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Chapter	One

The	date	was	January	2,	1905.	This	was	the	day	Mama	was	born.	She	came	into	this	world
in	New	Orleans,	Louisiana	in	the	back	of	a	run-down	shack,	on	an	ol’	cotton	and	tobacco
plantation.	 My	 grandmother	 and	 her	 sister	 lived	 on	 that	 plantation.	 Grandmother	 was
forty-two-years	ol’	when	she	gave	birth	to	Mama.	Grandmother	was	born	into	slavery	in
1863	 down	 in	 Baton	 Rouge,	 Louisiana	 or	 “Red	 Stick”	 as	 the	 native	 Americans
affectionately	 called	 it,	 during	 the	middle	of	 the	bloodiest	 and	most	 gruesome	war	 ever
fought	on	American	soil—The	civil	war!	By	all	accounts,	Grandmother	was	a	strong,	hard
working	woman.	She	was	courageous	and	business	savvy	for	her	day.	Her	name	was	Mae
Brown.	She	was”	given	her	slave	masters	name	at	birth.

She	 and	 her	 family	 were	 emancipated	 when	 she	 was	 two	 years	 ol’.	 Grandmother
worked	most	of	her	life	as	a	maid	for	white	folks	and	a	dress-maker;	a	talented	one,	might
I	add.	Grandmother	 taught	herself	how	to	 read,	write,	and	sew	at	an	early	age.	She	was
intelligent	and	proud	to	be”	who	she	was.	Her	ma	and	pa	were	slaves	who	could	not	read
or	write.	Her	pa	was	a	cook	who	traveled	with	the	union	army	during	the	war.	Legend	has
it	 that	 when	 Grandmother	 was	 just	 a	 baby,	 six	 or	 seven	 months	 ol’	 maybe,	 President
Abraham	Lincoln	held	her	in	his	arms	and	even	played	with	her	for	a	while,	while	visiting
union	soldiers	on	the	front	line	in	Louisiana;	which	he	was	famously	good	for.	How	true
this	is,	I	don’t	know,	but	Mama	loved	to	tell	anyone	who	would	listen	that	story.	I	never
got	the	chance	to	meet	this	amazing	woman,	for	she	died	in	1906	at	the	age	of	forty-three.

Mama	was	 only	 one	 year	 ol’	 when	Grandmother	 died.	 She	 died	 in	New	Orleans	 of
Yellow	 Fever	 during	 an	 outbreak	 of	 the	 disease.	 Yellow	 Fever	 stems	 from	 infected
mosquitoes	 off	 of	 the	Mississippi	River	 and	Lake	 Pontchartrain.	 She	was	 appropriately
buried	next	 to	her	ma	and	pa	 in	an	Above-ground,	all	Negro	cemetery.	 I	believe	 I	have
seen	her	plenty	of	times,	only	in	my	dreams,	of	course.	I	recognize	her	immediately	as	if
she	raised	me	herself.	Grandmother	was	big	and	tall	in	stature.	She	was	a	beautiful	woman
with	 long	 black	 hair	 and	 brown	 skin.	 In	my	 dreams,	 she	 is	 always	 smiling	 at	me.	 For
years,	I	have	felt	as	though	she	is	trying	to	tell	me	something	or	maybe	warn	me	of	things
to	come.

She	had	an	affair	with	a	married	white	man	for	whom	she	worked.	He	was	of	Southern,
confederate	descent	and	half	her	age.	During	the	day	she	was	a	cook,	maid	and	mammy	to
his	three	children.	She	was	confidante	and	best	friend	to	his	beautiful	wife	and	mistress,
and	lover	to	him	at	night.	They	risked	the	chance	of	being	killed,	if	their	affair	were	ever
revealed.

Grandmother	was	a	 spiritual	woman	who	knew	 that	what	 she	was	doing	was	wrong.
She	would	pray	 to	her	heavenly	 father	 for	 forgiveness	of	her	 sinful	deeds.	 I	don’t	 think
that	 Grandmother	 ever	 even	 told	 him	 that	 she	 was	 pregnant.	When	 she	 found	 out	 she
abruptly	quit	her	job	with	his	family	and	moved	from	Baton	Rouge	to	New	Orleans;	never



to	 see	 the	man	whom	she	had	 fallen	 in	 love	with	 ever	 again.	 In	 the	diary	Grandmother
kept,	she	purposely	left	him	unnamed.

New	 Orleans,	 in	 those	 days,	 had	 not	 been	 modernized	 yet.	 Canal	 Street,	 the	 city’s
commercial	hub,	was	still	lined	with	ol’	cast	iron	balconies	and	most	of	the	roads	were	still
made	 of	 dirt	 and	 gravel.	 Run	 down	 ghettos	 and	 brothels	 lined	 the	 city.	Much	 of	 New
Orleans	 is	 located	 below	 sea	 level.	Beautiful	 as	 it	 is,	 it	 is	 an	 old	 city.	 Folks	 commonly
spoke	French	as	well	as	English,	due	to	the	French	settlers	who	claimed	New	Orleans	to
be	 their	own,	years	earlier.	Sitting	clean	off	 the	Gulf	of	Mexico,	 it	 is	a	sight	 to	be	seen.
Grandmother	 loved	 every	 second	 of	 it.	 New	Orleans	 is	 an	 interesting	 location.	 Almost
completely	surrounded	by	water	and	it	has	always	been	prone	to	tropical	storms.	This	did
not	deter	Grandmother,	she	loved	it.	There	are	parishes	instead	of	counties	like	most	other
major	 cities	 have,	 and	 the	 folks,	 food	 and	 culture	 are	 rich	 and	 diverse.	 There	 always
seemed	 to	 be	 something	 to	 do	 and	 the	 air	 is	 thick	with	 the	 scent	 of	 the	 sea	 and	Cajun
spiced	pound	bread.	When	Grandmother	arrived	in	New	Orleans,	she	moved	in	with	her
only	sister	Mady	and	Mady’s	husband	Joe.

Grandmother	wasted	no	time	making	a	name	for	herself.	She	would	make	dresses	for
the	city’s	elite.	This	included	the	mayor’s	wife,	his	lovely	daughters	and	also	the	wives	of
the	city	officials.	All	white	folks,	of	course!	It	was	a	better	 living	 than	being	someone’s
maid	or	mammy	and	Lord	knows	 the	pay	was	 a	great	deal	better.	Grandmother	did	not
only	lend	her	talents	to	the	elite,	she	would	also	make	dresses	for	the	local	school	gals	and
for	Mrs.	Thomas,	the	wife	of	the	pastor	of	Grandmother’s	church.	She	and	Mrs.	Thomas
were	also	good	friends	and	ironic	as	it	is,	they	were	both	pregnant	with	their	first	children
at	the	same	time.	That	brings	me	back	to	New	Year’s	Day	of	1905.

As	it	was	told	to	me,	Aunt	Mady’s	children	played	in	the	front	yard	of	the	ol’	plantation
house	 and	 Grandmother	 sat	 curled	 up,	 quietly	 reading	 her	 new	 book	 ,“Souls	 of	 Black
Folks”	by	her	favorite	author	W.E.B.	Dubois.	Dubois	heralded	a	new	approach	 to	social
reform	for	Black	Americans.	Attacking	Booker	T.	Washington’s	idea	of	work	and	money
and	 his	 failure	 to	 oppose	 discrimination,	 this	 nation	 was	 still	 much	 unsettled	 socially,
racially,	and	politically.	For	Christ	 sake,	 this	was	only	 the	year	after	a	woman	had	been
arrested	on	Fifth	Avenue	in	New	York	City	for	smoking	a	cigarette	in	an	open	automobile.

Theodore	Roosevelt	was	the	nation’s	twenty-sixth	president.	Colored	folks	all	over	the
nation	were	 relatively	 optimistic	 about	 their	 futures.	 Grandmother	 was	 no	 different.	 At
forty-two	 years	 of	 age	 she	was	 for	 damn	 sho’	 no	 spring	 chicken	 and	was	 nine	months
pregnant	with	her	first	chile.	She	believed	she	had	a	lot	to	look	forward	to	and	for	a	while,
she	did.

Grandmother	had	a	new	outlook	on	life	and	she	was	giddy	with	excitement.	This	was
after	 all,	 her	 first	 chile	 and	 she	 had	 nothing	 but	 high	 hopes	 for	 her	 new	baby.	 She	was
socially	and	politically	aware	of	her	surroundings.	She	had	seen	a	lot	and	heard	a	lot.	The
thought	of	bringing	a	chile	 into	 this	world	of	hatred	and	discrimination,	back	doors	and
unprecedented	 prejudice,	 practically	made	 her	 sick	 to	 her	 stomach.	 Grandmother	 knew
that	 in	 this	 so	 called	 “great	 nation”	 of	 ours,	 especially	 in	 the	 south,	 we	 were	 spit	 on,
lynched	and	treated	like	second-class	citizens.	We	were	treated	basically	like	trash!

Grandmother	prayed	to	her	heavenly	father	every	day	that	her	chile	would	never	have



to	experience	being	called	a	nigger	or	made	 to	 feel	 like	 less	of	 a	person	because	of	 the
color	of	his	or	her	skin.	 In	1905,	 this	country	was	a	scary,	unpromising	and	unfulfilling
world	to	live	in	for	colored	folks.	We	had	no	real	voice,	no	choice	in	our	political	leaders
and	segregation	was	a	constant	reminder	of	the	differences	between	us.	All	most	colored
folks	had	was	their	belief	in	God	and	the	false	hopes	of	the	so	called	“American	dream,”
which,	in	their	minds,	only	applied	if	you	were	white	in	America.	Lord	forbid	you	were
black	and	a	woman.	Then	you	were	treated	like	a	third-class	citizen.	Obligated	to	tend	to
someone	 else’s	 children,	 cook	 their	 food	 and	 clean	 their	 houses.	 The	 sad	 truth	 of	 the
matter	was	that	sometimes	you	were	even	obligated	to	sexually	satisfy	their	men.

That	was	the	last	thought	Grandmother	had.	She	prayed	over	her	trusty	white	Bible,	put
it	in	the	Lord’s	hands	and	fell	asleep.	She	awoke	in	the	middle	of	the	cool,	January	night
to	a	hailing,	pounding,	thunderstorm	and	a	puddle	of	water	in	the	bed	with	her.	Then	out
of	 the	storm	like	a	bolt	of	 lightning,	she	felt	 the	worst	pain	she	had	ever	felt	 in	her	 life.
Grandmother	knew	that	this	was	it.	The	baby	was	finally	coming.	She	yelled	for	Mady	and
Joe	as	she	groped	her	contracting	belly.	Aunt	Mady	already	had	the	shack	in	the	back	of
the	main	house	 ready.	For	 they	knew	 it	would	be	 any	day	now	 that	 the	 baby	would	be
here.	Set	up	as	a	makeshift	delivery	room,	this	shack	still	had	the	faint	smell	of	chickens
and	roosters.	The	animals	inhabited	this	small	space	back	in	its	plantation	days.

Mady	and	Joe	carried	Grandmother	into	the	shack	that	was	damp	from	the	pouring	rain
outside.	 They	 tried	 to	 keep	 her	 calm	 and	make	 this	 as	 comfortable	 for	 her	 as	 possible.
After	five-and-a-half	hours	of	labor,	the	storm	passed	and	at	7:20	a.m.	on	January	2,	1905,
the	 most	 important	 person	 in	 my	 life	 was	 born,	 like	 a	 ray	 of	 sun	 straight	 from	 God
himself;	 as	 Grandmother	 described	 in	 her	 Bible.	 At	 five	 pounds	 and	 two	 ounces
Grandmother	 had	 a	 beautiful,	 bouncing	 baby	 gal.	 Almost	 immediately,	 she	 named	 her
Annadelle	Rose	Brown.

Mama	was	a	beautiful	baby.	I	had	the	only	picture	in	existence	of	Mama	as	a	baby.	It
was	 destroyed	 along	with	Grandmother’s	Bible	when	 that	 crazy	 lynch	mob	 burned	 our
house	down.	Looking	into	her	big,	beautiful	chestnut	brown	eyes,	Grandmother	knew	she
could	not	forget	the	hard	road	ahead	this	chile	would	have.	The	spring	of	1905	was,	by	far,
the	 happiest	 time	 in	 Grandmother’s	 life.	 She	 was	 enjoying	 motherhood	 and	 she	 loved
every	 second	 of	watching	 her	 baby	 grow	 bigger	 and	 stronger.	Mama	was	 beginning	 to
come	into	her	own.	For	Grandmother,	this	was	breathtaking.

She	was	also	professionally	the	most	successful	she	had	ever	been.	Grandmother	had
just	 finished	 the	 mayor’s	 daughter’s	 bridal	 party	 dresses,	 which	 was	 a	 big	 deal!	 To
Grandmother’s	 surprise,	 she	 had	 become	 a	 local	 celebrity…of	 sorts.	 She	 would	 be
recognized	 in	public	 by	 folks	 she	had	never	met	 before.	The	buzz	 around	 town	was	 all
about	Mae	Brown	and	her	fabulous	gowns.	Grandmother	also	made	sexy	costumes	for	the
burlesque	dancers	in	the	cabaret	shows	downtown.

By	 hard	 work	 and	 focus,	 Grandmother	 quickly	 became	 the	 most	 sought	 after	 dress
designer	 in	 New	 Orleans.	 It	 was	 around	 this	 time	 that	 she	 received	 a	 telegraph	 from
President	Theodore	Roosevelt	himself.	His	wife,	 the	first	 lady,	saw	Grandmother’s	work
while	 visiting	 friends	 of	 the	 family	 in	 Louisiana.	 She	 was	 told	 of	 the	 wonderful	 Mae
Brown	and	her	beautiful	dresses	and	gowns.	Mrs.	Roosevelt	immediately	went	home	and
asked	 her	 dear	 husband	 to	 contact	 this	 fabulous,	 colored	 designer	 in	New	Orleans.	 She



ordered,	“I	must	have	one	of	those	gorgeous	gowns.”	In	his	telegraph,	the	President	asked
Grandmother	if	she	would	be	able	to	make	a	glorious	gown	for	the	first	lady	for	the	annual
White	House	ball.	Of	course,	Grandmother	was	floored	by	this	gesture.	The	leader	of	the
free	world,	wanting	one	of	her	dresses.	This	tickled	her	pink.	Grandmother	thought	wow,
what	a	ways	she	had	come.	She	readily	agreed	and	sent	for	the	first	lady’s	measurements.

Never	letting	the	sweet	smell	of	success	go	to	her	head,	Grandmother	still	found	time
to	 make	 dresses	 for	 the	 school	 gals	 in	 the	 neighborhood	 and	 her	 good	 friend	 Velma
Thomas.	Mrs.	Thomas	had	also	just	given	birth	to	her	first	chile.	More	than	anything	else,
she	 spent	 every	 waking	 moment	 with	 her	 baby.	 They	 took	 long	 walks	 along	 the
Mississippi	 River,	 sunbathing	 in	 the	 warm	 spring	 sun.	 Grandmother	 took	 Mama
everywhere	with	her.	She	 loved	showing	off	her	beautiful	baby	 to	all	of	her	 friends.	By
this	time,	Grandmother’s	main	concern	was	to	try	to	create	a	life	for	little	Annadelle.

She	 wanted	 her	 to	 be	 well	 educated	 and	 smart.	 That	 was	 priority	 number	 one	 to
Grandmother.	 Even	 back	 in	 those	 days,	 Grandmother	 knew	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 solid
education.	She	realized	 that	knowledge	was	 the	one	 thing	 that	 they	could	not	 take	away
from	 you.	With	 a	 good	 education,	 hopefully	mama	would	 never	 have	 to	 be	 someone’s
mammy,	maid	or	good	time	Annie	“prostitute”	as	they	were	called	in	those	days.	Things
seemed	 to	be	on	 the	move	 for	Grandmother.	Her	dressmaking	business	was	doing	well.
She	had	more	money	than	she	had	ever	had	before	and	she	had	a	healthy,	beautiful	new
baby.	Grandmother	thought	to	herself,	who	could	ask	for	more?



Chapter	Two

It	was	 as	 if	 a	 dark	 cloud	 came	 and	 covered	her	 ray	 of	 sun.	By	 the	 end	of	 that	 summer
Grandmother	 fell	 ill	 with	 Yellow	 Fever.	 In	 those	 days,	 Yellow	 Fever	 was	 an	 incurable
disease.	In	1905	and	1906,	it	was	an	epidemic	in	the	Bayou.	If	you	caught	the	fever,	you
were	going	to	die	and	everyone	understood	this.	This	was	tragic	to	Grandmother,	who	in
the	beginning,	believed	all	she	had	was	a	summer	flu.	Who	would	take	care	of	and	love
her	baby	like	she	did?	This	was	a	horrible	end,	Grandmother	thought.	She	couldn’t	wrap
her	mind	around	it.	The	doctor	told	Grandmother	that	she	should	make	arrangements,	for
this	disease	knew	no	mercy	in	its	destruction.	She	was	condemned	to	death.

Never	feeling	sorry	for	herself,	she	felt	horrible	for	Anna.	She	would	never	know	how
much	her	mother	 loved	her.	Grandmother	worried,	would	her	baby	be	 taken	care	of	and
kept	out	of	harm’s	way?	By	the	middle	of	the	fall,	Grandmother	was	bedridden	and	slowly
losing	 her	 bodily	 functions,	 as	 well	 as	 her	 mind.	 As	 word	 of	 Mae’s	 illness	 spread
throughout	New	Orleans,	folks	were	shocked	and	outraged.	No	one	could	believe	this.	The
burlesque	dancers	would	bring	beautiful	flowers	to	her	bedside.	Folks	at	her	church	would
pray	 for	 Grandmother	 during	 service	 every	 Saturday	 night.	 Grandmother	 turned	 to	 the
only	thing	she	ever	knew	and	that	was	God.	She	prayed	that	He	would	take	her	soul	and
that	she	would	walk	with	the	lambs	in	His	majestic	garden.	She	also	prayed	that	her	baby
would	be	well	taken	care	of.

Grandmother	 knew	 that	 she	 was	 dying	 and	 there	 was	 no	 way	 around	 it.	 She	 asked
Mady	to	look	after	Anna	and	raise	her	as	one	of	her	own.	Aunt	Mady,	already	having	ten
children	of	her	own,	readily	agreed	with	tears	in	her	eyes.	After	reciting	the	Lord’s	prayer
and	holding	Anna	in	her	weak	and	frail	arms	one	last	time,	Mae	Brown,	my	Grandmother
and	the	best	dress	designer	in	the	bayou	quietly	died	in	her	sleep	on	January	2	1906.	It	was
Mama’s	first	birthday.	Poor	Mama	never	knew	what	happened!

All	 of	New	Orleans	 turned	 out	 and	made	Grandmother’s	 funeral	 a	 special	 occasion.
From	 the	 high	 society	 to	 the	 classless,	 everyone	 who	 loved	 her	 was	 welcomed	 and
everyone	 showed	 their	 respects.	 It	was	 a	 beautiful	 service	 and	 Pastor	 Thomas	 presided
over	it.	Grandmother	was	buried	next	to	her	ma	and	pa	and	only	brother	Milverton,	who
died	when	they	were	children,	in	an	all	Negro	cemetery.	It’s	funny	how	we’re	segregated,
even	in	death.

Aunt	Mady	took	Mama,	just	as	she	had	promised,	and	the	strongest	woman	I	never	had
the	pleasure	of	knowing	was	gone.	Just	like	that!	Aunt	Mady	tried	her	best	to	uphold	her
promise	 to	 Grandmother.	 Times	 were	 sho’	 hard	 for	 them.	 Aunt	Mady	 already	 had	 ten
children	of	her	own	and	she	didn’t	know	what	 to	do	with	another	mouth	 to	 feed.	Uncle
Joe,	Aunt	Mady’s	husband,	worked	as	a	 farm	hand	for	a	 local	dairy	farmer.	Aunt	Mady
stayed	home	to	tend	to	the	children.	None	of	the	children	ever	attended	school.	Education
was	not	as	important	to	Aunt	Mady	as	it	had	been	to	Grandmother.	As	a	result,	none	of	the



children,	 including	Mama,	ever	 learned	 to	 read	or	write.	Mama	would	 tell	me	 that	what
she	 remembered	most	about	her	early	childhood	on	 the	plantation,	was	how	she	always
felt	neglected	and	overlooked.	They	were	dirt	poor	and	everything	was	left	over	or	handed
down.	I’m	sure	Aunt	Mady	did	not	intentionally	neglect	Mama,	her	hands	were	surely	full.
Aunt	Mady	and	Uncle	Joe	had	five	gals	and	five	boys.	Mama	said	as	a	small	chile	she	was
never	 taken	 to	 see	 a	 doctor	 for	 checkups	 and	 sometimes	 they	 would	 even	 go	 to	 bed
hungry.	Other	times	they	survived	on	beans	and	salt	pork.

Aunt	Mady’s	 children	would	 often	make	 fun	 of	Mama	 because	 she	 looked	 different
than	 everyone	 else.	 Mama	 was	 mixed	 with	 black	 and	 white	 and	 the	 younger	 children
didn’t	understand	this.	Mama	was	skinny	as	a	rail,	with	porcelain	fair	skin,	long	straight
black	hair	 and	big	brown	eyes.	They	would	pick	with	her	 endlessly.	The	other	 children
would	call	her	scarecrow	and	white	gal.	They	would	also	say	things	like,	“that’s	why	you
don’t	 have	 a	 ma	 or	 pa.”	 Those	 taunts	 made	 Mama	 feel	 less	 deserving	 than	 the	 other
children.	 The	 only	 person	 who	 would	 take	 up	 for	 Mama	 was	 Joe	 Jr.,	 who	 was	 Aunt
Mady’s	 eldest	 son.	 He	would	make	 them	 stop	 calling	Mama	 names.	 Joe	 Jr.	 would	 tell
Mama	to	 ignore	 the	other	children	and	that	she	was	a	beautiful	 lil	gal.	Mama	was	crazy
about	 Jr.,	 as	 she	 called	 him.	 Mama	 never	 really	 felt	 accepted,	 not	 even	 as	 an	 adult.	 I
always	 believed	 Mama’s	 low	 self-esteem	 stemmed	 from	 those	 early	 years	 on	 the
plantation.	 They	 say	 that	 what	 happens	 to	 you	 in	 your	 childhood	 stays	 with	 you	 for	 a
lifetime.	I	believe	this	to	be	true	and	especially	true	in	Mama’s	case.

She	never	truly	felt	as	if	she	belonged	anywhere.	She	was	always	searching	for	love,
and	sometimes	in	all	the	wrong	places.	She	never	felt	as	though	she	was	good	enough	for
anything	or	anyone.	She	never	could	understand	why	she	didn’t	have	a	mother	growing	up
and	everyone	else	around	her	did.	She	was	a	bright	chile	even	though	she	never	had	the
usual	reading,	writing	and	arithmetic.	Her	education	was	cooking,	cleaning	and	tending	to
the	men	of	the	house.	Aunt	Mady	felt	no	reason	why	the	gals	needed	a	formal	education
for	they	would	all	grow	up	to	be	maids	anyway.

By	the	spring	of	1912,	Mama	was	seven	years	ol’.	She	was	definitely	a	tomboy.	Mama
didn’t	 like	 playing	with	 dolls	 or	 hopscotch	 like	 the	 other	 lil	 gals.	 She	 enjoyed	 playing
rough	with	 the	boys.	Climbing	 trees,	baseball	 and	wrestling	was	more	her	 thing.	Mama
had	a	best	friend	growing	up	named	Clarence	Thomas.	Clarence	was	the	son	of	Pastor	and
Mrs.	 Thomas.	 The	 Thomas’	 had	 known	 Mama	 all	 of	 her	 life.	 They	 were	 close	 with
Grandmother,	 before	 she	 died.	 Pastor	 Thomas	 not	 only	 presided	 over	 Grandmother’s
funeral,	 he	 was	 also	 her	 friend.	 Mrs.	 Thomas	 and	 Grandmother	 were	 best	 friends	 and
Mama	and	Clarence	were	 the	 same	age.	The	 two	of	 them	were	 inseparable,	 if	you	seen
one	you	knew	the	other	one	was	not	far	behind.	Clarence	was	a	shy	and	sensitive	chile	and
Mama	was	out-spoken	and	tough.	The	two	of	them	went	hand	in	hand	together.	When	the
neighborhood	 boys	would	 pick	with	Clarence,	Mama	would	 set	 them	 straight	 and	 they
would	 leave	him	alone.	Clarence	could	not	understand	why	Mama	did	not	go	 to	 school
with	him.	They	only	lived	two	blocks	away	from	one	another.	When	Clarence	would	ask
his	pa,	“Why	can’t	Anna	come	to	school?”	Mr.	Thomas	would	tell	him	that	everyone	had
different	paths	to	lead	in	life	and	that	he	should	feel	blessed	that	he	had	the	opportunity	to
go	to	school.

Mama	and	Clarence	loved	to	run	away	and	listen	to	the	radio	for	the	news	and	to	see



what	new	tunes	were	being	played.	Most	of	it	would	be	early	Jazz	and	Gospel.	Mama	told
me	she	could	remember	clear	as	day,	April	15,	1912.	That	was	the	day	she	and	Clarence
heard	about	a	ship	named	the	Titanic	sank	in	the	icy	Atlantic.	The	two	of	them	prayed	for
all	 those	folks	who	had	 lost	 family	and	 their	 lives	 that	 fateful	night.	Mama	remembered
everything	and	she	loved	to	tell	me	those	ol’	stories.	Once	Mama	told	me	about	 the	day
she	and	Clarence	found	a	dead	body	on	the	banks	of	Lake	Pontchartrain.	It	was	the	body
of	a	 teenage	boy	who	had	been	 lynched	 for	stealing	a	 loaf	of	bread	 to	 feed	his	 starving
family	out	of	a	grocery	market.	He	was	a	colored	boy,	of	course.	She	 said	he	had	been
horribly	 beaten	 and	 the	 rope	 was	 still	 around	 his	 neck.	 This	 scared	 the	 both	 of	 them,
especially	Mama.	She	had	never	seen	a	dead	body	before,	but	this	wouldn’t	be	the	last	one
she	would	see.

Mrs.	 Thomas	 was	 good	 to	 Mama.	 She	 would	 take	 her	 to	 Grandmother’s	 grave,
something	that	Aunt	Mady	rarely	found	time	for.	Mama	would	also	spend	a	lot	of	time	at
the	Thomas’	house	and	she	attended	church	with	them	every	Saturday	night.	She	loved	to
hear	Mr.	Thomas	 preach.	Mama	 said	 he	 had	 so	much	 power	 and	 conviction	 behind	 his
words.	Mama	told	me	that	he	had	a	way	of	making	you	believe	everything	that	he	said.

By	 the	 summer	 of	 1915,	Mama	was	 ten-years-ol’	 and	 her	 life	 was	 about	 to	 change
forever.	 That	 summer	was	 a	 scorcher	 in	 the	 Bayou.	 The	 average	 temperature	was	well
over	a	hundred	degrees.	There	were	reports	of	heat	exhaustion	and	heat	strokes	coming	in
every	day.	Parents	were	advised	to	keep	their	children	indoors	until	sun	down.	The	day	of
July	first	was	no	different.	The	temperature	was	a	blazing	one	hundred	and	five	degrees.
The	only	relief	folks	had	from	the	heat	was	staying	in	the	house	or	finding	a	cool	spot	on
the	river	to	swim	in.	Aunt	Mady’s	eldest	son,	Joe	Jr.	was	twenty	years	ol’.	Joe	was	a	big,
strong	 kid	 at	 six	 foot	 and	 four	 inches	 tall	 and	 weighed	 two	 hundred	 pounds.	 Jr.	 was
athletic	and	responsible,	definitely	his	pa’s	right	hand	man.	Jr.	would	work	with	his	pa	on
the	 dairy	 farm	 and	 he	 would	 also	 help	 Aunt	 Mady	 around	 the	 house	 with	 the	 other
children.	Mama	would	say	that	Aunt	Mady	always	treated	Jr.	like	her	favorite	chile.	Mama
remembered	Jr.	being	tall,	handsome,	strong,	and	always	sweet	to	her.	Aunt	Mady	loved
her	 eldest	 son	 dearly	 and	 would	 do	 anything	 for	 him.	 July	 first,	 changed	 everything
forever.	 Jr.	decided	 to	 take	Mama,	Clarence	and	his	 little	sister	Geraldine,	who	was	one
year	older	than	Mama,	swimming	in	their	favorite	part	of	the	Mississippi	River.

Nowadays	no	one	 is	 allowed	 to	 swim	 in	 the	 river	 anymore	but,	 in	 those	days	 it	was
common	place	 to	 take	a	dip	 in	 the	great	Mississippi.	Besides	being	hot	 as	hell	 it	was	 a
normal	day	in	New	Orleans.	As	the	four	of	them	walked	the	three-and-a-half	miles	it	took
to	get	to	their	favorite	spot	on	the	river,	Mama	noticed	Jr.	was	sweating	profusely.	She	also
said,	he	was	lagging	behind	the	group,	which	was	odd	because	he	would	always	be	in	the
front.	No	one	thought	much	of	it.	It	was	also	so	damn	hot	you	would	have	sworn	you	seen
Satan	himself	tap	dancing	in	front	of	you.	All	they	could	think	of	was	jumping	head	first
into	the	cool	river	and	maybe	a	little	rock	skipping.

Mama	said,	the	next	time	she	turned	around	she	saw	Jr.	lying	face	down	in	the	middle
of	the	road.	She	could	not	believe	her	eyes.	The	children	began	screaming	and	running	for
help.	They	came	across	an	ol’	white	man	out	walking	his	dog	and	they	ran	to	him.	By	the
time	they	got	back	to	Jr.,	he	wasn’t	breathing.	The	man	checked	for	a	heartbeat	and	pulse
and	found	nothing.	The	children	were	frantic.	They	could	not	understand	what	had	went



wrong.	Jr.	seemed	fine	five	minutes	earlier	Mama	said.	They	threw	Jr.	in	the	back	of	this
man’s	 wagon	 and	 headed	 for	 the	 nearest	 hospital.	 At	 twenty	 years	 of	 age,	 Joe	 Jr.	 was
pronounced	dead	on	arrival.	The	doctors	said	he	had	a	massive	heat	stroke.

Aunt	Mady	and	Uncle	Joe	were	absolutely	devastated	when	they	learned	of	what	had
happened.	Mama	was	also	devastated.	She	and	Jr.	were	close	and	I	believe	she	felt	a	little
responsible	for	his	death.	It	was	Mama’s	idea	to	go	swimming	that	day.	Jr.	took	Mama	and
Clarence	everywhere	with	him	and	Mama	couldn’t	believe	what	was	happening.	She	said
that	she	cried	for	months	after	Jr.	passed	away.	His	funeral	was	beautiful.	Mama	said	there
were	white	lilies	everywhere	you	looked.	Pastor	Thomas	presided	over	his	funeral	as	well.
Aunt	Mady	did	not	attend	Jr.’s	funeral,	she	was	never	the	same	after	Joe	Jr.	died.	Mama
said,	Aunt	Mady	stopped	talking,	she	stayed	in	her	bedroom	and	all	she	would	do	was	cry
and	sleep,	oblivious	to	her	other	nine	children.	Everything	fell	on	Uncle	Joe.	This	man	had
to	bury	his	eldest	son	by	himself,	take	care	of	the	house	and	attempt	to	work	so	he	could
continue	 to	 provide	 for	 his	 other	 nine	 children	 and	 Mama.	 Aunt	 Mady	 never	 really
recovered.	She	became	a	ghost	of	the	woman	she	once	was.	Uncle	Joe	had	her	committed
to	a	mental	hospital	twice	but	nothing	would	bring	her	back.

Mama	said	that	this	was	a	horrible	time	for	her.	She	had	just	lost	her	closest	cousin	and
now	her	aunt	didn’t	speak	anymore.	Three	months	after	Jr.	died	on	September	19,	1915,
Aunt	Mady	died	at	home	in	her	bed.	This	shocked	Mama.	This	was	the	only	person	who
gave	her	a	sense	of	her	Mama.	Uncle	Joe	found	her	pale,	lifeless	body	after	a	hard	day	at
work.	This	was	devastating	for	everyone.	Mama	said,	her	cousins	flipped	out	when	Aunt
Mady	died.	These	children	had	just	lost	their	Mama	and	Uncle	Joe	had	just	lost	his	wife.
Not	to	mention,	three	months	earlier	he	had	to	bury	his	eldest	son.

Everyone	 in	 the	neighborhood	was	shocked	by	 this	double	 tragedy	so	close	 together.
This	 time	 in	 her	 life	 really	 confused	 and	 scared	Mama.	 She	 could	 not	 understand	why
everybody	 she	 loved	 so	 much	 was	 dying.	 There	 were	 rumors	 going	 around	 the
neighborhood	 after	 Aunt	Mady’s	 death.	Mama	 said	 folks	would	 say	 things	 like,	 it	 was
fever	 or	 tuberculosis.	 She	 even	 heard	 the	 preposterous	 notion	 that	Uncle	 Joe	 had	 killed
Aunt	Mady.	She	even	heard	that	Aunt	Mady	had	committed	suicide.	Mama	said,	those	ol’
hens	just	wanted	something	to	talk	about.	Mama	told	me	she	believed	what	really	killed
Aunt	Mady	was	a	broken	heart.	The	thought	of	losing	one	of	her	children,	her	first	born,
and	moving	on	with	life	was	too	much	for	Aunt	Mady	to	bear.	Pastor	Thomas	was	once
again	giving	his	services	to	this	grieving	family.	Aunt	Mady	was	also	buried	with	her	ma
and	pa	and	Grandmother	in	the	all	Negro	cemetery.

Life	 had	 become	 different	 for	 Mama	 after	 the	 deaths	 of	 Joe	 Jr.	 and	 Aunt	 Mady.
Everyone	was	always	sad.	The	entire	dynamic	of	the	house	had	changed.	Mama	said	she
felt	awful	for	Uncle	Joe.	He	was	a	torn	man.	The	loss	of	his	son	and	beloved	wife	was	all
too	much.	Mama	said,	at	the	beginning	of	that	year	Uncle	Joe’s	beard	and	whiskers,	as	she
referred	to	his	mustache,	was	all	black.	By	the	end	of	that	year	his	beard	was	white	as	the
driven	snow,	from	grief	and	stress.	That	summer	had	a	profound	effect	on	everyone.

Uncle	 Joe	 struggled	 to	 carry	 on.	 Mama	 said,	 life	 had	 become	 like	 a	 dream—a
nightmare	of	sorts.	To	make	matters	even	worse,	Pastor	and	Mrs.	Thomas	packed	up	their
family	and	moved	to	Chicago,	Illinois	 that	October.	This	was	devastating	 to	Mama.	She
felt	 as	 if	 she	was	 losing	 everyone	who	meant	 the	world	 to	 her.	Clarence	was	 gone	 and



Mama	felt	all	alone.	Pastor	Thomas	moved	his	family	up	North	with	prospects	of	a	better
life	for	them,	especially	Clarence.

That	unusually	hot	summer	changed	Mama	forever.	She	once	told	me	that	the	summer
of	1915,	was	the	moment	she	left	her	childhood	behind.	From	that	point,	on	she	felt	like
an	adult.	She	was	only	ten	years	ol’.	She	and	the	other	children	tried	to	help	Uncle	Joe	as
much	as	they	could.	These	children	had	to	take	over	the	role	of	housekeeper	and	cook,	all
while	 still	mourning	 the	 loss	of	 their	Mama	and	older	brother.	They	 tried	 their	 best	 but
they	damn	sho	wasn’t	miracle	workers.	Uncle	 Joe	was	a	broken	spirit	 trying	his	best	 to
keep	it	all	together	for	the	children.	By	Christmas,	it	was	becoming	obvious	that	Uncle	Joe
was	having	serious	problems.	The	house	 that	was	always	kept	 in	pristine	condition	was
beginning	to	fall	apart.	Uncle	Joe	had	spent	every	dime	he	had,	to	properly	bury	his	wife
and	son.

Mama	 said,	 by	 Christmas	 they	were	 eating	 one	meal	 a	 day.	Which	was	 usually	 the
scrap’s	Uncle	Joe	would	muster	up	from	the	dairy	farm.	Uncle	Joe	would	put	a	smile	on
his	 face	and	 try	 to	act	as	normal	as	possible	 for	his	children.	Mama	said,	 she	could	see
straight	through	that	forced	smile	on	his	face.	Mama	used	to	call	Uncle	Joe	the	strongest
man	she	ever	knew.	She	said,	when	faced	with	tragedy	after	tragedy	he	never	gave	up.	He
kept	 his	 head	 held	 high	 and	 pushed	 on.	 For	 that	 she	 admired,	 respected	 and	 loved	 him
dearly.	Aunt	Mady	and	Uncle	Joe	had	practically	raised	Mama	up	to	this	point	in	her	life.
Uncle	Joe	and	Pastor	Thomas	were	the	closest	thing	to	a	father	Mama	had	ever	known.

David	Wolffe	interrupted	me.	“Excuse	me,	Gravvy.”

“Yes	sir,”	I	replied.

“Tell	 me,	 how	 do	 you	 know	 so	 much	 about	 your	 Mama’s	 childhood	 and	 your
Grandmother’s	life?”

“Well,	Mama	and	I	were	best	friends.	She	was	my	Mama	and	my	friend.	Mama	loved
to	 talk	 and	 she	 would	 tell	 me	 everything.	 She	 also	 had	 a	 great	 memory.	Mama	 was	 a
young	 lady,	 you	 know.	Only	 thirty	 years	 ol’	 when	 she	 died.	 I	 was	 only	 fourteen.	 Now
Grandmother	had	a	Bible.	Aunt	Mady	gave	this	Bible	to	Mama	when	she	was	a	chile	and
Mama	 gave	 it	 to	 me	 when	 I	 was	 a	 chile.	 It	 was	 a	 beautiful	 white	 Bible	 with	 Gold
embroidery	and	a	red	velvet	cover	page.	In	the	back	of	it	was	Grandmother’s	diary.	It	was
as	 if	 she	was	 leaving	her	story	behind	 for	 the	world.	Grandmother	must	have	written	 in
that	 diary	 all	 the	 time.	She	 talked	 about	 everything	 in	her	diary.	Mama	also	knew	a	 lot
about	Grandmother	even	though	she	had	no	memory	of	her.”

“Thank	you,	Gravvy.	Please,	continue	with	your	story.”

After	Aunt	Mady	and	Joe	Jr.	passed	away,	the	house	had	a	silent	emptiness	to	it.	Mama
said,	Uncle	Joe	 tried	his	best	 to	keep	everything	 together	 for	 them,	as	 long	as	he	could.
Sometimes,	late	at	night,	she	would	catch	him	crying	to	himself	when	he	thought	everyone
was	 asleep.	 In	 a	matter	 of	months,	 this	man’s	 whole	 world	 had	 collapsed	 around	 him.
Uncle	 Joe	 would	 try	 to	 be	 brave	 for	 his	 other	 nine	 children	 who	 were	 still	 equally	 as
devastated	as	he	was.	By	the	beginning	of	1916,	Uncle	Joe	had	lost	the	plantation.	After
both	funerals	had	practically	left	him	penniless,	he	fell	behind	on	payments	and	the	bank
was	fix	in	to	take	it.



One	day,	Uncle	Joe	sat	Mama	down	and	told	her	that	this	was	the	hardest	decision	that
he	had	ever	had	to	make.	He	explained	to	her	how	they	would	all	have	to	move	soon	and
where	to,	he	had	no	idea.	He	told	Mama	how	much	she	meant	to	him	and	that	he	loved	her
like	she	was	one	of	his	own.	With	tears	in	his	eye’s	Uncle	Joe	told	Mama	that	times	were
really	hard	and	that	she	could	not	come	with	him.	He	told	Mama	that	he	had	found	a	really
nice	 home	 for	 her,	 which	 actually	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 an	 orphanage.	 Uncle	 Joe	 promised
Mama	that	when	he	got	back	on	his	feet	he	would	come	for	her.

This	devastated	Mama.	She	was	only	eleven	years	ol’	and	this	made	her	feel	even	more
undeserving	and	unwanted.	Mama	had	never	known	her	own	mother	and	she	had	just	lost
her	aunt	and	cousin,	within	a	few	months	of	each	other.	Her	best	friend	and	his	family	had
just	moved	up	North	and	now	she	was	being	forced	to	leave	the	only	family	and	home	she
had	ever	known.	Uncle	Joe	felt	terrible	about	this.	He	knew	Mama	didn’t	have	anyone	else
and	that	for	the	first	time	in	her	young	life,	she	would	be	all	alone.	He	made	a	promise	to
himself	 that	 he	would	 come	back	 for	 her	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 could.	Uncle	 Joe	 had	delivered
Mama	at	birth	and	raised	her	all	of	her	life,	like	one	of	his	own.

It	had	come	to	a	point	where	Uncle	Joe	did	not	know	what	was	next	for	him	and	his
family.	Half	the	time,	he	didn’t	even	know	where	the	next	meal	was	coming	from.	Mama
was	an	intelligent	chile	and	she	understood	what	was	happening.	Horrified	as	she	was	at
the	thought	of	being	all	alone,	she	never	once	blamed	Uncle	Joe	for	the	decision	he	had
made.	 She	 knew	 deep	 down	 that	 he	 had	 tried	 to	 keep	 it	 together.	 Mama	 loved	 and
respected	Uncle	Joe	and	she	prayed	for	him	and	the	rest	of	the	family.

The	day	 for	Mama	 to	 leave	 arrived	 sooner	 than	 expected.	All	 the	 children	 cried	 and
hugged	her.	She	cried	and	hugged	 them	back.	Mama	got	 the	biggest	hug	and	kiss	 from
Uncle	Joe.	He	whispered	in	her	ear	while	squeezing	her	with	all	of	his	might,	“I’ll	see	you
soon,	 baby.	 Be	 a	 good	 gal.”	 He	 loaded	Mama’s	 suitcase	 and	 bag	 into	 the	 waiting	 car,
waved	goodbye	and	off	she	went.	Mama	sat	in	the	back	of	that	car,	scared	out	of	her	mind.
She	had	no	idea	where	she	was	going	and	who	would	be	there.

This	 orphanage	 was	 not	 far	 from	 the	 plantation.	 It	 sat	 back	 in	 what	 was	 called	 the
country,	about	twenty	minutes	outside	of	New	Orleans.	As	the	car	pulled	up,	Mama	was
speechless.	This	 place	 looked	 like	 a	 prison,	 she	 thought.	The	 building	was	 huge.	There
were	big	white	pillars	outside	of	the	massive	front	doors.	There	were	two	women	standing
in	the	middle	of	the	cul-de-sac	waiting	to	greet	Mama.	The	first	one	was	a	short,	round,
colored	woman	with	a	gray	bun	on	her	head.	She	introduced	herself	as	Ms.	Claiborne.	The
other	 woman	was	 a	 taller,	 slimmer,	 younger	 white	 woman	with	 curly	 blonde	 hair.	 She
introduced	 herself	 as	Ms.	 Eve.	 They	 took	Mama’s	 bags	 and	 promised	 to	 keep	 her	 safe
while	she	was	under	their	care.

Mama’s	 only	 possessions	 were	 her	 too	 small	 clothes,	 Grandmother’s	 Bible	 and	 her
favorite	pink	 comforter	 that	Grandmother	had	made	 for	her	when	 she	was	only	 a	baby.
This	was	all	she	owned	in	this	world.	To	Mama’s	surprise	this	place	had	boys	as	well	as
gals.	When	Uncle	Joe	told	Mama	that	he	had	found	a	nice	home	for	her,	she	envisioned	a
home	with	 a	 family	 in	 it.	 She	 was	 shocked	 to	 walk	 into	 a	 place	 where	 there	 was	 two
hundred	boys	and	gals	with	similar	background’s	as	hers.

They	told	Mama	their	rules.	Everyone	awoke	at	six	a.m.	every	day	and	breakfast	was



then	served	at	seven	a.m.	Monday’s,	Wednesday’s,	and	Friday’s	there	would	be	school	for
three	hours	in	the	morning.	This	frightened	Mama	for	she	had	never	been	to	school	before.
Tuesday’s	 and	 Thursday’s	 there	 were	 art	 classes,	 swimming	 and	 gym	 in	 the	mornings.
Lunch	was	served	every	day	at	 twelve	o’clock	noon	and	supper	would	be	served	at	five
p.m.	 Every	 night	 at	 seven	 p.m.	 there	 would	 be	 group	 prayer	 or	mass	 as	 it	 was	 called.
Everyone	was	in	bed	by	eight	o’clock	every	night,	with	no	exceptions.	Mama	had	never
known	a	routine	existence	in	her	life.

The	 name	of	 this	 orphanage	was	The	St.	 Joseph’s	 home	 for	 boys	 and	 gals.	 It	was	 a
Catholic	orphanage	run	by	the	State	of	Louisiana.	Boys	were	housed	on	one	side	of	this
building	while	the	gals	were	housed	on	the	opposite	side.	It	was	an	ol’	building	that	was
infested	with	rats	and	roaches.	Mama	said,	 it	was	so	common	to	see	—em	that	 they	felt
like	pets.	St.	Joseph’s	had	been	an	orphanage	for	over	fifty	years.	Before	that	it	was	an	ol’
auction	house,	 a	place	where	 slaves	were	bought,	 sold	 and	 sometimes,	 even	killed.	The
building	 itself	was	over	 three	hundred	years	ol’,	Mama	said.	 It	was	by	 far	 the	creepiest
place	she	had	ever	been	in.

Mama	told	me	that	as	a	chile,	the	plantation	was	a	scary	place	to	be	but	the	St.	Joseph’s
home	made	 the	 plantation	 seem	 like	 the	State	 fair.	There	were	 cricks	 and	 cracks	 in	 the
night	 and	 funny	 shadows	where	 there	 shouldn’t	 have	 been	 anything.	Mama	 thought	 for
sure	 that	 the	 orphanage	 was	 haunted.	 This	 could	 have	 been	 simply	 the	 overactive
imagination	of	an	eleven	year	ol’	chile.	Or	 that	place	could	have	really	been	haunted.	 It
was	not	a	far	stretch	seeing	its	history	and	everything	that	had	happened	there.	Mama	told
me	the	orphanage	wasn’t	as	bad	as	she	thought	it	would	be.	Everyone	was	treated	fairly,
she	ate	 three	meals	and	a	 snack	every	day	and	she	absolutely	 loved	art	 class	and	group
prayer.	Mama	was	spiritual	from	an	early	age	and	she	believed	deeply	in	her	God.

The	 only	 place	Mama	 struggled	 at	 was	 school.	 She	 had	 never	 attended	 school	 and
could	not	grasp	the	reading,	writing	and	arithmetic.	Mama	once	told	me	that	all	she	had
learned	at	St.	Joseph’s	was	how	to	spell	her	name	and	properly	make	up	a	bed.	Art	and
Science	was	more	of	Mama’s	 thing.	 It	was	 there	 that	Mama	discovered	 she	could	draw
exceptionally	well.	She	was	 also	 an	 excellent	painter.	Mama	noticed	 early	on	 that	 there
were	no	white	children	at	the	orphanage.	This	was	not	surprising	to	her,	being	brought	up
in	 early	 twentieth	 century	Louisiana.	 It	was	 just	 a	 stark	 reminder	 of	 the	world	 she	was
living	in.

Mama’s	roommate	at	the	orphanage	was	a	gal	named	Eden.	Eden	was	originally	from
Atlanta,	Georgia	and	was	the	same	age	as	Mama.	Eden	had	been	abandoned	by	her	ma	and
pa	when	 she	was	only	 two	days	ol’.	Eden	and	Mama	became	good	 friends.	The	 two	of
them	would	 sneak	out	of	 their	 room	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	night.	They	would	make	 their
way	down	to	the	art	room	where	they	would	paint,	talk	and	listen	to	the	radio.	Mama	said,
after	a	few	months	of	this	they	were	caught	by	Ms.	Eve.	They	had	their	activity	privileges
taken	away	for	a	while.

Mama	also	became	a	woman	while	 living	at	 the	St.	Joseph’s	home.	She	had	her	first
menstrual	period	at	the	age	of	eleven.	Mama	didn’t	know	what	a	menstrual	was.	When	she
saw	blood	in	her	underpants	Mama	said,	she	thought	she	was	dying.	That	was	one	of	the
lessons	Mama	missed	out	on	by	not	having	Grandmother	in	her	life.	Aunt	Mady	never	had
that	talk	with	Mama,	thinking	it	was	not	necessary	yet.	Ms.	Claiborne	had	to	have	that	talk



with	Mama.	 She	 explained	 to	 her,	 the	 changes	 her	 body	 was	 going	 through	 and	 what
having	a	menstrual	meant.	Ms.	Claiborne	told	Mama	that	she	could	now	conceive	children
and	 that	 her	 menses	 happen	 every	 month	 until	 she	 was	 an	 older	 woman.	 Mama	 was
horrified.	She	could	not	fathom	the	notion	that	she	would	have	to	bleed	every	month	until
she	was	an	old	lady.	Mama	couldn’t	believe	that	women	had	to	go	through	this	and	men
didn’t.	She	thought	it	was	unfair.

For	the	most	part,	Mama	settled	into	her	new	home,	she	made	friends	and	for	a	while,
she	had	a	place	where	she	belonged.	She	would	sometimes	sit	up	late	at	night	and	wonder
how	Uncle	Joe	and	the	family	were	doing.	She	would	also	think	about	Aunt	Mady	and	Joe
Jr.	and	wonder	about	life	and	death.	She	wanted	to	understand	why	people	had	to	die	and
why	the	folks	closest	to	her	always	seemed	to	be	taken	by	death.	Sometimes	Mama	would
even	 think	about	Grandmother.	She	 tried	 to	 imagine	what	Grandmother	had	 looked	 like
and	even	what	she	had	smelled	like.	Mama	would	often	find	herself	wondering	what	life
would	be	like	if	she	was	still	alive.

She	would	ask	God,	why	did	He	have	to	take	her	mother	and	leave	her	here	all	alone.
Was	this	some	kind	of	punishment?	Perhaps	she	didn’t	deserve	a	mother.	She	would	often
wonder	about	Clarence	and	his	 family	and	how	they	were	fairing	up	North,	 in	Chicago.
She	 really	missed	 them	 and	more-so,	 she	 really	missed	Clarence.	Mama	 felt	 as	 though
Clarence	was	the	only	person	in	the	world	who	truly	understood	her.	She	had	felt	the	same
way	about	Joe	Jr.	She	knew	that	she	could	not	see	or	talk	to	Clarence,	so	she	would	pray
every	night	that	he	was	fine	and	that	one	day,	God	would	see	fit	to	bring	him	back	to	her.
Mama	 spent	 her	 whole	 eleventh	 year	 at	 the	 orphanage	 and	 she	 celebrated	 her	 twelfth
birthday	there	too.
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