she was as comfortable with White people as with Black people (though she did date only Black men, she would later confide). As we got to know one another better, Deb learned that I had spoken out about racism throughout my adult life. In my books and journalism, I had written about how racism in the media kept newsrooms White and skewed the resulting journalism, and how people of color and the poor suffer disproportionately from climate-driven extreme weather and other environmental damages. Later, Deb and I came to realize that the anti-apartheid struggle had loomed large in both of our political comings of age. Deb thought it was pretty cool, and confessed to feeling a tiny bit jealous, that I had been arrested with Archbishop Desmond Tutu while protesting apartheid at the South African embassy in Washington, DC.

But Deb’s endorsement of a White author writing about race turned out to have even deeper roots. Later, I would be told more than once, usually by White people in US publishing circles, that a White author should not be writing about race in this racially fraught era; that subject was reserved for Black writers, who for too many years had been sidelined by the White-dominated publishing industry. For my part, I absolutely agreed that Black voices had been silenced for too long and needed to be heard, I had made the same argument decades ago in my book about the news business—but I didn’t think that meant White writers had to be silent. For her part, Deb outright rejected the view that only Black people should talk about race. Indeed, like many African American activists and intellectuals over the years, she believed that it was White people who most needed to talk about race—and not only race but slavery, the original sin at the bottom of today’s injustices and pathologies.

“Black people have been talking about it for 400 years, honey,” she told me. “It’s White people who aren’t talking about it.” What’s more, the activist side of Deb pointed out, White people could talk to—and be heard by—other White people in ways Black people simply would not be. “White people listen to White people more than they will listen to Black people,” she added. “That’s just a fact.”

Deb’s response to the Mother’s Day shooting foreshadowed the Black Lives Matter movement that soon would transform racial consciousness and activism during the Obama-Trump era, but Deb’s version of Black Lives Matter came with a twist. She was of course fully aware of the violence Black people had long endured from trigger-happy police and White vigilantes: after all, her activism over the past eight years had focused on reforming the notoriously corrupt, violent, and racist New Orleans Police Department, a mission embraced by the Obama administration, which placed the NOPD under a federal consent decree four months before the Mother’s Day shooting. But the evils of systemic racism were much broader than police brutality, Deb believed, their reach more insidious and pervasive.

To Deb, Black lives mattered even if a Black person had done something reprehensible, like shooting into a peaceful crowd at a second line parade. And Black lives mattered even then, she told me, because “racism can kill Black people even when a Black finger pulls the trigger.” The gunman seen firing into the crowd in the Mother’s Day video “clearly made horrible choices that have ruined his life,” she continued. “But he didn’t do that in a vacuum. This city and this country created that vacuum.”

Deb’s message was hard for many people to hear at the time, and perhaps it’s still hard to hear today. I eventually spent hundreds of hours interviewing scores of people in New Orleans about the Mother’s Day shooting and its aftermath. The overwhelming majority of them, Black and White alike, rejected Deb’s plea for mercy and understanding toward the alleged gunmen. “C’mon, man, I’m from the hood, don’t give me that shit,” Glen David Andrews, a prominent Black musician and a good friend of Deb’s, told me. “I ain’t no saint, but shooting up a second line ain’t about Black and White. It’s about right and wrong.”

To be clear, most of these people were responding to an incomplete picture of Deb’s beliefs. They had heard, or heard about, only the two sound bites the news media had amplified from her City Council statement. My subsequent conversations with Deb made it clear that, in fact, she did not believe that the alleged Mother’s Day gunmen should escape punishment. Nor did she believe that racism alone caused the Mother’s Day shooting. As much as White America might be to blame for racism as a system, Deb was painfully aware that it was young Black men themselves who were stalking and slaying one another in New Orleans like soldiers in an urban guerrilla war.

In a video recorded weeks before the Mother’s Day shooting, Deb said it broke her heart to “live in a city where young Black men hunt and kill each other… To see that there is so much death and devastation in the city that I love, and the main perpetrators of that violence are young Black men, it’s even more concerning to me.”

Deb recognized that the Mother’s Day shooting was more representative of the gun violence that typically afflicted African Americans than were the police and vigilante shootings that would spark so much protest in the years ahead. Official data showed that Black people in the United States experienced three times as many deadly police shootings as White people did, a clear indication of racial bias. But Black people also experienced eighteen times as many gunshot injuries in general, and most of the gunmen in those cases were Black men. In New Orleans alone, six thousand Black men had been murdered in the thirty-three years prior to the Mother’s Day shooting, an average of one murder every two days. “It’s Black people killing Black people,” Glen David Andrews sang at a gig the day before the Mother’s Day shooting. “And that ain’t cool.”



A decade has passed since the Mother’s Day shooting, and the United States that Deb and I inhabited back then has given way to a much more divided and more dangerous place. Days after the Mother’s Day shooting, when I first read that a woman named Deborah Cotton had urged mercy and understanding for the two young Black men accused of shooting us, she struck me as a saint. Now, I have come to believe that Deb was also a prophet. The past ten years have overflowed with evidence that race and slavery remain the central, abiding dilemma of the United States—and that Deb was stunningly prescient about the need for Americans to grapple honestly with that dilemma if the nation is ever to escape its grip.

Two months after the Mother’s Day shooting, the Black Lives Matter movement sprang to life as killings of unarmed Black people seemed to become a recurring feature of American life. Or, more precisely, as such killings became more widely recognized because, like the Mother’s Day shooting, they were captured on video. No cameras were present, however, at arguably the most heinous of these killings. With a symbolism grotesque in its obviousness, the city where the Civil War had begun in 1861 became in 2015 the site of a massacre deliberately intended to spark a race war in the United States. Dylann Roof, an avowed White supremacist, killed nine African Americans at a Bible study class at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, an iconic gathering place of the modern civil rights movement. When one of Roof’s victims, gushing blood, asked why he was shooting them, Roof responded with the same message White supremacists had delivered since the end of the Civil War: “I have to do it. You rape our women, and you are taking over our country. And you have to go.”

Eighteen months later, the nation’s first Black president was succeeded by Donald Trump, who had risen to political prominence by playing a bizarre variation of the race card—suggesting over and over again, without producing any evidence, that Barack Obama had not been born in the United States. Since the US Constitution requires all presidents to be US-born, Trump was effectively saying that a Black man was illegally occupying the highest office in the land. Then, in the course of Trump’s four years as president, Trump would defend neo-Nazis, demonize people of color, and bring the nation to the brink of civil war by inciting an attack on the US Capitol to try to stay in power after losing the 2020 election.

That an unabashed racist could be elected president of the United States 150 years after the first Civil War was proof positive that the blood of slavery still pulsed through the American body politic. “If we had done the work that we should have done… to combat our history of racial inequality, no one could win national office after demonizing people who’re Mexican or Muslim,” Bryan Stevenson, a civil rights lawyer who established the National Memorial for Peace and Justice to honor America’s lynching victims, told the Guardian newspaper. “We would be in a place where we would find that unacceptable.” Yet as this book went to press in February of 2024, Donald Trump retained the firm allegiance of one-fourth of the US electorate and was the overwhelming front-runner for the Republican 2024 presidential nomination.

Implanted before the very birth of the United States, the twin dilemma of race and slavery sprang from the thundering contradiction between America’s lofty ideals—“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal”—and the undeniable reality that White people built the country by enslaving and brutalizing millions of African Americans and slaughtering and stealing land from countless Native Americans. The United States has never resolved this dilemma, despite the rivers of blood shed over it during the Civil War and since. Schoolchildren are taught that the North’s victory in the Civil War ended slavery, but that is misleading: slavery did not so much cease as shape-shift. True, to own other human beings was no longer legal. But the formerly enslaved were provided no land or recompense and thus were left with little choice but to keep working, now as sharecroppers or indentured factory workers, for the very people who exploited them before the war. In 1864, as the South’s military defeat grew near, a Louisiana plantation owner, William J. Minor, told a fellow Confederate that he hoped the South could rejoin the Union after the war with “things as they were, but perhaps under some other name than slavery”—which is pretty much what happened.

Deborah Cotton believed that until America, especially White America, honestly faces what race and slavery have done and continue to do to this country, America will not be free of its original sin. Like an untended, festering wound, the dilemma will keep bubbling to the surface, manifesting in everything from the blasphemous Mother’s Day violence in New Orleans, to the continuing murders of Black people by police and vigilantes, to the threats to democracy posed by Trump and fellow neo-Confederates who openly endorsed waging a second civil war to “make America great again.”

Through the particular, one can sometimes glimpse the universal. The Mother’s Day shooting, I believe, was one more explosion in the still-unfurling maelstrom that is race in America. For represented in embryonic form in that bloodstained New Orleans intersection were many of the social forces that would convulse the United States during the Obama-Trump era—and that will keep convulsing it until the underlying issues are truly faced and tackled.

Yet the past decade has also shown that many Americans do recognize the legacies of the past and want to make things right. The explosive growth of Black Lives Matter is the obvious example. Demands for justice grew louder throughout Trump’s presidency, culminating in the massive protests sparked by the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police in May of 2020, when demonstrators took to the streets in all fifty states. The protests were led and populated mainly by Black people, but large numbers of Whites, especially younger Whites, also risked arrest or injury to stand up for justice for Black Americans. Such an outpouring of White support was unprecedented: never in the 155 years since the Civil War’s end had large numbers of White Americans put their bodies on the line for Black Americans. (Yes, some Whites did march with civil rights activists in the 1960s, but they were a tiny fraction of the overall White population.) “We have never had so many White allies, willing to stand together for freedom,” Harry Belafonte, the singer, activist, and friend of Martin Luther King Jr., wrote on Election Day 2020.

Which side will ultimately prevail in America’s long struggle over race and equality is far from clear. Candidate Joe Biden framed the 2020 presidential election as a battle for America’s soul, insisting that the American people were better than the nastiness emanating from the White House under Trump. Biden’s victory seemed to vindicate his faith in American goodness, but only if one overlooked that the election was a much closer call than news coverage indicated. Biden’s seven million vote margin over Trump obscured the fact that the electorate was all but evenly split, with Biden claiming only 3 percent more of the vote than Trump got (51.3 to 48.4 percent). In other words, roughly half of the US electorate thought Trump should remain president for a second term, despite his unapologetic racism and contempt for democracy.

Four years later, as the 2024 election approached, three out of four Republicans still embraced Trump’s repeatedly disproven claim that the 2020 election was stolen and its implication that Biden was not the legitimate president. Most Republicans, on Capitol Hill and across the country, also opposed holding Trump accountable for the January 6, 2021, assault on the US Capitol intended to overturn the 2020 election. Trump continued—despite facing four criminal indictments and ninety-one felony charges—to exert absolute control over the Republican base. Militants on the far right were declaring that any attempt to find Trump guilty or send him to prison would spark a new civil war, a prospect they seemed to relish.

In short, the battle for America’s soul was far from over.

If the United States does wish to address its twin dilemma of race and slavery, it can find no better place to start than New Orleans. Everything that is needed to cleanse the festering wounds, and to understand why those wounds still need to be cleansed, is here. Older than the nation itself, imprinted with its original sin of slavery but also boasting its most liberating artistic achievement, jazz, New Orleans is living proof that the United States stands in urgent need of racial truth and reconciliation—and that such truth and reconciliation might still be achieved, if more Americans can face uncomfortable truths that have been buried too long.






2 Coming Out the Door



Hanging in the Treme

Watching people sashay

Past my steps

By my porch

In front of my door

—“Treme Song” by John Boutté



Ed Buckner was the president of the Original Big 7 Social Aid and Pleasure Club, which organized the second line parade where the Mother’s Day shooting took place. As usual on parade day, Buckner got up at five in the morning to check the weather. The forecast called for a lovely day, beautiful and fair. “They said sunny, no chance of rain,” he later told me. “So I lay back down. But the anxiety was working on me, hoping everything would go well that day. So I got back up at seven, checked the weather again. They were still saying sunny, no rain.”

Ed Buckner was widely known in the Seventh Ward, thanks to having coached football and basketball for the past twenty-five years at the Willie Hall Playground of the St. Bernard Housing Project. As a kid, he had been a good athlete who gravitated toward leadership positions: quarterback in football, catcher in baseball. Now, at age fifty-four, he was roundish in torso, wore black-framed eyeglasses, and had skin shaded almost as dark as a cast iron skillet. Only when you shook his hand did you realize that he was missing all four fingers on his right hand.

After his second check on the weather, Buckner stepped onto his porch to enjoy the morning quiet. He lived with his wife and children in a squat, tree-shaded house that doubled as the Original Big 7’s headquarters; the house fronted on Elysian Fields Avenue, a six-lane thoroughfare that led downtown past the French Quarter to the Mississippi River. The porch looked onto the median strip, a ribbon of land known in New Orleans as the “neutral ground,” a reference to olden days, when Canal Street represented a neutral ground between the French settlers who lived downriver and the upriver territory occupied by American newcomers. In the early light of Mother’s Day morning, two flowering trees in the middle of the neutral ground radiated a beauty worthy of a street named after the home of Greek gods. “The city had come and mowed the grass like I’d asked, and the oleander bushes were blooming a gorgeous pink,” he recalled.

At half past eight, the hamburger and sausage man arrived and began to set up his grill. “He’s always the first guy at every second line,” Buckner said. “I call him a cultural vendor, because he only vends second lines, he don’t vend Mardi Gras. They serve different food at Mardi Gras—popcorn, pizza, candy apples, even Philly cheesesteaks. We don’t do that. We have second line food: pork chops, barbecued chicken and ribs, baked chicken, burgers, hot sausage, fried fish, and yacamein—that’s a mix of spaghetti, pork, green onions, and broth. Ya don’t wanna miss that.”

“I was just sitting on my porch, feeling good,” Buckner recalled. “Everything looked beautiful and clean. We were all ready to go. It was a beautiful morning. And I still say that today: it was a beautiful morning.”

Ed Buckner inherited a love of second lines from his father. From the time Ed was five years old, “My daddy would always bring me with him when he was going to the parade. It was usually him, my uncle Smokey, and my uncle Louis. My dad loved everything about the second line—the Mardi Gras Indians, the kazoo brass bands, he just loved all the culture.”

The man Ed referred to as his father, Leonard Johnson, was actually his stepfather; his biological father gave Ed his last name and little else. A country boy from the bayous south of New Orleans, Leonard Johnson moved to the city after returning home from World War II, having served in the Pacific with the US Army. He was an amateur trombonist and a fanatical collector of jazz records: Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Ella Fitzgerald. “I think part of what my daddy loved about second lines was being able to hang out with musicians,” Ed said. “He just loved being part of that scene.”

The real musician in the family was Ed’s Uncle Smokey, one of the most accomplished drummers in New Orleans history. Joseph “Smokey” Johnson spent the 1950s and 1960s playing drums with rock ’n’ roll legend and New Orleans native Fats Domino. In 1964, Johnson went to Detroit, where his unusual drum technique was credited as a formative influence on the Motown Sound. Johnson also was a cocomposer of “It Ain’t My Fault,” a second line standard that was revived, after the 2010 Gulf of Mexico oil spill, by a star-studded pickup band including Mos Def, Trombone Shorty, Lenny Kravitz, and the actor Tim Robbins.

The first second line parade Ed distinctly remembered attending was sponsored by the Money Wasters Social Aid and Pleasure Club, a club Louis Armstrong listed among his favorites back in the day. Ed was seven or eight years old at the time. “They had green and white on, I’ll never forget the colors,” he recalled. “They had buckets that were like decorations, bowls and castles and three-dimensional stuff, just beautiful, the purity of the art. There was so many people out there with ’em, and the way the people was cheering and dancing and celebrating, you mighta thought they won the lottery. And when you see them dancing, you start dancing. And you don’t even know why. But you second lining now just like them, and that’s your culture.”

By eleven o’clock on Mother’s Day morning, other members of the Original Big 7 were arriving at Ed’s house to get ready for the day. A front room bulged with costumes, photos, musical instruments, and club memorabilia in a dizzying array of colors: lime green, sky blue, hot pink, fire engine red, and vivid shades of purple, orange, and silver. A baker’s dozen of elaborate headdresses, flanked by matching masks and tunics, hung along two walls, their plumage imparting a gauzy puffiness to the costumes, like swirls of cotton candy. Feathers crowning the rims of the headdresses hinted at the cultural legacy being invoked: Mardi Gras Indians, whose origins can be traced to the era of slavery, when some Native American tribes in Louisiana sheltered runaway slaves. Tacked on a third wall, surrounded by snapshots of club members at past parades, was a poster headlined RED FLAME HUNTERS. It explained that the children’s division of the Original Big 7 was led by King Justin “Tugga” Cloud and Queen Tayle “Tutu” Buckner, both fourteen years old; its mission was “to promote and sustain the neighborhood and the cultural heritage of New Orleans through holistic artistic expression.”

The musicians showed up closer to the official departure time of 1:00 P.M., hauling their drums and horns up the steps and across the porch into a second front room that served as the ensemble’s staging area. As club members fussed with last-minute wardrobe adjustments, the musicians chatted and fingered their instruments. The prudent among them made a final bathroom visit before embarking on the four-hour march up and down the nearby streets.

I made a point of getting there early, excited to experience a second line parade for the second time in my life. I was only spending thirty-six hours in New Orleans on my way back to San Francisco from a speaking engagement in Atlanta. My flight was leaving that afternoon, so I’d only be able to spend an hour at the parade before heading to the airport. I arrived to find hundreds of people gathered in front of a square-framed house at 1825 Elysian Fields Avenue. The crowd, already in a festive mood, spilled across the boulevard onto the neutral ground. The aroma of barbecued meat had me salivating. And then, blasting from inside the house came the buoyant, unmistakable sound of New Orleans horns and drums. The crowd roared its approval.

The kickoff of every second line parade is a process known as “Coming Out The Door.” On this day, the first dancers to emerge from the house wore outfits of navy blue and orange. One by one, they burst onto the porch to vigorous applause, each dancer offering a quick preview of the fancy footwork to come. As they descended onto the sidewalk, prancing and preening, the crowd parted before them like the Red Sea before Moses and the Israelites.

The music from inside the house continued, mixing now with ad hoc contributions from the crowd: the eardrum-piercing referees’ whistles, the high thunk-thunk-thunk of a stick banging an empty bottle. At the end of the dance troupe was an older, distinguished-looking African American gentleman. When he reached the neutral ground, he was helped into a limousine that pulled slowly into the far lane of the boulevard and headed off as the brass band followed.

I started after them until I heard a new roar from the crowd behind me. Now exiting the house was a second group of dancers who were arrayed in pink and white uniforms that carried an especially large number of ribbons, feathers, and other decorations. Peering more closely, I saw that these dancers were children. Ranging in age from six or seven to young teenagers, their expressions alternated between the seriousness they seemed to think maturity required and the joy of celebrating with the grown-ups. As they danced down the front steps and through the crowd, grown-ups whipped out cell phones to snap pictures, squealing with pride and delight.

And still the house rumbled with the thump of drums and enough horns to raze the walls of Jericho. I looked again to the porch. A dancer had climbed onto its ruler-thin railing, where he flashed his feet back and forth like windshield wipers before skipping along the railing as if it were a tightrope. The crowd was going nuts for this guy. He belonged to a final set of dancers who were wearing the most exquisite colors of the day: shirts and trousers of creamy white that were straddled by shoes and hats of tan. Like conquering heroes, the dancers bowed and strutted, whirling and shaking their booties as they descended onto the sidewalk.

Finally, the last of the day’s three bands emerged, trombones leading the way, their golden tubes sliding forward and back as the cheeks of the players swelled and emptied like bellows stoking a blast furnace. This was the To Be Continued Brass Band. Following the trombones came the rest of the horns and the percussion section: bass drum, snare drum, cowbell. The musicians looked to be in their twenties and were driving home their opening number with the cheerful panache of confident professionals.

All that, and we’d just gotten started.



Ed Buckner didn’t play a musical instrument anymore, but he’d been a star as a kid. Following in his Uncle Smokey’s footsteps, he took up the drums in junior high school. “I played the snare, the bass, the timbales, everything,” he recalled. “The band at our school was led by Mr. Donald Richardson, and he was a 100 percent disciplinarian. He insisted that we learn how to read music, not just play it. You had to go home, study, and learn that music by heart within one week.”

It was excellent training for high school, where Ed was the lead drummer and bandleader at John McDonogh Senior High. Long known for its music program, John McDonogh was a perennial contender in statewide competitions; the training regimen was so demanding that Ed had to give up playing football and baseball. This was in the late 1970s, before guns and crack cocaine flooded the city, a time when marching bands were still the way young people won neighborhood bragging rights and settled conflicts, fighting not with guns or knives but with horns and drum kits. During Ed’s last two years at John McDonogh, the band placed second in the statewide competition, while in the competitions among individual instrumentalists, “we had guys coming in first, third, first, fifth—nobody lower than fifth.”

Ed’s parents were tickled by his musical achievements. His mother’s family had lived in Treme for generations, though as a teenager she moved with her grandmother to the St. Bernard Housing Project, where she gave birth to Ed at age eighteen. She worked twenty-seven years for the New Orleans school system, making food for its cafeterias, and never missed a chance to watch Ed perform. “She loved parades,” he recalled. “When my band was parading, she used to go three hours early to claim the spot she wanted, right at Canal and Basin Street. She’d be sitting in her lawn chair cheering as we went by every time.”

Like many people in New Orleans, Ed Buckner had more than one nickname. To some people, he was “Big Ed.” To others, he was “Coach Ed.” But in his teenage years, he’d been known as “The Pie Man.”

“I been selling pies since I was sixteen years old,” he said. He started his business with a friend whose nickname was “Dirty Rice,” a reference to a traditional Creole dish made by cooking chicken livers or sausage in a pan with rice, turning the rice brown. “We made little pies, three inches across, and sold them for fifty cents apiece,” Ed continued. “Sweet potato was my specialty, but we also made pecan, apple, lemon, and brownies. We had one of those white coolers that roll on four wheels. We’d walk from the St. Bernard project through the Seventh Ward down to Treme, through the Sixth Ward and back to St. Bernard. People’d see me coming and shout, ‘Hey, it’s the Pie Man!’ ”

But the young Ed Buckner’s life illustrated a rule of thumb often invoked in New Orleans: Don’t believe anything you hear, and only half of what you see. On the surface, the teenaged Ed Buckner appeared to be a dedicated, accomplished young man, blessed with entrepreneurial, athletic, and musical talent, leadership abilities, and two devoted parents. Underneath lurked a different story. During the years when he was leading a celebrated high school marching band and running his own small business, Ed Buckner was starting to sell drugs, carry firearms, and make choices that would reduce him to a homeless crack addict and drug dealer whom police would try to imprison for the rest of his life.

“I started selling weed in junior high school,” Ed recalled. “I saw that a friend of mine always had money, and he didn’t seem to work too hard at it. So I started selling. I had a lot of customers, because I was a leader and people looked up to me.”

His parents never knew he sold marijuana. In their eyes, it was bad enough that he smoked it. “Nothing pissed my mother off more than finding out I had been smoking,” Ed said. “Lawd, she would get furious. She’d make me run up and down the stairs backward, over and over, and yell at me, ‘Bitch, don’t you ever smoke weed in my house!’ ”

Smoking weed was part of Ed’s teenage rebellion, his yearning “to be a hippie, at least what I thought was a hippie.” Chuckling at the memory, he admitted that he must have made quite a spectacle in mid-1970s New Orleans with his idolization of White rock acts such as Led Zeppelin and Peter Frampton. “I thought Frampton Comes Alive was the greatest record ever. I thought the rest of America was cool and my parents were the worst sons of bitches on earth. Of course, I later found out they were the best parents I could have, I just didn’t want to listen.”

But that realization lay far in the future. First, Ed Buckner had to make lots of mistakes, some of which would nearly kill him.

At age eighteen, tired of his parents’ rules, he moved out of their house, determined “to be a man.” He found an apartment, paying rent with the proceeds from his marijuana and pie sales. When he was twenty, a friend began snorting cocaine. Ed joined him, and the downward spiral began.

“The more weed I sold, the more money I had,” he recalled. “So my friend and I, we started doing coke. Then I had to figure out how to keep it going.” He and the friend soon moved from snorting cocaine to freebasing—smoking the highly concentrated, irresistibly entrancing form of coke called crack. The habit quickly became an addiction.

“I went into this period in my twenties when I was in a dead-end spin, just spinning in a circle,” he said. He spent days and nights, then more days and nights, in the dull, jumpy haze of the coke addict. For a while, he kept up appearances. He had always loved kids and sports, so he coached football, basketball, and any other sport that needed it, for boys and girls alike. His teams excelled; he won his first citywide football championship when he was twenty-six. But addiction had its fangs in him. He did not show up for practice loaded, never that. But when he wasn’t coaching, he was smoking crack, and dealing it to make ends meet.

How did he get away with such a double life?

“I was a sneaky-assed person, Mark. Sneaky! Even when I was loaded, I was still committed to coaching the kids and being there every day. But behind the scenes, I was a drug fiend. My best friends was drug dealers. I would sober up in time to go to practice, but other than that, I was wrapped up in my drugs.”

Ed was genuinely devoted to the kids he coached and spent lots of his own money providing for them. “When you coach kids every day, year after year, you have a lasting impact on their lives,” he said. “Many of them don’t have two parents at home, and they need adult guidance. They also need material things. I was Coach Ed. I put turkey necks on the table when they had nothing to eat. I bought winter coats when they had none. They remember that. Even now, years later, I still have a special relationship with kids I’ve coached.”

The money for the turkey necks and winter coats came from his drug dealing, a form of wealth redistribution Ed thought was only fair. After all, most of his customers were mothers in the Seventh Ward. Although he never sold to the parents of kids he coached, he “felt like some of that drug money should go back to children in the neighborhood who needed it,” he said.

As his twenties drew to a close, Ed wanted more in life: a car, a better apartment, nicer clothes. He decided to stop using drugs and get a regular job. He found work as a pressman, operating a machine that stamped labels on burlap bags. The job changed his life forever.

“One day, the machine got stuck,” he recalled. “I reached in to drag the bags out, but the burlap got twisted around my hand. When I pulled my hand out of the machine, my fingers were gone. It happened on a Friday. By the next Monday, I was back at football practice with an umbrella to hide my hand from the sun.”

At the time of the accident—September 14, 1990—Ed Buckner was three months shy of turning thirty. He was not under the influence of drugs the day of his accident, he insisted, but the trauma of losing his fingers hammered him; he fell back into his old ways with a vengeance. “After I got hurt, I started getting high again,” he recalled. “That’s what really sent me into my tailspin. From 1990 to 1994 I was using hard, nonstop.”

Crack addiction is a heartless, implacable master. Ed knew it was killing him but felt powerless to quit. He lost customers, smoked up all his profits, and committed petty crimes. Perpetually behind on the rent, he got evicted from his apartment.

Ed thought he had hit bottom when he woke up one morning in a hallway in the St. Bernard Housing Project. “A young woman my age, who grew up with me and knew what kind of person I used to be, saw me,” he said. “She said, ‘Lawd, you sleeping in the hall? You? Unh-uh,’ she said. ‘Fuck this. I gotta stop getting fucking high.’ ”

“I’ll never forget that morning,” Ed continued. “It suddenly hit me: I’m homeless. I got nothing. I’m ashamed to be seen by people I grew up with. I bummed a dollar, got on the bus, and rode as far away from the projects as I could.”

The bus took him across town to Jackson Square, the ancient heart of New Orleans and the center of the tourist trade. He didn’t know where he was allowed to sit down, and he didn’t want to attract police attention, so he walked the streets the whole night and all the next day. He went forty-eight hours without eating until a homeless man taught him how to raid garbage cans for leftover food.

He spent a year and a half homeless. “One weekend, it was getting ready to rain real bad, and I did something I’m still ashamed of to this day,” he said. “I started acting crazy so the police would take me to the mental hospital. I said, ‘I see people over there, and over there, and they coming to get me.’ So they take me to the hospital and I’m sharing a room with this guy. He steps into the bathroom, and I hear him talking about all the different women he’s got in there. I take a peek and he’s draped toilet paper all over the place, musta been a couple rolls of it, and he’s babbling about all these women who aren’t there. I run to find a nurse and say, ‘This guy in here is crazy, you got to do something.’ She look at me and says, ‘Get back in there, you crazy too!’ ”

He laughed when telling the story years later, but there was nothing funny about Ed Buckner’s life back then. His older brother got him discharged from the mental hospital, and Ed struggled to find a way back to normalcy. In 1994, he moved into an appallingly dilapidated apartment on North Villere Street that sat half a block away from where the Mother’s Day shooting would occur in 2013. The only reason he could afford the place was that it had no front door, no back door, no windows, and no heat.

Ed decided that the only way to get his life back together was to sell drugs again—but this time not to use them, a decision that took immense self-discipline to execute. “Pretty soon, I was making good money,” he recalled. “I bought a car and everything.” He stayed sober and was diligent about business practices. “I kept changing all the locks on my doors. I made all my sales between five o’clock and ten o’clock in the morning, and I made enough money that nobody had to see me the rest of the day. I wasn’t going to slip up or get myself shot.”

His neighbors suspected he was dealing, but he spread money around to preempt any complaints. “I would buy gifts on Christmas and other special days to show that I appreciated them taking my BS when people came around there to buy drugs. I would take care of light bills, water bills.”

Drug dealing in the Seventh Ward was not for the meek. Police were one risk, robbery another. Junkies tend to be desperate individuals who will trade information in return for a fix or a price break. Word could easily get around that the dude on North Villere was holding lots of coke and probably cash, too.

Ed had owned a sawed-off shotgun and a .357 Magnum pistol since high school, and he had taken lessons in how to shoot them. He didn’t look for trouble, but he protected himself and his business. Years later, after the Mother’s Day shooting, he expressed contempt for the young man seen on video spraying bullets into the crowd. It was not just the wounding of innocent people that outraged Ed; it was the shooter’s violation of the unwritten code of the street.

“If you got a beef with someone, you don’t settle it at a second line,” Ed sputtered. “If I was coming for you, I’d be coming in the dark, when you were alone. I’d show respect for your family, respect for the neighborhood.”

“Have you ever shot someone, Ed?” I asked.

He paused, tilted his head away, and said, “I’ve pulled my gun out, back in the day.”

“Pulling a gun out is one thing,” I observed. “Did you ever shoot someone with it?”

Again Ed paused, longer this time. “I’m not going to say,” he said. “I pulled my gun out, yes, I did.”



Then, one day, Ed Buckner’s world came crashing down around him, as he knew one day it might. “The police came in my house,” he recalled. “I was lying in bed. I got caught with all the dope and all the money. I was facing sixty years in prison. I was thirty-five years old, so sixty years was basically a life sentence. Luckily, I had some money saved because I knew that that day could come. I hired a good lawyer, and he saved my life.”

Ed’s lawyer pointed out that the 400 grams of cocaine the police claimed to have recovered at his apartment did not match the amount of cocaine referenced in the lab report presented at trial. Furthermore, the police had done a search and seizure on Ed’s apartment only after raiding first one and then another house down the street. The lawyer argued that raiding one house after another undercut the police’s claim to have “probable cause” to raid the house belonging to Ed Buckner, as was required by law.

The judge pronounced Ed guilty but imposed a dramatically reduced sentence. Instead of sixty years, Ed Buckner was sentenced to an indeterminate period of “intensive probation.” He was required to report to a probation facility at 6:00 P.M. every day and stay there overnight. He was required to hold a job, avoid drugs, and commit no further crimes.

Ed did not have to be told twice; coming within a hair of spending the rest of his life behind bars was enough to make him change his ways. “I changed my life,” he said. “I did so well that when the judge reviewed my progress after a year of intensive probation, he excused me from the rest of the probation and set me free. That was in 1997, and I haven’t smoked or sold a thing since.”

Second line parades helped Ed Buckner return to the straight and narrow and stay there. Dirty Rice, his former partner in the pie business, was one of the cofounders of a Social Aid and Pleasure Club, and he remembered that Ed used to love second lining when he was younger. Now, like a deacon inviting a wayward Christian back to church, Dirty Rice asked Ed if he wanted to get involved with second lines again.

The club Dirty Rice cofounded would later be called “The Original Big 7,” but when Ed joined it in 1997 the club was still known by its original name, “7 On The Other Side.” It was one of the more obscure names among the city’s Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs, which is saying something. The 7 of course hinted at hailing from the Seventh Ward, but what did “On The Other Side” mean—the other side of what?

“I have no idea what that meant,” Ed later said, laughing. “All I know is that we changed it a few years later to Original Big 7.”

With his entrepreneurial skill and organizational experience, Ed soon became the club’s business manager. As the official responsible for organizing the club’s parades, he would go to City Hall, apply for the necessary permits, and talk with the police and public works department to make sure the parade route did not conflict with construction work or other activities. He also hired the brass bands and handled arrangements with the food and drink vendors. It was work Ed performed so well that he was elected president of the club just before Hurricane Katrina struck on August 29, 2005.

Katrina affected every aspect of life in New Orleans; second lines were no exception. Before the storm, 95 percent of the participants at second line parades were Black and 5 percent White, Ed later estimated. That began to shift a year or two before Katrina, he added, “but it was after the storm when the number of White people at second lines skyrocketed.”

The change reflected a larger demographic transition roiling the city. Many Black residents, especially poor and working-class Blacks, did not return to New Orleans after the storm. In many cases, the buildings where they had lived were destroyed or plagued by so much mold and other flood damage as to be uninhabitable. Jobs also disappeared as businesses collapsed. Private insurance payments and government assistance arrived late or not at all. Meanwhile, young White people began pouring into New Orleans from out of town, often for humanitarian purposes; much of the refurbishing of water-damaged buildings after Katrina was undertaken by visiting students and church volunteers. Some of these young people decided to stay, or to return to New Orleans after graduation, drawn by a desire to keep contributing to the city’s recovery, to take advantage of the affordable (to them) rents, and to enjoy the endless great music and good times.

More than a few Black locals resented the influx of young Whites and the Whole Foods outlets and yoga studios that sprang up in their wake, but not Ed Buckner. “At one time, White people weren’t really welcome at second lines, but after Katrina they became part of protecting our culture,” he said. Within two years after Katrina, the proportion of Whites participating in second lines rose from 5 to 35 percent of the crowd, he estimated. “And they not there as motherfucking tourists,” he added. “They really parading as locals. That’s the way it should be. Just like sports can bring people together, music can bring people together who normally wouldn’t be together.”

The coach and mentor in Ed did not hesitate to set White people straight when some of them ventured that maybe they shouldn’t be attending second lines: after all the grief that Black people had suffered at the hands of White people, these Whites told Ed, perhaps taking part in this iconic African American ritual was an assertion of White privilege they should avoid. Ed didn’t agree. “Sometimes my White friends get a little sensitive about this,” he said. “But I tell ’em, ‘You can’t be blamed for what your forefathers did. And you’re not them, or you wouldn’t be hanging out with us.’ ”

“The White folks moving into these neighborhoods are not their mammas and daddies,” Ed added. “They a force, and Black people can have them as allies. The young White people I know remind you that not all White people are fucked up, just like not all Black people are fucked up. Truth is, most White people and most Black people are not fucked up. If we can get people on both sides together, I really think we could get past this racism thing.”

As I told Ed, I had my own moments of White doubt while writing this book. As woke consciousness spread through liberal and left-wing circles in the United States, I heard more than once that a White author had no business writing about a politically engaged Black woman or a racially fraught episode like the Mother’s Day shooting. How could a White author understand, much less faithfully represent, the feelings, thoughts, and actions of Deborah Cotton and other Black people involved in that shooting, this critique demanded to know. And how dare a White author draw upon this intensely Black story to express his own thoughts about race in America?

I sympathized with much of this critique—I’d expressed variations of it for years in my own writings. I knew full well that because of my white skin, I had benefited from systemic racism all my life. And the larger historical record was unambiguous: Black people had watched for decades as White writers (and White musicians, directors, actors, scholars, and more) got most of the work in their respective fields. Especially galling were instances when White people were employed to tell Black people’s stories—as if Black people couldn’t tell them perfectly well themselves. Now, here I was, yet another White writer doing exactly that.

Because I took this objection seriously, I checked in about it with various other Black friends and colleagues, in New Orleans and elsewhere, imploring them to be absolutely candid. All of them offered nothing but support, none more so than my friend Giletti.

Giletti lived in San Francisco, drove a cab for a living, used to be a nightclub singer, and had a sly sense of humor. We shared a love of baseball—when he was a kid, he once met Willie Mays and watched as, to his horror, Mays cheated at pool—and we often talked politics. During one of the times when I was trying not to write this book because I felt that the climate story demanded my full attention, Giletti wouldn’t hear of it. Like Deb, he firmly believed that fate had chosen me for the job. The idea that my Whiteness disqualified me he thought was silly.

“You were there when it happened, Mark, and you wouldn’t have been there if you were racist,” Giletti told me. “You’ve written books all your life. Think about that—a professional writer just happens to be right there at the exact moment the shooting starts. You even got shot yourself. Think about the odds of that! You think that’s all just a coincidence? Naw, man, you got to write that book.”

Deb, as mentioned earlier, actually saw an advantage in having a White writer tell this story: as she said, “White people listen to other White people more than they listen to Black people.” Deb’s reasoning was echoed by a quote I came across later from Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the young Latina activist who shocked the political establishment in 2018 by defeating a veteran middle-of-the-road Democrat for a seat in the US House of Representatives. Sometimes, Ocasio-Cortez said, even well-meaning White people “don’t like to talk about race and they say, ‘We just want to center the person who’s most impacted, so it’s not my role to do anything or take a space and speak up.’ But we know,” Ocasio-Cortez continued, “that when White folks take up space and say the right thing in rooms of other White people, that is the most shifting activity that can happen, more sometimes than any protest.”



Everyone who was living in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina has their own stories about the storm, but not many could say, like Ed Buckner could, that their Katrina story included a Hollywood-style love story. After a few years of dating, Ed and his wife had gotten married the day before the storm. They were still living separately—Ed at his place on North Villere, his wife in the St. Bernard Housing Project, where Ed had grown up. As TV reports warned that the hurricane swirling toward New Orleans was a megastorm, Ed and his wife decided that she and their four children should shelter at St. Bernard. Constructed of steel and brick, the St. Bernard apartments seemed to be safer than Ed’s wooden house. But that turned out to be a mistake.

“They weren’t that far from the Lakeview and London Avenue canal breaks, so they were under eleven feet of water,” Ed recalled. “The whole first floor of the apartment complex was underwater. It was a good thing my wife had a second-floor apartment. They swam down to the courtyard and made their way to my mother’s apartment on the third floor, where I lived as a child.”

Ed was at his place on North Villere with his best friend of forty years, Melvin Bush. “We started trying to get to St. Bernard project, because we got a radio report that that area was underwater, and we were going to rescue them. But the National Guard had already rescued them by helicopter and taken them to Shreveport [Louisiana’s third largest city, located near the Texas border]. So we headed for the Superdome, walking through water that was up to our chests. Sometimes the water got so deep we had to swim. When it got dark, we had to stop and stay overnight in an old YMCA building until morning came. Once we got to the Superdome, we got on the first bus we could, which was going to Houston.”

“Melvin was texting and texting, and finally he got a text from my wife saying they were in Shreveport. He told them we was in Houston, where my sister lived. I had a bath, got cleaned up with fresh clothes, and caught a bus for Shreveport. I got there at 9:20 P.M. I knew they were in a certain apartment complex, but taxi drivers didn’t want to take me there because it was ghetto. Finally, I found one who would take me for double the fare.”

“I didn’t know which apartment my family was in, so I’m walking around each courtyard in the complex, shouting my children’s names. All of a sudden someone heard my voice, and that was them. That was a romantic, exhilarating feeling, all the things that make a love story.”

The reunited family eventually returned to New Orleans and settled into what Ed and his wife described as “our dream house” on Elysian Fields Avenue, the same house from which the Mother’s Day second line would depart. Life was looking up. Ed mentored disadvantaged young people, both as a coach at the St. Bernard rec center and through the youth program of the Original Big 7. His children were in school, with the eldest, a boy named Brandon, serving as what Ed called “the blueprint” for how he could help the younger kids find their ways in life. Ed had always favored “sixteen, not twelve, years of schooling” for kids—meaning, graduating from college, not just high school. Brandon attended Southern University in New Orleans, a historically Black school located a ten-minute drive away, near Lake Pontchartrain, where he majored in computer engineering. After years when Ed’s drug dealing and addiction had absented him from Brandon’s life, he and his son were now close; on his birthday, Brandon said he didn’t need presents, he was just glad to have his father back in his life, loving and taking care of him.

And then, one night in 2008, the unspeakable struck. Brandon had gone clubbing with some friends. Ed and his wife went to bed. In the middle of the night, they were awakened by the phone call that is every parent’s nightmare. The epidemic of young Black men killing one another that Deb Cotton lamented had now claimed Ed’s son Brandon.

“That’s the most frightening phone call you can get, that call at three or four o’clock in the morning,” Ed told me. “To hear that your child got shot and is lying there dead—it brings out a scream. I can remember the scream, everybody in the house can remember it. The next scream, I’m trying to muffle it, because I don’t want to wake up the other kids and let them know something is wrong, so I ran out the door before I screamed again.”

“This city has a type of magnet that takes young men and pulls them out of the better things they do and kills ’em,” Ed continued. “You don’t have to be involved selling drugs, shooting people, none of them things. You can become a victim of the violence just because of the company you keep. There are some clubs that should be rated K for Killer. The club my son got killed at, he wasn’t the first kid killed there. There’d been at least fifteen other killings.”

How to carry on in the wake of such a devastating tragedy?

“I thank God that I’m spiritually strong,” Ed said. “I have a great forgiving heart. I said at the funeral, ‘I know my son would want me to go out and kill that young man [who shot him], but I can’t do that.’ And then three weeks later, that young man was dead. I didn’t wish that on that kid, even though he killed my boy. I wished that he could somehow repent in his heart, go to jail, serve his time, and be a testimony to others—don’t judge somebody you don’t know just because he hanging with people you don’t like.”

The pain and grief of losing a child never fully disappears. For a while, Ed doubted all that he’d been doing with his life since quitting drugs: “Here I was trying to save all these kids with coaching and second lining, and I can’t save my own boy?” Eventually, Ed returned to something like himself, compelled by his responsibilities to his other children and his memories of Brandon. “You still got to raise the other kids, get them to school, put food on the table, there’s always something,” he said. “You got to get back out there. And I still think about my son every day.”



The 2013 Mother’s Day second line departed behind schedule, but not egregiously so by New Orleans standards. By 1:15, all three bands and dance troupes were ambling down Elysian Fields Avenue in the direction of the Mississippi River. The procession extended over a space of two to three blocks; the crowd had swelled to about four hundred people. It was a warm but not oppressively hot day, with the sun occasionally obscured by puffy, gray-tipped clouds.

After waiting for the last band to exit the house, I jogged ahead to check out the band that headed the parade. The crowd spread across all three lanes of the boulevard; additional revelers spilled onto the sidewalk and neutral ground. The sidewalk had the advantage of shade; that section of Elysian Fields was graced by a row of massive live oaks. Drawn by the explosion of sound and color, people in the houses we passed stepped onto their porches to watch, cheer, and wave at friends they spotted in the crowd.

Second line parades offer the most authentic musical experience to be found in New Orleans. That’s partly because the brass band music played at second lines is the oldest in the city; it’s also because second line music is inseparable from dancing, and dancing is the point of New Orleans music. “Certain identifiable qualities set New Orleans music apart… [including] an indifference to anything that isn’t danceable, a rhythmic displacement that goes back to the history of second lines,” writes scholar Jack Sullivan in New Orleans Remix.

Second line enthusiasts talk about “being deep in the spirit,” especially when they’re dancing. There are many different kinds of second line dancing, but the basic approach includes a series of skips and crossover steps that move the dancer forward, occasionally backward, and sometimes in circles. Some of the more intrepid dancers will scale phone poles or rooftops to whirl and twirl, their bodies silhouetted against the sky and sparking applause from the crowd below. And the collective forward motion is vigorous: the pace of a second line is such that the spectator-participants must step smartly or get left behind.

Despite the atmosphere—plenty of beer, liquor, weed, and flirting—a second line parade is no mere exercise in hedonism. “Second lines is like church,” Ed said, voicing a view common among Black New Orleanians I came to know. “It’s a cultural experience, but it’s also a spiritual experience where individuals come together as a community.” It is also quite family oriented. Like Ed, many attendees have been second lining since they were kids and now bring their own children to the party.

Second lines bring together, in one incandescent bundle, many of the enchantments that make New Orleans at its best one of the most magical places on earth: incomparable music, delicious food, fine weather, fun-loving people. And no one observing the spectacle can doubt the participants’ determination or spirit. This is the beating heart of Black culture in the oldest African American community in North America—a celebration of identity and community that these people, like generations of their ancestors before them, have been practicing on Sunday afternoons for nearly 300 years.

The music and dancing at the front of the Mother’s Day second line were exhilarating, but I wanted to give the last set of dancers and musicians one more listen. Walking against the flow of the crowd to the rear of the parade, I observed that the vast majority of participants were Black people clearly having a fine time. There were parents with little kids, teenagers checking cell phones and smoking weed, old friends reconnecting with shouts and teasing. Vendors pulled wheeled coolers through the crowd, calling out in a melodic singsong, “Water one dollar! Water one dollar!”

The band at the back was hitting its stride now, with music that seemed to shoot in all directions at once yet remain focused and bright. The volume of sound was immense, like a sonic boom passing through your body. Just as I decided that this was the band that I wanted to accompany for my few remaining minutes at the parade, I spied the dancer whose windshield wiper moves on the porch I’d noticed earlier. Now that he was closer, I was astonished to see that he was White—the only White I saw among the dancers and band members that day.

Even more astonishing, his face looked familiar. New Orleans, it’s said, is a small town masquerading as a big city. I looked again and saw the guy exchange a few words with a woman pushing a toddler in a stroller. The toddler had blond hair, and that’s when the penny dropped. I was pretty sure that I had met this guy, with his wife and toddler, a few months ago during a reporting trip to New Orleans. He ran Grow Dat, an urban gardening program that taught adolescents from difficult backgrounds how to grow food and acquire organizational skills that might lead to a better future.
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