
I remained locked in the bathroom for as long as I could.  Tootie knocked after the yelling 

stopped.  I opened the door with tear-filled eyes and asked if everything was okay.  He informed 

me that Mama left the house and Daddy wanted to talk to us in the kitchen.  He told me not to say 

anything and to let him talk to Daddy.  I complied.  I don’t remember much of what Tootie said, 

but recall that Daddy specifically asked about the night before.  Tootie talked while I cried.  Daddy 

concluded by informing us that Mama was sick and that some of the other people in the house 

were also sick.  This statement was confirmation to my eight-year-old self that the man in the 

bathroom was taking medicine and that me and Tootie’s behavior was inappropriate.  I felt worse 

because it was certainly all my fault that Mama was gone again.            

After several hours away, Mama returned home just before Daddy left for work that same 

day.  She and Daddy said nothing to each other during the few minutes they were in the house 

together.  She also said nothing to me.  The night was quiet and uneventful.  Mama stayed in her 

room while Tootie and I avoided the back of the house so as not to disturb her.  The next day was 

quiet as well.  Daddy and Mama moved about the house as though there was an invisible barrier 

between them.  They said very little to each other, if anything at all.  Soon after Daddy left for 

work that night, Mama casually gathered some clothes, me and Tootie, and left for an unknown 

place.   

I distinctly remember that we moved in a two bedroom townhouse that was crammed with 

adults and other kids.  I remember sleeping on a mattress with Mama and Tootie and being 

constantly reminded not to touch other people’s things and not to talk to the other adults.  Tootie 

hovered a lot when Mama would venture off to the store.  There was no store near the townhouse, 

so when Mama would be gone for long periods of time, I assumed this was because she had to 

travel far.  I recall that we were not allowed to play much outside either.  We were staying in a 

row of townhouses that shared a parking lot so going outside merely meant we ran around on the 

concrete.  We didn’t go to school during this time. Tootie and I didn’t complain about missing 

classes, either.  Tootie and I were happy to be together and even happier to be with Mama as she 

seemed to forgive our previous transgression.  I didn’t like being at the townhouse, but I didn’t 

complain. 

After being away for nearly a month, Mama told us we were returning home.  We were 

elated to see Daddy again.  When we arrived, Daddy was not home.  I figured he was at work since 



his work bag was absent from its usual place on the floor next to the garage door.  Tootie and I ran 

to our rooms to unpack our clothes.  I immediately began to play with my toys and raided the 

kitchen of all the snacks that remained untouched while we were gone.   

After a few hours at home, Mama told us that she was running up to the gas station nearby 

to buy cigarettes.  We thought nothing of it because she left us at home alone in the past for the 

few minutes it took to travel to the store and back.  Mama was a chain smoker who made several 

trips to the store throughout the week to replenish her cigarettes.  We knew not to answer the door 

or the phone and to not make a mess or try to cook anything on the stove.  Not much later, we 

heard the front door open.  Tootie peeked around the hall corner to verify that Mama had returned.  

Instead, he yelled, “dad!”  I jumped up from my bed, ran down the hall, and gave Daddy a huge 

hug.  “Where’s your mama?” he asked us.  We told him that she went to the gas station to get 

cigarettes.  He nodded and then began to check over us asking if we were okay.  We confirmed 

that we were fine and that we missed him.  We had not spoken with him for several weeks.  Mama 

told us that she was not able to reach him because he was working overtime.  Daddy walked to his 

room only to return within a few seconds to inform us that he didn’t think that Mama would be 

back.  Unbeknownst to us, while we played in our rooms, Mama packed herself another bag.  The 

physical evidence was noticeable in Mama and Daddy’s room because Mama had quietly thrown 

clothes about the bed and floor.  Either Mama was quickly trying to gather her belongings or she 

was sending Daddy a message.               

Once we reached our house, Tootie eagerly ran in to present his report card to Daddy.  I 

slowly sauntered into the house behind him hoping to not be noticed.  Daddy congratulated Tootie 

on his success, then turned to me to ask about my grades.  Saying nothing, I handed him the grey 

cardstock envelope.  I hung my head and waited for the tongue lashing that would surely follow.  

A warm embrace cloaked me instead.  Daddy was not mad nor disappointed.  He told me how 

proud he was of the “A’s” and “B’s” I had earned and expressed his understanding that my absence 

from school was the primary factor that contributed to my failure in Spelling. I sobbed.  I was 

relieved that Daddy was not disappointed in me, but was saddened that my time with Mama caused 

me to fail.  Daddy lifted my chin and apologized to me.  He expressed that he too was to blame for 

not helping me study my words.  He explained that this one failure did not define my intellect or 

abilities.  He was kind and loving and reassuring.  I felt better but not whole.  I still didn’t 



understand why he apologized.  I didn’t understand why Mama was not home yet.  I didn’t 

understand why failure was now acceptable.   

The paradox of a motherless home is that fathers are charged with being the strength and 

sensitivity.  While Daddy was surely capable, the feeling simply was not the same when Daddy 

attempted to be sensitive as it was with Mama.  He knew how to teach, how to reassure and how 

to protect.  I was immensely aware that he loved me dearly as well, but his ‘pick up and dust off’ 

ability felt different.  I longed for his approval, but I yearned for Mama’s embrace.  His embrace 

was salvaging, but not redeeming.  I’m not sure that I ever needed to be redeemed by Daddy.  I 

had never fallen from his grace.  Mama’s love was different.  It was as expressive and loud as her 

frequent annoyance with me.  Her love redeemed me.  I don’t blame Daddy for not being Mama, 

but I simply did not feel whole.  I needed Mama’s reassurance that all would be okay.   

 


