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A QUIET AWAKENING: SPINNING YARNS FROM GRANNY'S TARE IN
THE NEW RURAL SOUTH
by
ANGELA HAYNES
(Under the Direction of Ming Fang He)
ABSTRACT

This is an inquiry into generational stories from @ranny’s table. It is an
exploration of my lived experience as a first gatien doctoral student who negates the
truths of a rural Southern upbringing steepedsnes of race, class and gender. .
Building upon the works of Falk (2004), Freire (2Dp0He (2003, 2006, in-press), Weis
(2006) and Weis and Fine (1998, 2003), | explohedarenas of place, class, and race,
particularly the intermingling of multiple realiseand contested in-between space and
Southern female identities.

Family members who raised and nurtured me are #ie amaracters in the
stories collected. Using oral history, | documertteziplace and people that live as a
single family entity and collected stories and mea®to create a representation of an
identity meshed within a place and time. Oral lgtlowed me to capture the stories in
order to better understand the complex life stahas allow subjugation of and by these
people who cling to family, land and their way 6| Each story became my own as |
fictionalized the accounts, and | seek to explarespbilities for a new order through the
flow of these words.

So much of the current literature on the Southgsalely with race or sex or

class. Few texts explore life in the South fromvhatage point of a lower-class, white



female caught between reality of the place angtbeiise of education. Yarns spun
from my Granny’s table revealed and contested aafédife stifling in an ever-changing
and new rural South. These stories pose questaihe tcontested notion of Southern
legacy and heritage, one of the most complex, owatsial, and significant issues lived
by teachers, administrators, parents, and studetite new rural South. Education
became the key to doors long locked, allowing ng@eal awakening. The players in
this world order need to awake from their slumbed demand change. Possibilities for
the future — my children, their children, a loshgration - destined to be locked in the

stilted mind-set of this place need to be realized.

INDEX WORDS: Oral History, Place, Race, Class, iCait Theory, Narrative
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PROLOGUE

Walk into a room where everyone speaks the sangeiggge in words you can’t
understand. A sense of otherworldliness appeatsthahes upon your senses like ocean
waves. Where am 1? Did | step into another workdrew dimension. Everything sounds
familiar, but completely out of place. My realitiesped in a place that can’t exist
harmoniously with the new world | have stumbleaintly journey through higher
education has been an assault upon what | know touk and right. Reality’s foundation
became flexible and shifting, creating an uncertairain on which | must navigate. For
me, the dissertation process must reconcile mytyesIplace with the limitations
implicit through knowledge. “Personal, passionggaticipatory” (He, 2007, in-press)
dissertation writing provides me with an outlejurtapose my reality of place with the
larger world of academia — both of which would téodeject the other. My goal, my
purpose, is to find a middle ground to demonsti@ieoth sides the inherent goodness of
the other, while enlightening each to the incoesistes between the two realities.

That | should find myself in a doctoral prograns@nething of an anomaly. |
come from parents and grandparents who progressédther than high school - my
father being the only one of the six (two paremts four grandparents) to complete high
school. Academia was foreign to these people ofahé, who thrived on hard, physical
work that allowed one to fall into bed at nighthexsted, and sleep deeply until the
alarm went off at an ungodly hour of the morningeTnherent love of reading that |
have always possessed has been a curiosity topeepée who read nothing more than
the newspaper, or in the case of my grandmothenviekly Bible lesson that she

struggles through. Surely it is a fluke that | wbdetermine to follow my love of
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literature into the classroom and become a teaolyself. However, the work ethic that |
inherited from my family manifested its presencew life in the form of the constant
desire to learn more, do more with my knowledgas Thive comes from my family, but
has taken me on a path that creates a dichotonatuserin my reality, for there exist two
worlds in which | operate — each imbued with itsovalues, truths, lexicons and
ideologies.

When | maneuver through the hallowed halls andsctesns of academia, | have
to tone-down the twang of my natural voice. The'ltgaand “ain’ts” fall silent, tensed
beneath a desire to appear informed — sometimesgaie feel like an imposter
unworthy of articulating ideas and comments in nfgrior tongue. My voice hidden, my
interests sequestered to the realm of my inner ladye, | learned to mime the right
answers and mock the very monuments that demargateorld. Mud-boggin’ and
rodeos bring snickers of derision from this vaméssroom of intellectuals who would
never dare laugh at the honored traditions of épreultures, so how do | make them see
that is entirely what they do. | understand thedneerelease the tension and anguish by
blazing a trail through mud and muck where no tivesnally go. It's pointless, of
course, but it is necessary. Blowing off steam kabpse hard-working people in touch
with the reason that they get up each day and ¢éroffgo work where they make just
enough to get them by to the next pay check. Taereno trips to foreign lands, no
operas, no extravagant restaurants; there arepoindyits that are simple and homespun.
My folks find ways to incorporate these “luxuries’place into their lives — small
monthly payments for several years on a used fdwgeler are a way of life here. You

learn to budget in just enough to keep you tiegdhat you have, so that you're not
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tempted to run away screaming in anger and angst.l&arn to love the land, because
that is the legacy that you have been handed. &awunlto embrace the simple pleasures,
because they are the only ones that you can atioalsense, you learn to reject that
which does not come from the land, from the sathefearth or the toil of your hands. It
becomes easy to deride that which you can neverdaff ou placate yourself with what
you have, and plan for that afterlife in which ywill reap some specifically earthly
rewards. It is a simple life. It is a good lifeidta life that has become blind to many
possibilities and has become the butt of jokestéoown shortsightedness.

Going to college allowed me to escape from theagares that bind my family to
their anger and distrust of all that is differefhowledge allowed me an open mind and
eased the guilt inherent of the harsh realityedivLearning, literature and language
allowed me to view new possibilities, not negate dhd ones. When | read Freire (2002),
| recognize the depositing of education firmly entthed in the “banking” system that
permeated my upbringing. In recognition, therdnesdreation of understanding and the
promise for a new conversation. When | read Huistdheir Eyes Were Watching God
(1937), | gain the sense of what it is to livefa fikin and foreign all at once. | live
vicariously through her words, through Tea Cake dame, through laughter and tears,
through blatant disregard for the status quo.rnlefmom her words, of realities that both
negate and uphold my own. | learn to value those ark different, those who | have
been taught to disdain. When | read Miller (200%p0 recognized that, “I did not fully
understand, as | entered the teaching professiome ®f the gendered history in US

education that | was replicating” (p. 74). Whemioke, | felt empowered to do
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something, say something for the first time in 1ifg. |l could no longer exist as a
daughter, a wife, a mother, but as all of thesaghiand none of these things.

When | watched my daughters mimic the lines anmastof their elders, | knew
that for their sakes and the sake of my son, awmayvof thinking must be determined.
My first grade little girl was already convincedtlshe was not good in math because
boys are good at math and girls are good at reatfihgr teacher said so, it must be true.
These traditional roles for boys and girls are labimthe homes, taught in the schools,
manifested in the articulation of the curriculunor Iy little girls and my son, | will
practice “Personal, Passionate, Participatory” @087, in press) dissertation writing in

hopes to ascertain a limitless future for them ted world.
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CHAPTER 1 — DIRT ROADS AND CORN STALKS

The end of the dirt road is where it all beginsefhis no visible boundary, but
turning off the paved road allows the dust to eettlbehind you, obscuring where you
have been. All that matters is what's up ahead.hiheses are non-descript, no mansions
or luxury villas, just simple homes that screantwibrmalcy. The road winds around
and back again, apparently someone was chasir@gpa {@hen the trail was laid because
there is no rhyme or reason to its meandering gdthoads come to the same point, a
faded white-block house on a small hill, surroundeth dilapidated barns, farrowing
(pronounced farrin’) houses, and fields full oftrag trucks and pieces of tractors
overrun with kudzu and poison ivy. Time here slaavghe creeping day-to-day pace that
enables those of us who live here to imagine tHas completely stopped. There is no
longing for yesterday and no fear of tomorrow, pusteager acceptance of today.

Each Saturday we gravitate towards the center ofioiverse — my granny’s
dinner table. There is symmetry of purpose as wegagate and share our peaks and
valleys from the past week. As soon as the doongpbe senses are assaulted with the
comforting aroma of chicken-n-dumplings, and yon'thelp but grin because you know
they were made fresh just a short while ago. Tlastis start to agonize over where to
start because there are so many delicacies to sampb decades of Saturday dinners
instill a sense of place within me. The table, macwith the six people it will hold, runs
in shifts. Those who arrive first take the firstnol, and as they finish, empty seats for the
later arrivals. People start coming in around 11a3@ the flow remains steady until well
after 12:30. Granny expects everyone to show up;ahmost need written permission to

miss a meal. There are multiple reasons for thegsasts. It allows Granny to maintain a
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firm hold on her family; she keeps up with our cogs and goings at this table where
she rules from her post like a genteel queen ofldidve answered for more of my
misdeeds in this room than anywhere else. Thear imwritten rule that you have to
take whatever angst Granny dishes out without recgiing. When | was a senior in

high school, | went on a trip to see a collegelfalitgame in Statesboro. Being young
and fairly stupid, the four of us teens who wennhaged to find our way into the
Reidsville jail for being under the influence antlerage. Since it was around lunchtime
on Saturday that we were busted, | had to makeathyacmy Grandmother’s house. That
is one conversation that | hope to never haveliteereMy tee-totaler Grandmother went
into a fit when | told her what had happened, bouhd out much later that she tried to
convince my uncle to pick me up so that my fatheuld not have to find out. She’s
harsh, but she is good. New in-laws often leawe muff repeatedly until they recognize
her brutality masks a desire to keep everyone estitaight and narrow. All bark and no
bite describes her, but for those who don’t redligegood intentions she comes across
harsh and over-bearing.

My granny does the majority of the preparationyieg us younger girls to bring
in a dessert or an occasional side dish. The thbkyy laden with corn, peas, home-
made cornbread or biscuits, sweet potatoes, ftigcken, and other comfort food, speaks
of devotion and home. There are many labors of &mefamily that went into getting
this meal to this table. There are a few items ¢hate from the grocery store, but all of
the vegetables were grown on our land, plantechamngested by family. Contributing to
the community larder ensures that Granny will aondito cook for us — we have to earn

our keep.
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| remember the first time that | truly felt like nigmily regarded me as an adult
occurred in the midst of a corn-gathering sessire of the staples of our life is the
cycle of corn. It begins every summer when the feepalpable with moisture and the
heavy-heady essence of the honeysuckle lines @ty dirt road. Summers colors are
muted — greens and golds in the fields. The mefageity gardens are a staple of the
summer months for these will yield sustenance éoegal families throughout the
following year. This particular summer marked fingt time that Brent and |
participated in the corn-picking. The tall staldéscorn line the plot in seemingly endless
rows through which we - Brent, my aunt Sue and &hcC., my Granny and myself -
worked our way down, pulling and tearing the silleams off of the stalks and bundling
them into the waiting baskets. Each figure silebthars their burden as we reach, grab
and toss the ear into the waiting bucket, movebtieket up a few more paces, and begin
again. Such diversity and sameness exist dichoteipnauthis scene as we all work
methodically to reach the end of our row. Brentsis far ahead of the rest of us — tall,
strong, with fair features marked slightly reddishhis current exertion — he marches
forward tirelessly. His buckets are filled threel dour times faster than the others. He is
young, only recently turned twenty-six, and carhigaself like one in his prime who
feels strength and soundness in his limbs. He paasgasionally and winds his way back
to where the rest of us are working. Emptying awckets into the ones he is carrying, he
paces back to the field and stops as he walks bgresses my very pregnant belly. | am
tired, but | feel the need to continue — to coniig He tried to convince me to stay home
today, but the corn and the weather are temperatami must be had when they can by

everyone available. Since the picking crew was stiday | could not stay home, even

17



though he promised to work enough for two. This wékfe was new to him; he had
only been in the family for a few years, but he \wagkly learning to understand and
even appreciate the fact that everyone pitche@@albse the need was there. So, he
contented himself with checking on me often, emguthat me and our first-born were
managing. His constant attention was observed bgnagny — a stout matriarch of
eighty who possessed little patience with or foderness when there was work to be
done. She admonished him to leave me alone sthigyatould finish catching the corn
while the day was still young. Granny did not magequickly as she once did, but she
was as steadfast as ever. Her ears of corn wexdilgteropped into her bucket as she
worked her way up the row. She may not have hachmatience for a pair of young
lovers, but she could not resist smiling when Bpaoks up her bucket and mine to
empty. His work ethic won her over early on; he Wasndson” to her, even though he
was hers by marriage — not blood. In these fieldsleomes, the “in-law” part always
seemed to drop away as new members acclimate ttethands of the family — if they
contribute to the life and work hard to enoughrase the title. Family transcends blood
and marriage. When | look at my aunt and uncle workide-by-side — both slowed by
the passage of time — but still ahead of pregnancdyage, | see them as two parts of one
whole — merged from the time they were teens —stitidrery much entwined over three
decades later. “Aunt” and “Uncle” simply meant fml did not know which one of the
pair was my blood relative until | was a teenagerwe work our way through the field,

| take a little bit of pride in being out here, ygregnant, and keeping up with the others
— the importance of being able to earn your keagssn at an early age. By the time we

finish pulling all the corn, the heat, intensifieg the stifling closeness of the plants,
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sends sweat rivulets skinning down our faces. Wksharted before the sun hit the sky,
getting out of bed at such an early hour on a 8atuhad hurt my feelings right to begin
with, but when we did not work fast enough to onttiie mounting heat, | was doubly
incensed. We managed to finish all of the rows Wete ready to pick by around 11:00. |
shuddered as | looked at the remaining rows; apyhap | was to stop for the moment, |
knew that on the next weekend we would be righklteere doing the same thing until
every row had been robbed of its bounty. Everyagpked on back of the tired and
shuddering pick-up to ride up to Granny’s; she wlaxdok lunch while the rest of us
tended to the corn. Others — family members whotbadart the day at a job - were
starting to trickle in. Everyone tries to finish kka@as soon as possible on corn days so
that they can come round to help. The methodidairaaf shucking and silking lulls me
into a stupor, and | let the conversation waft anet As we throw the shucks over the
fence to the horses, they stamp and nicker at oother as the vie for the best position.
Looking at the horses steers the conversation tsvawy granddaddy — a true horseman.
We have had horses for as long as | can remerfRbemany, horses are a sign of
status or money, but for us, they are just a wdifeafOur horses are grade horses-
meaning that you can get one for a couple hundo#idrd if you have a place to put it.
However, horse sense runs in our family. My graxdddas renowned for being able to
make a horse do whatever he wanted it to do, likdime he made one hop onto the
back of a flatbed truck because he didn’t haveoagrhorse trailer to get it where it
needed to go. Years after his death, he is stéthof for the unusual ability he had to
calm the savage horse. He raised his horses nmkechdi did his children, with tough love

and an iron will. My dad was raised on horses,caltjih for many years he neglected his
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talents in training and handling them for a buéy ¢if work. What | have of horses came
from my granddad. Dad and Mom always had to waskesure activities came at us
kids wherever we could find them. Granddaddy wgseat source because he loved
horses and tolerated us grandkids. We always weatfaw notches in his esteem when
we asked to ride, and always went down a few whernl@monstrated our lack of
knowledge about them or our inherent timidity imtieng them. He was fairly patient
with kids, but when we messed up his horses hedMosk his temper. | was around
eleven or twelve when | accidentally let his fat@horse — a beautiful dark buckskin
with kind eyes and sweet nature - into the penouthaking the saddle off. The saddle
hung up in a low-hanging hay-rack. The horse almpaBed the entire rack down before
Granddaddy could get her calmed enough to untdregleHe was so made at me that he
couldn’t even look at me, but his verbal torremrdi cease for a good twenty minutes.
After that, | gave up horses for years until | l[chddren of my own — long after
Granddaddy died. When Granddaddy died, there wayetloree old horses left on the
place. His cancer had weakened him, prohibiting fnom managing any more than that.
Granny always teased that as soon as he died,aheeling the horses. She always
feared that someone would get hurt on them. In giarbuld have been that he paid more
attention to the horses than he did to his fanklgwever, after granddaddy actually died,
she couldn’t bear to part with his legacy to higdrlken and grandchildren. Several days
after his funeral, a truck with a horse trailer ineht pulled up into her yard. Granny
went into hysterics, stating that she was only iigdabout getting rid of the horses. They
were so much a part of who Granddaddy had beemvhode hoped the rest of us would

become. It turned out that it was just a secondiocowho had just arrived back in town
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after a week at a big rodeo. He had heard aboutddeddy and wanted to come by and
pay his respects. Life is funny that way. Granngetidhe horses for the hold they had on
Granddaddy, but they were too much a part of theeto let them go. Granddaddy was
always a quiet man, but he enacted the same tawgoh his horses that he did on his
wife and children. His will was quiet and unconcpl#e. His benevolence with his
grandchildren was an anomaly; he had raised hisatwdren with an iron hand. His
disciplinary tactics were the stuff of legends. \Wimey uncle Glynn, always a
mischievous child and his mother’s favorite, wasgtd mistreating one of Granddaddy’s
favorite horses, Granddaddy grabbed the closestbajound to punctuate his point — a
‘baccer stick used to string up tobacco for hangmidpe barn. The beating stuck with
Glynn, who recounts the story with no animositylicg father. Brutality mixed with
justice serves as a harsh warden, but it was byieens uncommon in this area. The
beatings sustained by my father and his siblingseahands of his father instilled within
them a sense that violence was a necessary pdigabline, although they were never as
extravagant in wielding their power. Whippins’ whiklts and bare hands were a
common part of my own childhood, but we knew asdelin that they were repercussions
flowing from our behavior — not random beatings. M&rned to walk a chalk line.
Respect, possible stained a bit with fear, for autyrwas an unquestionable part of both
my parents and my own upbringing. The younger geimrs — my own generation -
have been accused of being much more permissiveonitchildren, but | am glad to see
that the violence so firmly etched in disciplineststiarted to ebb away although | know
that it is still present. Corporal punishment wilver die out in this area, but time-outs

have become the first line of defense. My parentsray grandmother often make
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disparaging remarks about using alternative metbbgsinishment. (Each one blames
the removal of paddling from schools as one reéisey believe that the moral fiber of
the world is deteriorating.) Ironically enough, yheever attempt to spank their
grandchildren. They lived with such punishment atildlpay lip-service to it, but the
hard anger that use to materialize in a grabbebeal swat on the behind has dissipated.
When you are pulled six different ways by bills a@leaming youngins’ and a house to
maintain, tempers run short. Grabbing a belt afdhesting those energies hurts the child
and mars the parent. Growing older usually finds iona little better situation — the kids
have grown and gone, monetary woes are easedwg thie empty nest. The new
generation of parents has not forgotten the lesisameed, and the belt is a hard master
to thwart. Living here marks each inhabitant witantal scars that we never knew we
had, and then we pass them to our kids as uncarségias we hand down genetic code
from one generation to the next. The good mergéstve bad in a mad-scientist’s
version of DNA that brands each member with knookéds, a big smile, religion-
induced guilt, quick temper and a heavy hand, ablihd love of the land, nature and
horses.

Once my daddy had a few grandkids of his own, loadint up the first new
horses that had arrived on the place in years. fnene, everyone reconnected with a
piece of our childhood that had almost been loger{efew weeks, another horse would
show up in the barn as another member of the fagaibyght the horse bug. Watching the
fun forced several family members to buy into thsibess, and we keep all of the horses

in granddaddy’s old barn.
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Now, | realize the inherent privilege that comesrirhaving these animals and
the land it takes to support them. Sunday mornitaye brought a new kind of religion to
being as we saddle horses and prepare for our ywadkl My father broke from my
grandmother’s steel-cased notion of religion tallimuch more flexible view of
Christianity. Instead of church, we (my father, elyismy husband — Brent, my brother,
my sister and her husband) ride the ridges and svobdur family farm. Before we
leave, we eat a bite of breakfast with Granny;&eks homemade pancakes, sausage
and cheese toast on Sundays to lure everyone ibsidee the ride. This brief interlude
provides her an opportunity to try to save our sddm the fiery abyss to which our
absence from church commits them. Religion is \W#agk-and-white for Granny, and
she wields the weapon to her advantage. She takefout in the promise of a better life
the next time around as she toils through the dendgf hard work and little money. She
rests assured in the notion that those who spekiessly (like the big bosses in whose
factory she does menial labor for a pittance) alve a reckoning in an afterlife. It is a
harsh religion that pulls my grandmother through life, taking a tenth of her meager
portion each Sunday. My father, wary of anyone wiamts a portion of his hard-earned
cash, raised his own children to believe that wddcéind our own way to God without
paying the required fees of the church. So, on 8umabrnings we find ourselves
enduring the biting warnings of my Granny beforesgéeoff on backwoods trails and
shaded paths. My mother stays home. Her fear @lsdsn’t tempered with the love of it
that flows in her children’s blood. So, she fixesdh and tends to her grandkids while
we ride. The Sunday morning ride is grown-ups obiy, the kids get to ride on Saturday

afternoons when we take them on a shorter ridenarthe farm. Our 190 acres is a
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pittance compared to some and a world comparedatyyrathers. It provides my family
the opportunity to have woods to ride through -dsldleand wrought with magnolias,
dogwoods, palmettos and kudzu — and fields to besar, potatoes, peas, onions, and
watermelons.

On a corn shucking day, the assorted bays, butkskid sorrels stand along the
fence greedily devouring the discards of our labbere have been countless horses that
have trailed through this barn; each one carristbgy. Daddy and his siblings seem to
remember them all, and reminiscing is as naturaresthing.

Daddy begins. “Do ya'll remember Sapphire? Mant bHwase could outrun
anything in the county.”

“According to Daddy, she was the fastest thing he &ver seen come around
here,” adds my Aunt Sue.

Brent immediately becomes interested in wheredp&tis headed; he is new to
horses, but found within him self a natural abitidyconnect with the animals. He soaks
up any information offered whenever the conversaliegins.

“What did she look like?” Brent’s insatiable cuiitysmakes every portion of
interest.

Daddy’s dark eyes glint as the horse materialimdgs mind. “She was a black
mare, just about two years old when we got her.Halgea white star on her forehead.
Just a drop of white on a coat so black that @adted blue when she took off running.
She was a fancy thang, short and powerful.”

Boonie — short for Daniel Boone — my Uncle Dani@tisniker since birth, joins

their trip down memory lane. “Those boys from dawe road use to get so mad that
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they couldn’t beat her. They even brought someadthginbreds in from up country, but
none of them could touch her. That killed ‘em thafrade plug could smoke their high-
dollar hosses.”

Daddy’s grin spoke of pride still evident, reliviegery race in his mind,

“Nothing could touch her to the quarter mile, they finally found a way to best her.
They’d want to race over a mile. She just didn¥énghe wind to last with them big
horses for that amount of time.”

“I saw her race this Standardbred one time thattivas times her size. She took
off like a shot. That big ole horse ate her duke Bved to race.”

Everyone soaks in the image before Daddy’s brd@ignn ventures a comment.
“Paul, was she the one that loved the barrels?”

"No, you're thinking about Lady Baby. That horseball I've ever seen when it
came time to run those barrels. She’d back intcthge and rest her head on the back
wall. Then, she’d start shaking. You just knew thatse was all keyed up, ready for
business. All | ever had to do was touch the ram$ hang on, cause she’d take off like a
rocket. She was another small-built horse, buvwsered as a firecracker. | think they
called her Comet after she left here. Daddy saidl llerse for a lot of money after | won
a few events on her. She was an unusual horsed®ygau could ride her on any given
day and she’d move along slow as you please. Ifexy@u got her in that starting chute,
she would be all business. It's a rare horse tlilhtum the barrels with any kinda speed
and then walk like normal on a trail ride.”

Horse talk can go on for a while, but we had fieisilking. Everyone was ready

for lunch which included fresh ears of corn, butdogse everyone had spent the morning
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working, sandwiches comprised the largest porticth@® meal. Normally, the men would
grips and complain about such fare, but not on-gatthering day. In fact, | can never
remember them being served on any other occaswess are pretty serious affairs to
my grandmother, and a sandwich does not make a Await a quick bite, the men
transported the corn to my Aunt Sue’s house todo&ed outside while the women
quickly cleaned the kitchen.

Somewhere there is an unwritten rule that men cat&ide over an open flame
while the women are confined to the kitchen. Theeawly line placed the men outside
cooking and cooling the corn, then transportingstde for the women to cut and bag.
This process had been refined and streamlinecetpdint were automation occurred
naturally. By the end of the summer, several hushdrgarts of corn would have been
stored in various freezers throughout the neightimain preparation for the following

year.
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CHAPTER 2 — FISHIN' HOLES AND PREGNANT GIRLS

As | look over the table before me, to see thadrof our labor makes me
appreciate the work that put it there. Fresh ceeds no condiment to make it taste-
worthy. Desserts — a necessary part of every maab-come from the garden in the
form of fresh watermelon and cantaloupe. | loveeraelon as much for what it reminds
me of as how it tastes. When | was little, arouenes or eight, my granddaddy’s brother
— Uncle Bill, who lived a short walk down the roadm us, grew watermelon for us kids
to snack on during the hot, sticky summer. We trse@ the hundred steps to his small
40X60 trailer every day in the summer to break agpernwatermelon he’d store in the
icebox for us — anticipating our arrival. We'd shaur bounty with his Shetland pony
and the large gray billy goat that would carry teuad on his back — miniature pack
animal that he was. There was a cart for the poysacart for the goat, and on any
given afternoon Uncle Bill would have them bothriemsed and ready to jaunt us around
the neighborhood. There is an inherent privileggrowing up as part of a place.
Everyone fits, pieces of a puzzle — some hammerdalit in place. We grow, interact,
intertwine, become convoluted parts of a whole.

We work hard, but we play equally hard. Daddy nmrgithat the river is up, and
that sets the tone for the conversation. The mukters of the Altamaha are dark and
beautiful, unaware and unconcerned with the frddéeforms that revel in her depths;
yet, her secretive waters and banks teem with-libeth seen and unseen. Underneath her
rolling waves, six foot long appaloosas troll aadyke-than-life catfish lurk in the muddy
depths. This river has been a constant for me aned aver the past few decades. When |

was little, daddy and mama would take me and ntgrsand brother in our little fish-
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and-ski that daddy had — a luxury we could hardfigrd, but dad could generally excuse
the cost if it was something that he wanted. Nowohder how he could justify the
expense of a boat when we lived from paycheck yelpeck. Raising three children on
salaries barely over the minimum wage was neveasy task. Such frivolities helped
one remember why they got each morning to facelthdgery of another demanding of
work.

Those days on the river are marked firmly in myant- carefree and beautiful;
they float through my memory as easily as we floatewn that river on our backs, face
to the sun, forgetful of everything and everyorseeWhen we were there, all of our
troubles rolled right on with that water. At thear, mom and dad became teenagers-in-
love again; with dad whistling at mom’s trim figuddom became carefree again, a
softening of her harsh lines and tired eyes. As,kige basked in their love and affection,
given freely here without the tempering of the deyday money woes that faced us at
home. This river provided a much-needed respite fitwe real world that kept mom at a
job long after the five o’clock hour working hendjers until they bled on machines that
were cold and unforgiving of mistakes. Dad’s eviolutfrom job to job had temporarily
landed him in one that suited his need to be oeit$id had spent the last several years
working as a deputy sheriff where he finally fekense of belonging and importance, but
his hours were stiff and intense with uncertainty.

This day was monumental for me; it marked the &g of the summer of my
eighth year. Daddy had promised me at the endeolfast summer that he would teach
me how to ski, and | had not forgotten. This dagtl poised in the water, a bob of dark

hair and wide eyes. The skis were longer than mil, felt certain that | could handle
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them. Dad circled the boat around me and gave pleai last minute instructions to
keep the line tight and my skis straight. | comgblieervous of failure and determined to
succeed. At the nod of my head, he sped up enaughlitme out of the water. Instead of
popping up nice and neat like | envisioned, | siggand struggled to hold myself out of
the water. | refused to let go; | could not stomtd@hspecter of failure. There were few
things that made me feel as worthless as disappginty dad. His expectations for me
were limitless; he seemed to think that there wahking that | could not do, and | usually
did little wrong in his eyes. Later, this would certo be a point of contention between
my mother and | as she found herself less andalalssto find favor in his sight, while

my star continued to rise.

So intent was | on succeeding that | would nogtebf the ski rope, even after
both of my skis had came off of my feet. | felt thater seep into my closed eyes and
huffing nose as we cut through the water. The boally slowed to a stop, and then |
could hear everyone yelling at me to let go ofrthyee. It was here that | first noticed how
| hated, intensely hated, to fail at something,thimg. | felt like everyone, especially my
dad, saw the failure in place of me. My sense Iffrested so precariously on how well |
could accomplish things. | let the idea of thingéine who | was. This later translated
into how well could | do in school or how well cdul play an instrument. | had an innate
need to do well at the things | attempted, and lld@ften not attempt anything that |
felt I could not be successful at. If | could naaster the skill within a few tries, | tried to
indiscreetly act as if | was uninterested in it) aright act as if it were unworthy of my

time.
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In this instance | was fortunate that | did learrski within a few tries because it
became one of the few outdoor things that | leatoetb. In fact, water skiing became a
favorite past time of mine and actually lead tomeeting the man | would matrry.
Shortly after we were married, Brent made a diriable comment during a Saturday
lunch at Granny’s that made me realize the conmedtetween the future | had chosen
and my past.

“Do ya'll know that my first date with Angie was e river?”

“You sure you wanna go there?” Everybody knowsstioey because | couldn’t resist.

There had never been a more perfect day to berotiteoriver. Summer was just
beginning to ripen to its full intensity, but itdhaot yet hit the sweltering days that wait
around the corner. The sun baked our warm bodiesdssked on the bow of the boat
the glittered low in the water. My cousin Beth halked me into coming with her, her
boyfriend Carl and his brother Brent when whatdllgewanted to do was stay at home
and sulk over the recent demise of my two-yeatimrahip with my college sweetheart.
Beth had called me early that morning and coercednto coming with them under the
guise that | would be doing her a favor by preventrent from feeling like a third
wheel. Even though he had lived here all of his life had just recently returned from a
four-year stint in the military and his re-acclinagit to our home area was a little rocky.
| agreed to go only at the urging of my parentsp wiere tired of seeing me mope around
the house; however, once we got there and pulledhtmuthe therapeutic waters, | felt
my agony slowing slipping away with the current.

The boys were anxious to ski; they had both beem rats from a young age, but

for some reason they had only recently learned tooski. The endless summers they had
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spent on these sheltered banks as children passsity iwith them casting and retrieving
fishing lines as their dad and granddad imbibeeixtess in the recess of the boats or on
the shores of the golden sandbars that forcedwrasirout of the underwater depths. This
day, they decided to play gentlemen and let méirsiki In retrospect, | suspect that it
was to let me embarrass myself so that they cdwdd/sne how it was done, so | did not
bother to tell them | had been adept at skiingesineas ten. | just handed them one of
the two skis that handed me back and said thaulduoy to slalom. The look on their
faces said volumes, either “Oh, shit” or “This slibloe a laugh.” For me, catharsis set
in. Skiing allowed me to shuck my normally timictmee and fly free over the water full
on. | popped out of the water as soon as Brerihaithrottle on the boat. Cutting and
serving, | sliced through the water with ease, tating in the awesome energy that leapt
through my body. Finally, we came round the bendl ladropped the line, jumped out of
my ski, and raced onto the sandbar without getimghing over my knees wet. The
skiing ended there that day. | killed all of thg ja that afternoon. Later, | went back to
the river with Beth and Brent on a day that Cad tawork. Brent was much more
receptive to skiing now that no other male waseherwatch him being bested by a
female. Our river years started there and contifiaedummers to come.

| couldn’t believe Brent brought that story ugdlieved him to be still nursing
the wound to his manhood. This dinner table hacy 0¥ bringing out stories you’d long
since buried.

Today is no exception. It's particularly hot, ahe thirty extra pounds | am

carrying around in my sixth month of pregnancy maleebemoan every degree. My
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lamentation is cut short by my mother, who cleagimembers how her own pregnancy
with me was marked with heat and tension.
Summer 1974

Summer in Georgia beats down on the body with ghw&ind oppression that is
physical and mental, moving air conditioning fraimury status to necessity. In the
morning, the temperature reads eighty degrees bedght o’clock. The humidity makes
it feel ten degrees hotter. The animals seek shadg in the day and stay there until the
late afternoon breeze made life bearable againevtiées and plants draw-up as much
as possible to escape the caress of the sun’srgpekys. Walking outside mimics the
comfiture of an oven, making you swim in sweatoasdyp in and out of various shades
and stores. Even the depths of the local swimmahg dffers no respite as the blood-
warm water only heightens the awareness of thentleles and infernal heat. Gnats and
flies buzz everywhere; the only creatures that seemindful of the heat, they
relentlessly dive and swarm to pester and aggratregdast remnant of patience
evaporated by the mid-day sun.

Tempers run hot in the middle of summer; it's nigpossible to not let the heat
get to you. | think that is why we blow-off so matdam during the summer. There is
nothing in this world like a Georgia summer to le@n your senses — making you aware
of every nerve ending on the body, right down éoethds of your hair. This acute
sensitivity makes emotions run like wildfire thrbuge synapses, turning an argument
into a fistfight and a sweet glance into a passterembrace. Emotions run high in a hot
Georgia summer, making it hard not let them pushyarational thought and behavior,

and perhaps this is why Southerners tend to haepatation for being hot-headed.
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Tempers flare, but in a twisted way contribute aggon. It seems like a natural
progression to go from angry to enflamed in the mem Sweat glistening on an already
half-naked body serves as sweet temptation eviéae imiddle of an argument.

Nestled at the end of the dirt road, hidden frtwn ¢ars that pass by a few miles
away on Highway 341, is where | reside. You haveawe the paved road behind, and
travel for several miles on a dusty, washboard roBuk trees grow tall and hide my
world from prying eyes, just in case anyone mighinberested enough to look. But, there
is not much to see here. The houses are non-déesgoiypwon’t find any plantation
mansions here. No gallant Southern gentlemen, reitiethat matter. Everyone here is
just different flavors of the same animal — justtée different presentation to mix things
up. The first house you pass is a wood frame haagmre and white, with a nice-sized
yard carpeted in dried grass and weeds. Severataid are in the yard, and dogs lie
under the porch out of the sun. The dried brandieswisteria bush form the
centerpiece of the yard — a stricken, parched eneaindicative of the time of year in this
place. Come back in the Spring, if you want tolée@and beauty — Summer here grants
no reprieve. Farther on, the brick house that my sester-in-law lives in with her
husband sets in stark opposition to the naturalldvaround it. The dull red brick creates
the appearance of the building block of a giantisTiace lacks finesse; there is only
simplicity — a staple of the community. This fagndommunity outlasted the farm. As
each family seeks to scrape a living working irtdaes and mills, the fields lie fallow
and unplowed — a testament to a time that has pag®mehow, we can never leave the
innate reverence for the land that comes of tendifay so long. This family — Paul’s

family — is third generation to tend this land. Oritinate for him that it is his generation
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that fails in the always fragile effort of earniadiving from it. His daddy still tends his
horses, but the days of living off the crops antleare over. There are reminders
everywhere; feeble attempts to hang on to thafiéeunsuccessful, but not abandoned.
This yard in front of my house buffers a smaltfi@here straggly corn stalks shelter
rattlesnakes. The heat sucked the life out oé#re before they could fully develop, even
the deer left them alone, failing to find any soatece in them. More reminders litter the
yard — a rusting tractor and an old farrin’ houséere the pigs were kept. | hated those
pigs; they scared me. To look at them, they appetr and harmless, but step in the pen
with one and your liable to lose a leg — or workat last big sow that they brought up
would kill anything that tried to get near her, eveer babies. The never-ending squeals
kept me up all hours; | never could get used tonthise, but Paul could sleep right
through it. Growing up with it deadened his sengjito it. | never could get used to the
idea of raising something, caring for it, just tnsl it off to be slaughtered. Paul and his
daddy show affection and compassion for all theinels, but then in a turn can beat
them for misbehaving or send them to the butclenefimes | recognize that same dual
nature when they deal with me. Perhaps if | coadehconvinced Paul to move into
town, things might not be so lonely, but thistiés one to the land, and me to a 40X60
single-wide trailer - my reality. This box bakes thody, and here | sit, nine months
pregnant, wondering if | have somehow stumbledsotae level of hell reserved for
those stupid enough to make a few wrong turns duhair lifetime. I think that hell
probably is going to be on Earth one day. Some daeems more of a reality than a

promise for the afterlife.
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| hate the clock. It mocks me, reminding me thagdié he would be home at five
and now it's seven. This heat sears the sensese I$ro wind, no air, no release from
the pestilential heat that touches every onceeshil reminding me that | have a lot more
than normal with my heavy belly protruding outriarit of me. A baby — | have hoped
and planned for this day for so long. From thetftrsie | saw Paul, | knew that | would
be his wife and have his kids. | even told mysBtenda that he was going to be mine.
Shoot, I didn’'t have any other plans. Staying anbavas so cramped. Sure, | was the
oldest left at home since Peggy got married, hatéd sharing a room with two other
girls. I guess | wanted to be married. | wantedbéoa grown-up; it’s just that at sixteen
one doesn’t really understand what being a grownsugll about. It's just that | felt like |
had no life — no privacy. Everything was about fgras an entity — a being existed with
so many heads and arms and legs — that dominagepsyche and stamped out any
remnant of self and individuality that | possesdegliess | thought being married would
mean being independent. Instead, | am tied to egoeith no company — now what |
would give for a sister to giggle through the dathwi don’t work because | don’'t have
a car to get me back and forth to work. From te@ated place everything is a fifteen
minute drive. | guess that | could probably find/iay to get there, but Paul makes it
clear that a good wife should stay home and keegsdad think it could be that my
husband doesn't believe me capable of providingveorghwhile contribution to this
household; | can work, but he won't let me. At tebsould have worked before, but with
the baby due, | agree with him that | will needgtay home. Babies need their mamas to

raise them right. | thought having a baby wouldgkéen at home, make him feel more
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like a family man. I'm due any day, and he stitfisere. If it was work keeping him
occupied, then | could understand.

He may be working late. That has to be it. Withife wue at any minute, it just
wouldn’t make sense for him to be out gallivantifige machine shop probably offered
overtime, and he is not one to fear hard work. ld&ed giving up farming to start
working at the machine shop, but there was justvap he could support our family. At
least, when he was farming | could ride on thetwagvith him or set and watch him in
the field, but now | never know really where herisvhen he will be home. Those
occasional late nights at work unsettle me, butetis me that | am just letting my
emotions run away with me. This pregnancy hasyédaightened my sensitivity. Some
days, | sit and cry all day for no good reason. Shevalls just seem to close in after
staring at them for several hours. I'd go and sittmhis mama when she gets home from
work, but those dark eyes hold an anger that Il dtih’t understand. Paul inherited his
mama’s eyes. | don’'t understand her, but | wishdw what | had done to make her so
hostile. His daddy, even though he doesn’t redtly ine, at least tolerates me. Paul
doesn’t seem to care; in fact, he seems contehthaiting his mother hostile towards his
wife. So, instead of seeking companionship witlothers that congregate on the porch
steps at their house in the late afternoon, | sitehby myself.

Nighttime brings a symphonic release from the pnessf sunlight. The heat, still
present but tempered by the release from the quarsstent rays, becomes navigable.
Doors open, folks move to their porches and swi@gsadas and frogs compete in

cacophonous harmony, creating a conversation af tven while human voices carry on
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the slight wind. However, to a mammoth pregnant amrthis slight reprieve is not
enough to temper the extra insulation carried.

| can’t believe it is still this hot at 7:00 at fig Where is the breeze? I'd get up
and move around, but | dread pulling my skin aff touch because | know that I'm
gonna lose some when | stand up. | shouda put sowe on here before | set down so
that | wouldn’t lost any hide. Tomorrow’s Saturdaguess that'll give his momma
another opportunity to ask him if he’s seen anlisfold girlfriends lately. | don’t know
why she hates me so much. Bein’ pregnant whengtomarried is not that bigga shock
these days. If only | hadn’'t miscarried, things Wbloe so different now. Shoot, she might
even like me if I had her grandchild here to wrap &round his or her little finger.
Surely when this baby gets here, that'll makels! tifference. We’'ve been married for
two years now, so it's not like | really trappearhinto this one. He coulda left me after
the miscarriage if he thought I tricked him intorm@ge. He wanted me all for himself;
his mama should be able to understand that. Ond dalged him why his mama disliked
me so much, but he acted as if he had no idea has talking about. We both knew he
was lying; it’'s just easier this way.

The road twists between oak trees and around fielgsh turn a lazy meander
into a world eerily the same for decades. When e wating, these woods seemed so
inviting. These woods were the only thing that saea his house from mine on the
other side of the creek. Dark and quiet, they meagerfect place to sit and listen to him
talk about his horses, his motorcycle and his filerStolen kisses under the trees marked
a beginning of make-out sessions. The woods argellans, dark and deep. How

dangerous | didn’t realize until | ended up preghadwio one has ever died of
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embarrassment, but his mama sure came close. Btosiskipped church that Sunday,
instead she just asked everybody to pray for hailya Heal them is more likely — makes
me feel like a plague. Those harsh pews of thecthiilt with the God-fearing ilk who
love to condemn, but rarely forgive — and nevegétr It's been two years since we've
married, and every time we enter those doors tstagng eyes become reproachful.
They didn’t even try to whisper their judgment iaftee miscarriage; “God’s

punishment” echoed through the sanctuary. Made weder if God hates me as much
as these cold-eyed biddies.

The wrenching feeling in my gut has become aestapéveryday life — constant
worry and wondering, but the ripping sensation tbeturs now carries a more intense
note of urgency. It takes me a few minutes befogalize the significance. My
predicament would be humorous, except for the ggdeaeling of panic that builds inside
my chest. I'm gonna have to call mama to take ntkeadospital; this baby wants to
come on whether or not daddy is there to see itcddet miss the birth; it can’t start this
way.

The empty space in the yard where we park theowdksl desolate, echoing the
way | feel. | had hoped he would take his motoeyalwork, so that the car would be
here in case anything happened. Of course, | wbalsk had to convince him to let me
keep the keys, instead of giving them to his m#rh&ad a little more practice driving, |
would be less-likely to dent it. That hand-me-d@arger puts a gleam in his eye every
time that he looks at it. Well, unless | plan terthe motorcycle to the hospital, | had
better call somebody. Mama and daddy are the niadyIchoices, but the look in their

eyes borders too much on pity.
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The phone rings three times before Mama picks he.nErves are apparent in
my voice, but the pains are more urgent. | havastq even though | know there will be
repercussions. My mama is a simple woman, goodsaandg. Dedicated to family and
her husband, she recognizes a daughter in needsdmeétimes there is no easy fix. Bitter
medicine chokes the parent as much as the chielkBows not to ask why my husband
can’'t carry me to the hospital. Instead, she agteeget Daddy, and they will come take
me to the hospital. Mama never learned to drivdeast | can drive when Paul will let
me use the car. Daddy carried Mama to work everyWdyen she cooks at the hospital,
she wields her spatula with dignity and talent. pagents never complain about her
meals. The home-cooked ones that she preparegjaatlyewell-regarded. She takes
pride in her skills and pains to pass them to eawé of her seven daughters. That is one
thing that my mother-in-law has never been ableaimplain about. | may not keep the
cleanest house, but every meal | cook is fit to Baat may be why | gained so much
weight with this pregnancy. Fried chicken, collan@ens, and rice and tomatoes are
Paul’'s favorites - perfection on a plate.

“Where’s your husband?” Daddy wastes no time irtiogtto the chase. Mama
knows without asking; Daddy will never have thae&se. The relationship between Paul
and my parents certainly doesn’t mimic the onevehaith his folks. My parents respect
that Paul works; he fulfills the marital respondityi that the husband brings to the
marriage. Am | a failure in their eyes? What dohtribute to this marriage? Before
now, I'd say nothing, but now this child. Everythinill change. | leave Paul a note,
surely he will rush to me as soon as he gets hbdan’'t even have a bag packed; the

reality of this day was like a promise that | dilekpect to be kept.
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The pain cuts through the silence as we ride tchthspital. The pains sears my
abdomen, rigid with expectancy. This pregnancyceia and uneventful, seems to want
to end with enough hurt to settle the score. Myhteeaw blood from my lip, panicking
me when | see my reflection in the rear-view miriidre visage staring back looks frayed
and damaged — like my emotions. For my parents jolyful event should be old hat.
They have nine other grandchildren ranging in agenf twenty-five to four months, so
my miraculous event is tempered by the rote ofithle Certainly my own mother is no
stranger to these pains. Eleven natural childbirtim®st of them at home, and she never
complained. | have never heard her mention anytheggative about a one of them. |
don’t think I am going to be quiet as successfuhet process as she was.

The hospital, small and quaint in the manner of ynemall town hospitals,
welcomes me with smiles and knowing looks. Singeéstimy first baby, no one expects
me to complete this process any time soon. My daetarusque old man with a
handlebar mustache, waits for me at the desk. Aggbrmy child is not the only one
that thought today would be a great day to be lasithe doctor has two other patients
already in delivery rooms. As | move from the wtieal that | entered the building in to
a stretcher, | am gripped by another cutting pais.much as it embarrasses me, | ask
about the pain medicine. Mama’s body must have bread with a natural resistance
to pain that | do not share. Twilight sleep souhdavenly. I'd like to wait until Paul gets
here, but each wave of pain weakens my resolviheAsalls begin to close in, so does
my throat. The airway constricts around the oxytfext | need, so the doctor insists on
the medicine to help settle me down. | waited tauar$ | cry as they start the medicine.

It is close to nine when Paul shows up. He offerexcuses, and | am in no shape to

40



guestion. At twelve, when | am no further alongithaas at nine, he goes home. This
goes on for another thirty hours. Paul checks ifokeand after work, then goes home
close to midnight. On the third day, the doctoimcern for my health causes him to
prepare me for a C-section. Mama has been nexetthmentire time. Her eyes are lined
with worry, but her silent strength supports andnéorts. Paul arrives just in time to see
my mother bring his daughter into the waiting rodtis. Saturday; | don’t ask if he has
worked today. | don’t care. He’s here now. The bilhlyere, and she is healthy — small,
but beautiful. It is a new start for our marriageam a mother.

At the dinner table, everything has a way of contmthe surface. Years can
pass, but the memory is still there. The pain minuso it's okay to let it find the air.

“Good Lord, Granny, why were you so mean to Mama?”

“I don’t remember it being like that.” Suddenly, ®ranny’s ever-sharp memory
fails her. Daddy sits, bemused smile on his fand,atributes his behavior to youth and
immaturity.

When Mom and Dad married, he was eighteen and aBesixteen. He graduated
from high school on May 21 and they were marriedvtay 29. Mom dropped out of
school after that —her sophomore- year. She wae tmonths pregnant when they
married.

The baby never came. She miscarried at five monihasking this early union
with complications and conflicts. Without the endarance of a child, he treated the
marriage as little more than a blip on his radae Stayed at home while he worked
different jobs — usually as a mechanic. They shartmty-by-seventy single-wide trailer;

she luxuriated in the private space that she didhaee in the family home that she had
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shared with her parents and eleven siblings. Maamged house with so much pride; it
was her house and he was her husband — a sensypefty that she had never before

possessed. The single car they shared — a 1969 l@sl his prized possession. It was
their only mode of transportation, and he guardgehiously.

While mom stayed at home, daddy worked. He maglentbney, so he made the
rules. He had to attend a training session shafter she had given birth to my brother —
their third child. He did not want her driving thar, so he left he keys with his mother.
Things were of value, to be guarded and pamperéf@ -and children were not. If he
wanted to go out with the boys, he went. Mom stdyade and handled the kids. She
often spent weeks at a time with us at our houselivéd so far out in the country that it
took ten of fifteen minutes to drive anywhere. Wed amongst my father’s family, each
house a four or five minute walk from the othert there was no one there for her to vent
to or socialize with. She was never good enoughyrgrandmother’s eyes, so seeking
society at her house was not an option. Now | e¢dy imagine at the loneliness she had
to feel watching her husband leave her to fengédirand their children. When daddy
got home from work, she had to have supper readyaaclean house awaiting him.
After he ate, he might stay or he might go, depsmain his mood.

My dad was a man with little patience for the fgnainit. His money was
precious, and the wife and kids limited his abitityspend it the way he wanted to. He
kept a tight budget, mostly because of necessithat little there was had to be spread
around. But he often managed to find money if is\ia him. If mom needed something
for the house or the kids, a demeaning processnbé&gat, she had to beg, literally beg,

for the money. She prostrated herself before tlis mho griped at her about the amount
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of money she asked for. If she needed grocerieshatl to ask. Clothes for the kids . . .
ask. Money for diapers . . ask. For every quedtiene was an interrogation and verbal
abuse.

“Where is the other money | gave you?”

“Why are you wasting my money?”

“Do you think that | am made of money?”
She hated to ask. Finally, she coerced us chilidterthis battlefield by sending us to
ask. We became unwitting pawns. From these yedeydloped an innate sensitivity
about money that would haunt me for the rest ofifay

She stayed trapped that way for eight years, omtibrother started kindergarten.
She got a job and a car, and she reveled in theebit of freedom that she found.
However, money would always be an issue as shedwveuer make much over
minimum wage. So, she begged and borrowed to gegghHidden credit cards and
shuffling debt from one card to the next becamkaareful legacy. Money woes marked
each one.

My father is a man of many talents — all of whiclérescontinuously employed in
his many diverse careers. Men in our area can malexent living, enough to support a
family in a frugal manner, with nothing more thahigh school diploma. There is a large
demand for the kind of laborers that seem to sedhon this soil. For young boys,
mechanical prowess seems to be established earlfyaoboy can't rebuild a motor in his
teens, then his manhood takes a severe blow. Thareunwritten code that men need to
be mechanically inclined because these types afjalb always be available, and these

jobs pay well even without a piece of paper cerifyone’s worth. Dad worked many
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mechanic jobs throughout the years. He enterechangbod ole boy club when he

joined the police force. When he turned twenty-sewe determined that his various
employments were not going to provide the sortasfdiits he needed to raise a family
on. At the time, he was serving as a security gaatte local power plant. That job had
unwittingly fallen into his lap, and he enjoyedltit he was restless confined within the
walls of the plant. He decided that he would gth®police academy so that he could
start a career that would promise benefits angbtbmise of security. He had finagled

our finances so that he could spend six weeksegbaltice academy. So, for six weeks, he
left my mom to fend as best she could with threalskids who had to be carted to
school while she worked a full-time job at a fagtor

Mom though police work would be a saving gracaettieir marriage. Dad would
make a decent salary, have medical benefits, ahldave to work the ten and twelve
hour shifts that kept him away from home for soglodnfortunately, few things ever
work out as one hopes. Dad loved his job. He ace@ifrom city cop to deputy and
eventually to Chief Investigator, but our home lifas far from idyllic.

Not long after Daddy started working at the slilsribffice, the calls started
coming. Late at night, mom would wake up to a woimanice asking her if she knew
where her husband had been that night. Mama alnwatked a fine line with her nerves.
The added implication made her harder and hardérgavith. When Dad started staying
longer and longer at work, Mom started lookingdter places to be besides home.
Whereas before when she got home, she was sdhaedhe just wanted to lie down,
now she wanted to go to line dancing classes ottter places with the ladies from work.

As teens, we were too wrapped up in our own miaRtas to notice what was going on.
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The money dynamic was still there; Mom still hacgsk Dad for money to help cover
the bills, and Dad still made her account for ewdoifar spent, but there was an unrest
that came from too many years of living from haodnouth worrying about how they
were going to meet the next bill. Mom found a neW fhat allowed her to assume more
of a secretarial role. For the first time in hée lishe felt like she had more to live for than
just being someone’s wife or someone’s mother.fébethat she loved her job enabled
her to become successful at it. That success heedmesults. She quickly became her
boss’s favored employee. Along with that statusecéme rumors of an affair. At this
point, my parent’s marriage almost ended.

Then, my Dad lost his job. He was fired by ther8hm a move that completely
caught him off guard. Dad had loved his work, aadMas good at it. Good enough to
alienate those in town who had money to match tireig problems. He was stonewalled
when the sheriff called him into the office to hétn go. The dynamic in my parent’s
marriage shifted. For the first time in their liy&ad began to cherish and respect mom
for the loyalty she had shown to him throughoutytbars. She convinced him that the
rumors of an affair were just that — rumors. Thigyted to communicate for what might
be possibly the first time in their lives, activealking and listening to the wants and
needs of the other. Years of pent-up aggressiomesahtment have to be knocked away
by degrees. Daddy has started the process. For khene was a deep-seated resentment
that she did not know she possessed. It has bedartfar her, but the process is there.

It has been seven years since Daddy lost hidTjaioty years into it, their
marriage is still far from perfect, but it is stlwork in progress. He found working odd

jobs fixing big trucks and heavy machinery from yésd to be strangely therapeutic.
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“So, Mama, why did you put up with it?” Am | thelgrone thinking this? No one
seems too surprised or even upset. | have to asfgudbstion, but it's a way of life |
should know.

“What else was | going to do?”

That loaded question defines the sentiment for @ynyoung girls in this area.
When you're little, being grown-up seems like tmeajest thing — no worries, no one
bossing ya around — at least, so it seems to alkigéetricycle motor perched on her
Daddy’s knee. Being grown-up means being worldhphssticated. So, when little girls
grow into older girls with blossoming curves anding curiosity, it seems natural to start
wanting to be grown-up. There are almost no gropsiin this area who are not parents.
Many were parents right out of high school, if thegited that long. Synonymous with
being grown-up is having babies. Having babies bapgarly and often. My mama no
different than the rest; her story twinged with agne tones — first hope, then sadness,
then nothing.

Ironically enough, this segment of her story stih the guidance office.

An Incident in the Guidance Office

Sixteen years old, fresh-faced, bright blue eye&slang brown hair — she fidgets
in her chair while waiting for the guidance courtgeHer stomach, aflutter with the
unrest of a hundred butterflies, moves in discanten

Sixteen years old, facing the most important degigi her life.

Her academic career has been less-than-stellarhleutathletic prowess kept her

involved enough to get her by. Now, however, thémkise discreet little ring on her left
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hand, she has found her excuse. School, boribgstt has manipulated her social time
for far too long.

The grey block walls of the guidance office seeniase in around her as she
waits. Her eyes move nervously around the intesfdhe room, and she determines from
the plush leather chair and color-coordinated pretsithat the occupant must be
extremely chic. Her nerves frayed, she begins ta ¢p& impatient.

“Where is Mrs. Clark?” she wonders.

The office exudes a sense of sternness and steliéb gets the impression that
the inhabitant probably does not have a lot offtcabn her plush rug.

“Two years in this school and this is the first &#ihhave been in the counselor’s
office for anything.” The irony of her intended @efure is not lost on her.

Sixteen years old, heart enraptured with love d@itdea of being a grown-up.
Mrs. Clark enters the room, hair meticulously csilff make-up and clothes in perfect
array. Her demeanor of bored in difference belies proffered, “How are you today?”
Deb was infinitely aware of the great disparitytieir appearances. Mrs. Clark’s
designer suit, perfectly pressed and impeccablgrel, looked stylish and sophisticated
against the threadbare T-shirt, ragged jeans amuffbps that Deb had donned earlier
that morning.

“Well, why are you here?” Formalities dispensed,3ViClark was ready to deal
with the particulars and move on to more productiaters. The obvious impatience of
the guidance counselor sent the words tumblingpbeb in nervous incoherence.

“I wanna quit school. I'm getting married.”
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Could there have been just a note of indecisidmeinvoice, or maybe a bit of
hesitance perhaps? What about a possibility of &ehed into the features of her face?
A child of sixteen, filled with grand ideas, rugipimormones, and impending pregnancy
sets in front of the one person who could changeturse of her life. There sets a future
in the balance, held in the sights of the person whdes in children’s futures.

“Well, okay. Let me get the forms.”

Untold possibilities relegated to the trash. Onerenfuture predisposed to
failure.

What possibilities might have existed for a youngwith no high school
diploma that it seemed easier to stay in a marnaggre you were less than a person? |
can’'t fathom it, but apparently | am the only ose | let it drop.

Barefoot and pregnant flows down these roads, dettummies nurturing life
while bouncing a toddler on one hip and tugginitke Idark-eyed imp from around your
legs. It was my grandmother, my mother, my sister, Suddenly, it dawns on me that
we might be more alike than | realized.

“You know, | might should be careful where | cagines. Do you remember
when Brent and | first started dating?

“Whoa, why are you bringin’me into this?” Brent km® where this is heading,
and the person that he is now feels shame for ehods.

“Hey, this reflects worse on me than it does oun;\l was the one with the
complete lack of self-respect.” Somehow | doubtasgertions will help his guilt.

“Why should you feel guilty?” interjects Grannystie chased you until you

married her!”
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| have to fight to get a story in edgewise, betr¢his a sense of satisfaction in
being able to reminiscence to show that | was wedngiowever, this one, while | get to
poke fun at Brent for the boy he once was, siiigs me and the reminiscing is forced to
show that it really didn’t bother me.

1994

When Brent and | first started dating, me sittimglavaiting for the phone to ring
was one of the sure-fired components of our daghktsi This night started out like many
others. | throw out what remaining pride | have dmdlly break down and call him.

The phone rings for the tenth time before | fipalhng up. | hate it when he pulls
this stunt. He is just vague enough when we makesib leave me wondering if we
actually had any plans at all. And here | sit bg ffhone, waiting for him to call. | hate
myself for wanting, needing him to call, and | hiai® for not calling.

“How many times have you called him?”

“I didn’t call him, Mama, | was calling to see ifeh wanted to go out tonight.”

“I thought you called Beth a few minutes ago.”

What can | say? I'm embarrassed that she knows dlegging him. So, | pick up my
sandals and put them on. | can’t stand to wear stioem or most of the year around
here; they suffocate my feet. One constant duhnge months is a slimy sense of
humidity — of a sense of inhabiting within a sKighgly oily from perspiration; for me,
shoes exacerbate that situation. Clothes are saadtfew in these warm months that
start before the end of spring and don’t dissipatél long after the end of summer. True
seasons are only creatures of legend — the mokah ¢f summer moves to the luxuriant

radiance of fall. Winter’s rain, laced with bonembing chill, chills the land — an irony
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of a humidity that emphasizes the intensity of ed&tweather might occur. Spring dries
everything out — a precursor to the dreaded heat wilts and fades. Fall provides a
brief respite. For me, this time right before tharsof Fall Semester breathes life back
into a body dried out by the intense demands afhanser’s sun. | quit my job so that |
would have a little break before | headed backctwosl. Time for family and friends.

“I’'m going out. I'll be back in a little while.”

“Didn’t he stand you up a few weeks ago?”
| hate it when she is right.

“He didn’t have his phone with him. He was at hisdl¢ Kenny’s house, so it
wasn’t like he was out gallivanting around or sohmeg).” | try to sound convincing, but
I've been wondering about that night myself. | haatle myself miserable trying to find
him, and | wouldn’t leave the house because | wasesl | would miss his call. | hate
being so needy, and for the life of me | can mptré out why | keep making excuses.
Would it be so bad to try and find someone elsev&\lEen dating for four weeks,
surely | can spare that short amount of time oungflife without regret. In less than two
weeks | will return to school — four hours awagoh’t kid myself that a relationship so
wobbly when | am here dedicating every momentwalitvithstand a four-hour
commute. It's another failure that | can’t handlgust lost two years of my life on
Michael. Heavens knows that | shoulda cut that slomrg ago, but things are so much
easier when there is someone there to supportlyave to admit, in retrospect, there
was little in the way of support from Michael. By time | admitted to myself that all of
the rumors of other girls were true, | had beemigywith him for months. Mama and

Daddy seemed to like him, so that made it evendnaiiche way he took to them made me
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feel like he must love me to care so much abodamily. | guess he wanted to spread
the love, but I finally had to draw the line whenkissed my sister. The entire incident
still leaves me feeling sick, and when | am witary| almost feel normal again. | don’t
want to go back to being by myself. | hate the ghoof going back to school, seeing
Michael, and not having someone of my own. Withyene here either married or
practically married, | am starting to feel like atd maid. Even Erin has been dating the
same boy for two years, and she is only sixteey, Bowould flip if he found out
Michael tried to kiss her. Why do we protect hinft2Aeverything that has happened,
why does it matter? If the cheating were the omilyg, maybe it wouldn’t matter, but
eventually Daddy’s going to figure out that he’#ihg me. | know it’s for the best that
we’re split, but it doesn’t make it easy. Beingybwr self is so hard. It seems like every
girl I know has a boyfriend; in fact, that was aofethe first things learned in school —
how to catch a boy. | felt like a failure becausesls in high school before | had one. The
girls who didn’t have a boyfriend were always teghtike dirt. Mama ought to
understand, she has been with Daddy since sheixtasrs. It's just easier to know that
someone is there to take care of you, to care apouwt

“Don’t go chase ‘em, baby.”

“I'm not mama. I'll be back soon.”
What does she know about dating? She married Dadyple of months after they
started dating. She was sixteen and he was héetingriend; it was not like she had
shopped around. She doesn’t know how afraid | ahlttvon’t find anyone. | thought |
had with Michael; just look how disastrous thatrted out. The crazy thing is that |

would have never left his crazy, abusive ass @drtt met Brent. | keep looking for that
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Southern hero to come riding over the horizon t@teare of me. Somebody like Daddy.
| don’t think she knows how lucky she was to fordesone like him without having to
scour the countryside.

| go into my room one more time to look in the oniriThis time doesn’t lend
itself to too many clothes, so my short-shortstané top make me look like the typical
Southern girl. God, | wish my boobs were biggen tail thin, but | have a nice tan. |
love Georgia summers with marathon tanning sessieren walking outdoors becomes a
toasting opportunity, and the fall is even bettecause the heat isn’t as intense.

Riding the strip is the one and only pastime inlelaarst on a Saturday night.
Cars are lined up and down the road as teens pash ether, relentlessly on the prowl.
Girls and boys alike take cruising very seriou¥pu can bet that the hour before
sundown is spent primping and polishing. For th#sgcurling irons and hair-spray
tease and curl to create bouffant ‘dos that defvgy. These Southern belles shellacked
appearance stems from multiple layerings of fouiogablush, eye-shadow and
mascara. Few girls are brave enough to leave hoitteowt their game face on. The boys
weren’'t exempt from vanity either, as they primgyesdr hair and washed their rides to
maximize their studliness.

The town council thought to curtail the one sooportunity offered to youth by
one-wayin the two main city streets. What else wergoing to do, though? There was
no bowling alley or skating rink in town, and theeatheater had only one screen, so if
you saw the movie on Friday night, you were sunkhi® weekend. Usually, if enough
friends can get together, one can find out whesxy@ne’s hangin at that night or make

a party if one is not to be found. When all elskeda cars would slowly wind their way to
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the river for an open-air communion with nature dridnds. | had circled the strip three
times when | saw him in a parking lot in his beisind’s truck. | swerved in even though
| knew better. If | acted like | didn’t see himethl could pretend to believe whatever
excuse he offered me tomorrow.

When | pulled up next to the car, | understood Wwcted like he didn’t see me.
The two girls in the back were giggling (at mehia?) | am a little surprised that he is
coming to the car to talk to me. Right now, if tremy sense of self-respect, | would
leave. Instead, | roll down the window.

His smile is confident, but his eyes tell the truth

“What'cha doin?” he asks.

Simply put, “Lookin’ for you.”

His story comes out long and convoluted story. Bays on a river bank all day —
drinkin and skiing. When the girls came up, he atdyyed because Johnny was really
interested in the blond. Did it matter that he ltded the brunette right before he
started snaking on me? He’s convincing.

“Look, there’s a party out on the Alma highway aty’s house, come on and
meet me there. Johnny will have hooked up by #rehwe can leave together.”

It sounds convincing, and | don’t want to admitiie embarrassment of him
wanting someone else. It takes a little while toayer a hesitant burst of self-esteem. |
ride around town a few minutes longer, telling ntiy$et | don’t have to follow him out
there. There’s a line of cars pulled in at Hardeelsen | see my cousin, Matthew.
Matthew is the consummate party guy. There’s ama &very generation — the guy who

never stops going to the high school party ten yadter he graduates. Everybody loves
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Matt because Matt loves a good time. | wheel itaioto him. After a few minutes of
uncomfortably stilted conversation, | realize tham never going to be comfortable with
inviting myself into a conversation. | feel like iatruder, even among people that | have
known for a lifetime. In mentioning the party totih@w, | seek to coax him into going so
that | will have a lifeline in a place where | réaton’t want to go. He doesn’t take the
bait as he decides to circle the block a few mones in search of a girl or a drink or
both.

So, | go to the party, leaving my last shred ohdigunder the glowing neon
lights of town. When | pull in the driveway, thé&se line of cars that | don’t recognize.
What if he’s not here? What if he is here, butsheith her? What if | don’t know anyone
and have to stand by myself? The thoughts rollupnomy brain, and I tell myself to get
out of my head. | am my own biggest enemy, anai@gse insecurity has to be revolting
to others as it is to me.

The party, hosted in the yard of a single-widel¢raihat belongs to a guy who
was thirty-going-on-eighteen, provides an arenalook-ups and break-downs.
Thirteen-year-old girls strut around in tube topsdeenough make-up that one can’t
really tell that they are anywhere under twenty-ddales in their twenties sniff around
the girls for one young enough not to know anyeelt is a typical party. Two sparse
shelters ring the back yard, creating a dirt stdgetransgressions and missteps.
Country songs blare from a radio propped in thedww of the trailer. There are a few
on the inside of the trailer, but it's too stuffiside; the heat of the day is gone, but heat

and humidity linger in the night air. The air issty as cars come and go on the road
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directly opposite of the house. Beer washes awayeasidue for most; | am not quite at
ease enough to drink, so | tote one around for éewh

| see him at the same time he sees me. He crdssgard with a careless
swagger, full of confidence and bravado. My heagttsn When he looks at me like that, |
feel like the most important woman in the worlds Hice is red, a remnant of his river-
filled day; his eyes — bloodshot — tell me his dag filled in its typical manner.

“I hoped you would come. I've been looking for you

“I shouldn’t have. Katie looked like she wanted youherself.”

"Come on, baby, you know if | was interested in heould’a had her.”
His logic wins me over. His arm is warm, and | fide# a queen on his arm as we walk
from one group to the next — his friends, not mihe.looks everyone gives him border
on smirks, and | know the reason. He certainly npgiear the Romeo to show up with
one girl and walk around with another. God, | h#ftese people and this place. It is why
| decided to go to a college four hours away. d finyself here in the midst of
everything | tried to leave behind is infuriatinthis is how it works - everyone knows
you and your business, and if your business istétresting enough, it can be
embellished.

| am ready to go, and he agrees to leave with nist,fhe has to go make sure
that Johnny has a way to get home, so he tellom&ay outside while he goes inside to
tell him. | watch him swagger into the trailer itod Johnny, and my heart sinks.

| wait.

After the first five minutes, | swear to myselfttham going to leave. Instead, |

see Matthew and find refuge in his conversatiorr&lare small groups here and there,
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milling around. Just when | can stall no longer,éats the trailer. | don’t ask, and he
doesn’t make excuses.

As we walk to the car, his arm slides through mireere’s a possessiveness there
that comforts. He kisses me, and | feel at horigendéiver that simple, though. It's only
now that the effect of the alcohol become readlyagent is; he’s leaning on me as much
as walking beside me, and his voice has that stuneted that he hides really well,
except for when he’s intensely intoxicated. Thig bethe first time he has appeared
quiet so intoxicated on a date. He must have haddaday at the river; | don’t even
want to think about that. His weight causes made-step as we perform a drunken
waltz towards my car. The heavy beat of Nirvan&robm the trailer, its heady
presence steaming the air with vibration. Unforttety, it doesn’t look like our
departure is going to go as smoothly as | had hopedie and her friend David are
perched on the hood of my car. This can not endl ttel face, tears streaking her
carefully made-up features, doesn’t betray our @mgtance. I'm not sure if the twinge |
feel is guilt or anger. She and | have known eatlerofor years. We were friends for
most of high school. But, | guess we’re supposérte each other now because of this
game of musical girlfriends. Maybe there aren’t ggio boys in this town.

“We’'re just gonna leave now, if ya’'ll hop off mydab”

David wants to have a word with Brent. In anothentext this would really be
funny, but | know where this is headed. My Bremie®ack from the military a hot-head,
and when he’s drinking, he’s convinced that he'gse®man. The first date we ever went
on ended up with him fighting a boy at the armaapak because the boy looked at his

brother, Carl, wrong. The poor fella didn’t knowsheyes would get him in so much
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trouble. The fighting doesn’t really bother me; stimes he wins, and sometimes not —
like tonight. It would bother me a lot more if heedted it my way, but he is so gallant
when it comes to watching over me to make surd tha't get hurt. He is so adamantly
against anyone hitting girls that | can’t help baterate his impulsivity when it comes to
a fair fight. Now, | am just left to try and figuoait why Katie would do this? It's obvious
that he doesn’t want to leave with her. I'm so daugp in trying to get the car door open
without causing Brent to fall — he’s still leaniog me for support - that | don’t notice
what he is doing. When he takes a swing, I'm tpitdiught off guard. The moment
flashes by and is over instantly. | try to stop bh@od from Brent’s lip as Katie leaves
with her protector. | am embarrassed for Brent, bat surprised. Too drunk to walk
usually means too drunk to fight, but that rarefyps these boys. At least he was here by
the car so that | don’t have far to lug him.

The ride to the trailer he shares with Carl is ejuieven peaceful. His slight
snores provide an accompaniment for the click efttighway as we drive. When we turn
off the dirt road that leads to Deerfield, the teaipark is dark. When | park the car, |
just listen. It's so peaceful at this time of nightie slight buzz of mosquitoes faintly
annoys, but the stars look close enough to catcanit deny the beauty of this place.
Everything is backwoods, but can I live with thekwaards? They seem to go hand-in-
hand. | don’t want to go back to school. | am alrtno. Brent is so supportive, claiming
certainty that a long-distance relationship will geeat. He really seems proud that | am
going to college. Great. So great that he can deeewer he wants to during the week,
and then he gets me on the weekends. This negaaig to me, besides, | don’'t know

that he has done anything that | should be mad &abou
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The story lasted a lot longer than my audiencedctrdear, and conversations
had sprung up around the table.

“If | was so bad, then why did you marry me?”

“Your potential made you worth the wait.”

My story mirrors so many of the others, with &ttlariation on the strain. Growin’
up here means sex. For girls, it's a rite of pasghgt, more often than not, is glamorized
until the actual event which leaves a bitter digapinent and a quick facade to show
that you are alright and all woman. We twist anth §eeping deeper into our self-
destructive behavior, grasping and reaching foingggrace in the form of a man, any
man. It manifests itself so young; as grown womenawok back at the twists and turns
and wonder why we made such stupid decisions amdl@rchow our lives might have
been different. The toll is steep — only our salfeem.

Even now, fifteen years later, | can not quite éathhow it could have happened.
It seems so wrong — how could | have fallen intchslbiehavior — reckless, self-loathing
behavior? It is the moment | am most ashamed afyah| can not determine how it
happened. Memory is such a subjective thing, atehds to waffle on me when | need it
the most. What | do remember. . .

| was out of the house on false pretenses. Theseswidittle to do for teenagers,
and | sought temptation as readily as | sought@eoee. (How did | end up in the truck
with him? Why did 1?) The lights of the Flash Foattew teens cruising for trouble like
moths to a flame — each knowing no good can conite BDavid and | had worked
together in my uncle’s tobacco fields the summédoree | considered myself remarkably

adept at playing the astute academic in duringtiheol year and the down-home
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Southern girl during the summer. He was charming @oarse way; his rough, raw edges
only made me find him more alluring. | am not swmeat made him look twice at me; |
should have been the last person he would haveediaatdally with since my father had
arrested him several times. Maybe therein restseheet. He represented all the things
that | knew | was not supposed to want, and, for, hiwould be the ultimate revenge on
a man who had inflicted endless humiliation on lama his family.

My father had warned me in no uncertain termsdg atvay from David. Rough
family, rough reputation, going nowhere but jafast. Yet when he looked at me and
smiled. . . Guys never looked at me like that. $\@lwvays the buddy, the one they shared
secrets with, but never the passionate releasé ltlaak read about in novels or heard
other girls giggling about in class. What was wrenth me? At seventeen, the only
boyfriend | had ever had was a chaste fifth-graatedhholding match with a boy who
moved before our sixth grade year. Certainly myeapance was not so different from all
the other girls who currently courted favor amolng local boys. {Note — how does one
complimentarily describe a younger version of séthout seeming totally vain? |
believe | was fair enough, | was the typical tesbgessed with putting forth my best
appearance. For a Southern girl, that stateslkzelmuse of the code — you never leave the
house without being perfectly coiffed and curleduffered from what seemed to plague
many young girls that age — blatant insecurity.yvidg a boyfriend was a status symbol
to a bunch of young girls whose idea of ultimatecess was having the happy family. |
was slender, with long dark hair — shiny and slé&klarge dark eyes expressed emotion
— mostly insecurities with life itself. Boys weraréign creatures; my intense failure at

dealing with boys instilled a sense of self-dotiaittmade me discount all my other
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personal, mainly educational, accomplishments. kst ffriend — another misfit such as
myself- sagely advised me that my intelligencenitated my male comrades — straight
A’s in school, at the top of my class, highest S¥bre — and apparently created a
daunting persona. | always thought that boys neegced me because | was too shy to
carry on an intelligible conversation; for whateveason, | found myself saddled with
feelings of inadequacy resulting from the lack tfogfriend.

So when this guy who was so very out of my nornrale of operations noticed
me, | was flattered. We had met the summer beftvenwwe both worked in tobacco for
my uncle. (Boy, that is one job my dad probablyetg pushing me into. He believed
that if he kept me busy working menial jobs, thevould develop his work ethic and an
appreciation for jobs that required a more intéllatapproach —i.e. | would stay in
school. He met my mom in a tobacco field.) The tabafields simmer with heat and
expectation, a sensuous dance of motion and stieatyonotonous repetition of lifting
and twisting lulls the senses into a nicotine-lagaphoria that stems from tar-covered
hands and arms. It was here, under the searindghatrhe would lift and carry the heavy
racks of drying tobacco so that | wouldn’t haveH@s chivalric behavior - very out-of-
character with his hoodlum reputation (my fathad arrested him for various drug-
related offenses) - left me starry-eyed. He wagnamyone that my father would have
allowed me to date, and he was the first boy tecaahe as a girl. So, we started seeing
each other on the sly.

| was not even supposed to be out that night.thospect, | really wish | had
stayed home instead of coaxing my father intorigtthe go out for a little while. It took

such an effort to convince him to let me go anywheertainly he was of the mold that

60



believed that children must be kept on a tightle&ait, there | sat under the glaring
gaudiness of the convenience store sign, againstattgr judgment, crammed in the
front seat of his friend Pres’s truck with Davide®, and Pres’s girlfriend Becky. We
decided to head to the river because there wasadgo be a party. Instead, there was
just the dark.

What kind of insecurities lead me to open myseH twoy that | hardly knew in
the front seat of a pick-up with his friends makmg on the tailgate waiting for us to
“finish”? My head, propped on the door at an oddglenbumped an erratic rhythm
against the leather and metal until it fell inte hpen air as Pres opened the door. A
laughing, “Sorry” resulted in my head being slamnmd the closing apparatus.

“Why am | doing this?” runs through my thoughtst there is no answer.
Instead, we simply stop and | apologize for my latkkill. | have only done this once
before is my excuse; hell — why do I lie about ringtftime?

When | got back to my car, my dad is waiting. Hakseame out of the truck and
warns David not to come near me again.

When | get home, he tells my mom to check me. &hall. To check me. Then,
there is no respite from the lash of his leathét b& mother tries to stop him, but gets
knocked down for her efforts. Mom tries to interggbut she dares not defy him.

For Dad, there had to be disappointment that | diouike such a bad choice.
Anger that | would dare.

For Mom, maybe a sense of satisfaction that thiegiedaughter got knocked

down a peg or two? It must be hard to go to youigtieer to ask them to ask your
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husband for some money because she can get wathad ber eyes what he would never
release to you.

For me, a sense of worthlessness. Regret atwhprioe for my precious self. It's
not an usual occurrence; girls around here stri@ytirese murky waters all the time. Will
my girls live this perception of the female self&Ey particle of femininity draws from
sexuality. My cousin just bought her daughter albjob for graduation. What does that
tell these little girls? My daughter postures witless-up clothes and make-up; where
does she learn it? It seems to come as naturartashbreath. Is she a lost cause. No, |
will never accept it as | encourage her and hdingib to value thought and reason and
human life and urge her to find the dignity in tle¥y essence of humanity. Foremost, the
children that | have will be encouraged to revehieir childishness. Education and
growth will be dietary staples of their childhooemu.

| was determined enough to get to college. Itensmime difference, but there was
always some deep-seated desire on my part to geechand start a family. Being
grown-up just wasn’t grown-up without that wholeckage. That | completed four years
of college really seemed secondary to the ideaimighmarried — a grown-up. Even being
married wasn’'t enough without having babies to makemplete. The gals around here
get a jump start on the baby-making if the guy searittle hesitant to head towards the
altar. It's conniving, and the girls mostly endt@gretting their rashness. The
impetuousness of youth creates some lasting dilenAtdeast half of the marriages
around here are shot-gun weddings. There’s nataf ktigma on the pregnancy before
marriage thing if you can run the guy to the alté&thin a month or two of finding out

you're pregnant — either that or no one around lsevery good at math. My own mama
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was pregnant when she and Daddy got married. Mgrsget married when she was two
months pregnant. However, the best shot-gun weddengver had is a favorite story of
my Granny'’s, since it deals with one of my mategwlsins. Granny can talk about it
without having to down any of her own. And a gotmhg it does make. See, when you
live in a town where you know everybody and aratesl to about half of ‘em, sometimes
it seems like cousins can swap boyfriends backianml. Usually, it makes for an
interesting family dinner when the ole’ boy shovgswith one girl this week and her
cousin or sister the next! The particular weddimguestion was something of that sort.
The wedding was set on a beautiful day in Aprilkiggp makes this place is
beautiful, breaking forth early at the end of keloy with pink and white bursts of
azaleas, purple clusters of wisteria, and the ngtldossoms of dogwood that lace
through our woods and yards each merging into éx¢ creating a vision of color and
rampant beauty. The heat is not yet unbearableesetearly months, and the air is rife
with gentle fragrances and the clear crisp in\otato rest in the grass and contemplate
nothing more than the shape of the clouds. It thénspring that marriages most often
occur, usually after being cooped up together sgekiarmth during the winter. We revel
in the warmth here, and some tend to seek it iorimenient places. My first cousin was
marrying the brother of the guy | was dating (aritbwwould later marry). The bride
displayed the evidence of such endeavors in therfaanth pooch that marred the front
view of her bridal gown. Her belly only slightly gxnded, but the promise of its
impending girth on everyone’s mind, especially imether’'s — an uptight blue-haired
society dame who sought to distance herself framrifiraf she married into. Her

daughter’s societal faux pas had spurred the meltriato a wedding planning frenzy to
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allow that the baby be born as far away from thddigy date as possible. Again, it's
just not unusual for a girl to start a marriage thay. However, the patrol car waiting in
the grass parking-lot of the church provides th& fndicator that something is amiss.
The quiet church-yard surrounding the white clapddmuilding posits a picturesque
setting against the stark modern vehicles thattheedrive — like soldiers in a firing line.
The beauty of the church can't be denied; its sthiglass windows casting jeweled
palettes over the guests, washing them in brillrrgs. The bride looks lovely, but
anxious. The groom’s flushed face and agitatec dialie a bitter attack of nerves.
Rightfully so, the law car isn’t there to prevemnhHrom flight, but instead to keep out
his pregnant girlfriend - whose due date was jagsdaway from his bride’s - and her
insane mother from crashing the nuptials. The fuhinyg is, the girl probably would
have received an invitation if she’d just kept gquste is one of our (mine and the
bride’s) cousins, after all. This situation had maeongoing soap opera wrought with
twists and turns as Carl bounced from one girhtodther, occasionally juggling both
without either’'s knowledge. When it finally resulten a marriage, things settled down
for a little while. Unfortunately, as is common Wwihese shot-gun weddings, this one
didn’t last long. After five years and two childrghe two called it quits. Carl decided to
give it a try with his other baby’s mama and matier shortly after his divorce was
finalized.

It is these stories that keep us connected. Wd'@&ch other, but who would we
talk to? So, we end up co-existing in a small wohlat binds us to one another, and then
brings us back to my Granny’s table. Mistakes aaayrand hindsight is twenty-twenty.

No one casts too many aspersions because theyobanehere and done that, too.
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There is a mirror on the far wall of Granny’s liginoom. Granny gets onto us if
she catches us looking in this mirror too ofterceusing us of vanity. This mirror holds
scenes from decades of interaction and love. Yfgss by and this mirror catches every
sight. Our reflections age, our children grow, naaes multiply and divorce divides. |
think Granny wants to avoid the mirror so that wa'tthave to see how we’re caught.
We change, but not really. We never really evolve.

| don’t understand why we make the choices th@t i constrain us, leave us
without an identity unless it flows through the acwledgement of someone else. Maybe
it's not so much choice as it is absence of chdibere are no easy paths to follow that
lead to becoming constructive partners in sociBitye paths that are well-trod here are
the ones that lead you marrying the guy who knogiaedup because you thought you
wanted to be grown up. Staring at the image imthreor provides more questions than
answers. | can’'t help wondering which lines crepuvith the laughs and which ones were
marked with tears. Undoubtedly there have beengimotiboth. It is only as | look in the
mirror and wonder at how these years have slippexligh cracks and eddies, so quickly
— before | could notice — that | realize how vattjd of it can be called my own. What
am | now, as | sit here looking in this glass ttetcthes and holds all of my strengths and
weaknesses, faults and triumphs? Someone’s m@&bereone’s wife. Someone’s
daughter, sister, teacher. Which one defines me@fAhem, and none of them. | can’t
negate that | love those roles, but there is andefresentment within me that hates the
inherent limitation that accompanies their delir@atDo | reside in those terms, or they

in me?
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To be family is to accept certain limits to realityreturn for companionship and
place. To be a female in this family and place dafsastrength and resilience, but
somehow the value of womanness is shuffled todived rung of the hierarchy. Mom
had three children. Not because three was theqgterfenber, but that number three was
the boy. Once he arrived, her contribution was dalted. The lineage follows the males.
From earliest days, my brother was prepped foteavastly different from his sisters.
While Erin and | was responsible for ensuring thathouse was clean, clothes were
washed, and food was cooked, Anthony needed ordigadow Daddy as he worked and
piddled around the house. Even though | was foarsyelder than Anthony, it was never
considered for me to learn things deemed “man’«wd@addy pushed Anthony to learn
how to work on cars and machinery, stressing thgontance of being capable and
independent. We girls were expected to be depermatenten for these same needs.
Anthony showed only mild interest and often snuckoi hide from Daddy when he was
supposed to be helping. From earliest time, Antheag exempt from household duties —
they being deemed “women’s work.” | never reallyewnif it was because he was the
boy or because he was the baby, but many allowamessmade for Anthony. When it
became obvious that he was not going to pass sEnglrsh without a term paper, Mama
called me at college to write him one. Everythiagalved around a sense that household
duties were beneath him and my father and schadiatiys were unnecessary because he
would work with his hands in the tradition of hater. Everyone believed in this way of
life. The son carried on the family name. The progef the daughter, negated by the
fact that she took her husband’s name, may ashae# the maternal genes deleted from

the DNA strand. Only the offspring from the maleeliwere considered to carry on the
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family lineage. My grandmother lamented that myleisdine would end with him, since
he had two girls. | questioned her about the oiifgpthey would bear, but she quickly
noted that they would carry different names — tfogeecarrying on someone else’s line.
The woman loses that part of her identity whentakes her husband’s name. And there
is never the consideration of not taking the hudtsaname. For a woman to refuse to
take the husband’s name places the man in a positigreat contempt. These men of the
land respect strong men who dominate their womenhien who recognize that a

woman’s identity extends beyond whose wife or mo#iine might be.

67



CHAPTER 3 — RIGHTEOUS LIVING IN BLACK AND WHITE

The problems of the world, the white America askwew it, are solved around
my Granny'’s table. It is the sounding board to deiee the weakness of welfare policy
— make’em all work, brainstorm war policy — nukadr and deal with immigration woes
—send’em home. It's a clear-cut, black-and-whiteld/in which we live. Ingrained
racism is passed down from one generation to tRe hat ultimately even the racism
leads back to the issue of class. “Pass the tomatoay likely be followed by “I saw
the most aggrivatin’ thing today.”

Here we go.

It is my mom who tells the story. Her anger spoler.

“Today, | took mama to the grocery store. Sincetipreplacement she has been
stuck in the house, so | thought a short trip walddher good. Well, we are in the check
out line when the black lady in front of us paysddon of stuff in food stamps, then
heads out to a new-looking car. My own mama cagelpayet enough food stamps to get
food for a week and she worked for fifty yearshat hospital. It's impossible to get help
for those who need and deserve it. That womanleoked like she was able to work.”

Daddy has the answer. “Well, she’s not the righdrcd he white tax dollars — our
hard-earned money — has to go to pay for them réggehave a better life than the one
we have.”

My father worked in law enforcement for severalrgess a deputy sheriff. He
was firmly indoctrinated in the belief that the wwdy of black people were on welfare
and sold drugs. When | first went off to colledes biggest fear that my father had was

that | would end up with black friends or - God#it — a black boyfriend. | was warned
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from the outset that | would not be allowed to cdmene if | did. Apparently, the
unknown for my parents generated the immense liedtheir years of preaching bigotry
and intolerance would come undone in the shorty@ar span of my bachelor’s degree.

| have never been able to negate the value oihlifee way of my family.
However, it is the thing | have never been ablartwulate because it is the one
unforgivable sin against my father.

| venture a wary comment, fearful to go here.

“You know, | have to say that I'd rather direct muyger at someone who sits in
the comfortable CEO chair of a major company makmigjons a year who still finds a
way to get out of their taxes, robs their blue-aoWorkers of their retirement, and barely
lifts a finger in terms of doing any actual work.”

Playing the work ethic card works. It shifts tloeds from race. Ironically
enough, my father does not believe he is racigtidimind, he believes that he truly
respects anyone with a decent work ethic. For hibgils down to the deep-rooted anger
that he toils everyday for a pittance — pay-checgay-check for the fifty-six years that
he has walked the earth. It's complex and convdlutie believes he respects anyone
willing to work for a living — hard if necessaryey, I've seen his tolerance in action —
it’s not pretty.

A perfect example of my father’s tolerance is WilHe’s a black guy that works
for my brother-in-law Ryan. Ryan’s farming operatidemands a lot of time and man-
power. Willie has proven himself invaluable to Rysmhe serves in a foreman capacity.
Willie’s the only worker who stays with Ryan yeaund, doing odd jobs for him during

the off-season. Occasionally, my Daddy also helpnRDaddy speaks highly of Willie
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as a worker. However, there is always the acknaydetent that he is alright for a black
fellow. Even the begrudging respect that Dad bestomvWillie flows conditionally —
Willie must remember his place — and never assiaiehe is an equal.

On the weekends, Ryan and his dad play musidanad warehouse. Everyone
goes to tap their foot to the old-time country tgaf the guitar. Willie showed up there
one night to listen, surprising everyone becausedbmmon knowledge that black
people don’t like country music. Willie played ukihg country music — touting his
singing ability and his love for Hank, Jr. The tehmen all treat Willie like a pet who
wants to display his tricks in front of a waitingdkence. They snorted and guffawed at
his paroxysms of countrified behavior. Willie sawld country songs in a blaringly off-
key croon. The crowd loved his placating behawdhen he jumped down from the
stage after completing his minstrel show, his wgde&-was forced and hardened — as if
he was aware that the price for his inclusion wagllgnity. When the regular musicians
get back on stage, they sing a song in “honor” dfi&\/~ a song that revolves around his
blackness. For Willie, that is his defining chaeaidtic. Not that he is a hard worker —
usually showing up before any of the landownerswine toils for at a fraction of the
income that they will receive when the harvest c®ime the same harvest that he
ensured was put in the ground correctly, watereskded, and gathered. His meager
portion a small pittance compared to the big patiut his only option. No healthcare,
no benefits, only the reminder of who he is intielato the system. As a black man, he
can sit on the fringes, but never really fit in.INgiaccepts it with little question. To buck
the system would be to lose a steady job that allow the illusion of place. He can say

he is Ryan’s right-hand man. Ryan will say it. Maddly will say it. Doesn’t matter how
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many times it is said. Willie’s still going to béalbk. Daddy often tells Willie, “Willie,
you're pretty good for a black boy.” Willie’s grimg answer is, “Mr. Paul, them niggers
these days ain’t good for nothin’- why, | wouldtéke one to shoot.” Willie’s got all the
right answers.

While Willie can enter the Saturday evening fasas if he comports himself in
an acceptable fashion, Ryan’s migrant workers ara lower rung on the social totem
pole. Migrant workers are a very sore subject is #fea — and one with no simple
resolution. The workers come in to work jobs thabne else wants — field labor back-
breaking and time-intensive. So, the workers aoednt in from Mexico to work. Ryan
jumps through all the governmental hoops to gekexs legally. My father works with
Ryan as needed, always in the position to giversrdde considers himself a benevolent
master; in his mind respectful of the ones he ®@essHe does not see the inherent
racism present when he speaks to these men wittckimg Spanish accent. | asked
Daddy one day if he realized that speaking Engligh a bad Spanish accent did not
make it any easier for the men to understand. Blethinks he’s being funny. His final
word on the subject is that everyone who is in Aogeought to learn to speak English
anyway, so it is their problem — not his. Theresareversive components of unrest that
underlie the situation. It's always a one-sided.ddabody has it as bad as the poor,
working white man. That's the mentality. It's a ¢buone to grow up with — blaming
everybody. With the Hispanics that come in from Mexo work, it's the higher
minimum wage and exemption from taxes that angenan. Always the grievance so
short-sighted that no one sees the irony of hdlinge with less than you while those

with plenty sit on pedestals protected from oursamgnd contamination of any of our
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presence. These workers come for a three-montbghdduring that time, they are
housed in a dormitory-style building that fifteeemncall home. They work five days a
week, regardless of the heat — seemingly unaffdonyat! They have the weekend to cut
loose, but there is not a lot for them to do. Maates frown upon a crowd of Mexicans
parting the doors. Over the years, more and mogeami workers have become more
stationary, settling in the area so that now tlaeeeSpanish-speaking communities that
have their own stores and bars. It is to thesehheidioods that the workers flock on
their days off. Who says segregation is over? ika&dine here in the new South.

My father's America is white America. There’s n@yg area. The deep-seated
inner hatred constantly simmers beneath the surtatea black driver pull out in front of
Mama or Daddy on the highway and there are muttemeskes of, “Damn niggers think
they own the road.” It always boils down to colbhese are the demarcation lines that
are drawn so clearly that to cross them is to tevame’s identity. The only thing that
makes Daddy madder than believing that he hasppastia black person on welfare is
seeing a white person in a relationship with albl@erson. Even if the white person is a
perfect stranger he becomes irate. Once, Daddy wede sitting in the Chic King eatin’
some of the best fried chicken in the South whesnige girl walks in with a black boy.
Daddy throws down his food and growls at me tougetwe’re leaving. As we walk out,
he could not resist a parting comment, “Damn wtrdsh ain’t got no self-respect but to
be going around with some nigger. Ought to beatksrand shoot him. Might as well
shoot her too; she’s ruined.” He meant it toos lhot an unusual mindset in this neck of

the woods.
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When | was a first year teacher, a young whitegptlin a fight with another
white girl over a common black boyfriend. This aiion was unusual for several
reasons. One, it was extremely taboo for a white@idate a black boy. One of the girls,
Addie, was from a fairly unstable home life — hargnts drank and fought heavily when
they were around, so social status did not mearhrtaber as she sought whatever
attention she could get from wherever she couldtgéhe other girl, Cass, had been
bounced around from foster homes (both black aniteyvto children’s homes, so she
was not steeped in the usual race relations thaigypeople in this area receive. The
verbal barbs escalated into full-scale warfare w@iass snuck a straight razor to school
and sliced both sides of Addie’s face — two in@skks on each cheek. When the news
got out, the general consensus among studentsoamghignity was that neither one of
them were worth worrying over since they were Wdahting over a “nigger” anyway.
Cass’s sentencing to juvie and Addie’s marred faitbered few. Addie’s own
grandfather, who had disowned her when she wasaseend with a black boy, swelled
with retribution when he heard what had happenegleling in her comeuppance.

As my own understanding of race and the intercotmumess of race and class
develops, my father's seems to become more and comsricted. The years seem to
further embitter my father instead of softening hitis anger at an empty retirement
funds translates into hatred because of the moadah paid in to the government that he
believes with steadfast uncertainty will go to thkeep and maintenance of an inferior
race, supplementing their extravagant drug incoritie feod stamps and free healthcare.
There is no winning in this situation. There isaomversation. There is only bigotry,

hatred and intolerance.
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Oddly enough there is no better place to leawienince and hatred than the
local church — fundamental creatures that they¥wa.learn to stick with those who are
like you and reject those who are not. The linesaoé are clearly drawn as churches
segregate themselves religiously. Religion is seriousiness, and it is manipulated
carefully to maintain our precious way of life.

Religion’s gossamer web enfolds its pray with teatfe assurance of forever and
the steel-like grasp of guilt. Even through | grewvin a household that didn’t attend
church on a regular basis, religious preceptsletlli the goings-on in our house. Church
has become the biggest point of contention formmay struggle to reconcile my place
with my newfound educational enlightenment. Edusakilled the devil. Theoretically,
that should have freed me from all the guilt inii¢ia the things we do that religion
naturally discourages, but old wounds are slowei@.hiThere are so many teachings that
are such a day-to-day part of our lives that thalfreckoning that ended religion’s
mental stranglehold still could not completely eral their subversive influence.

Religion breeds guilt. Guilt for actions that stebakem as a natural part of life
make the simplest pleasure feel wrong and dirty.aHong time, | stayed away from
organized religion because | felt like there wamad chance the roof was going to
collapse when ever | walked in the sanctuary. Mijtyyaonscience would rear its ugly
head, so | stayed home. For most of my early nthiifie, that worked well because
Brent suffered from the same guilty conscience.

After we had children, our religious dynamic stdrte change. For Brent, who
was raised by a fervently religious single momigieh seemed a birthright that we could

not, must not deny our children. So, we started@od church. At this point, | was in the
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midst of my doctoral classes, so | found theseyfomto religion a harsh reality check.
Nowhere else have | felt two such distinctly oppogioles — surreal explorations into
alternate realities. We started by going to thechthat my family had frequented for
generations — a bastion of Southern Baptist ti@dlitif we went to church when | was
little, this was the place we’d go. My parents weraried there, and several decades
later | was married to Brent in the same sanctbgrthe same preacher. My family was
still so prevalent in the church that the yeariyilg reunion of my grandfather’s family
was still held there each year. Everyone was titkdesee us walk in with our kids. The
church was pretty much the same as | remember&ten, we set in someone’s seat.
Those pews should have reserved signs on thenfoafalks who attend on a regular
basis they’re there — just invisible. Well, that tfengs off to a bitter note. Then, one
Sunday Brent was asked to fill in for the drumnwenp had missed a couple of Sundays.
Well, he did; halfway through the first number themmer walked in. When he saw
someone else sittin’ at the drums, he walked oatraddrent and | got tired of worrying
about whose toes we were stepping on, so we detadeg a new church.

We ended up at a nondenominational church wherbrother played the bass
guitar in the choir. They had asked Brent to plays for the choir, so we thought it
would be a good way to establish ourselves inltheng. Well, it worked. The members
adored Brent for his contribution, and they dotadar children. We established our spot
on the back pew - still entrenched in that goodtisaa Baptist tradition - and started
attending regularly — Sunday morning, Sunday nighti Wednesday night. The hectic
pace these frequent meetings set for our week staoted wearing on me. | was working

full time, a full time graduate student who wentera week to class in a town an hour
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away, and trying to keep up with all the demandspffamily. | started sneaking a book
into services, trying to keep up with all the deagon my time. However, | soon found
it hard to pay attention to anything but the sexnas | noticed the strict delineations for
behavior and expectations set forth by the preashérother members of the
congregation.

The first thing that shook me from my reverie caghertly after we started
attending. During the midst of a sermon where tleagher was lamenting the state of the
world, he threw out thelarry Potterseries by Rowling as one of the reasons the world
was sliding into decline, calling it the “spawnS®dtan” (Daniels, 2006, personal
communication). This comment caught my attentiotelnse, as an English teacher and
lover of literature, | couldn’t stomach censorshipvas at this point when | began to
understand exactly how fundamental this placeyeedis; it couldn’t have occurred at a
more opportune time as | was in the midst of unrageny own feelings of guilt and my
embedded understanding of religion in my gradukaeses. At first, | didn’'t say
anything. | just listened. What | began to noti@swinsettling; bigotry, intolerance, and
self-censure extolled as virtues of a righteous.man

My children soaked up the rhetoric surprisinglyaly. | believed that their
young age would allow them tune out a lot of winatytheard, but | was very wrong.
Instead, they became little mimics, questioning Whwpuld drink alcohol (because it is
evil) and whether or not they were going to helhai they started extolling good
behavior because “God’s watching,” | realized haucgly religion ensnares us in its
trappings. | started pushing against attendingathao often, but my dissidence started

causing a rift between me and Brent. He had fowtete from the trials the world had
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placed before him. Since we were going throughraqodar hard time in our marriage
financially, | couldn’t bear to take away the balmat soothed his frazzled nerves.

So, we continued going. Brent started volunteehisgime to clean up around the
church on weekends, and | would occasionally thkekids up there to wait on him
while he worked. For many in the church, this tgpéamily interaction was considered
guality family time because everyone was togetihelign’t seem to matter that |
wrangled three young kids while Brent worked on teliar project currently needed his
attention. If this is what the church termed fanidgetherness — a big virtue — then it was
no surprise to me why many of the women in the dmgought attention elsewhere
(oops, we're not supposed to talk about that) oy miany of the children in the church
went out and found trouble to keep them busy (kgukeir parents were too busy
keeping the sanctuary clean).

It was on one of these cleaning days that | entierteda conversation with the
preacher who was standing there admiring the pssgreat my husband was making in
the churchyard.

“So that husband of yours sure is a good man.”

“Yessir.”

“You know, the women’s group meets on Monday nighftsu should join them.”
Oh, I had been avoiding that group like the plague.

“Thank you for asking, but | have class on Mondaght. | don’t think | could fit
one more thing in my schedule.”

“You're taking classes? That's wonderful. Are ytaking them at the tech

school? What're you working on, something like odftechnology?” His politely
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disinterested demeanor buffered his words; womee wecond class citizens around
here.

“Actually, I'm working on my doctorate degree idueation.”

“Really. Well, I am not an educated man myselfelieve those professors can try
to educate the love of God right out of you. Themdt much good that can come of
being too educated. No good can come of encourgmgogle to question what God laid
out for you inThe Bible’

“Occasionally, texts lose some things in transtati worry more about the
human interpretation of such divine intervention.”

“Well, that's the problem.”

| should’ve just told him | was going to tech soho

“You know, it's a good man that can support higewn such an endeavor.”

| had already agreed that | was married to a saint,didn’t really have much to
add; however, he was just getting started.

“Who takes care of the kids while you are at G¥ass
Apparently, anything that pertains to his “flockédomes his concern.

“My mom or sister watched them until Brent getsrigg and then he handles
things. He’s their daddy, so it's not much of a&s&th for him.”

| can see that he’s pondering what tack to take ,nay hackles are rising.

“Well, it's a good man that will take on such apensibility after he’'s worked all

Apparently, what | do all day is considered play.

“We both work full-time jobs, and we’re full-timgarents. It's a joint effort.”
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“Hmm, | have to say that | am glad my wife couldyshome with our girls.
There’s nothing like making sure that your babiesraised right.”

What can ya say to that? | could argue that | nsake that | teach my children
right and wrong, but he’d just say that I'd betesave that to the church, especially since
my moral compass might be a little compromised whtheffects of that liberal education
I've been exposed to. It's possible that | coulgluarthat | want my children to recognize
the female as an equal half of the family unit, bmtsick of his condescending
tolerance. So, instead | run to check on the kithg are all playing happily on the
playground. | seek their protection as | fulfill motherly obligation. The preacher
stands watching his minions in their various octigpa in the churchyard, secure in his
righteousness.

So, why | am surprised the next Sunday when tbhedof the sermon centers
around the woman'’s role in the family? His wordseiree chorus of “Amens” as he extols
the virtue of those women who takes care of thailies and don’t get distracted by the
cares of the world. It's a fitting end when he salie deacons up to the front of the
church to pray for those gentles females who as#roing enough (smart enough) to take
care of them selves. | woulda’ left, but | was ot@rested in seeing where he was going
to go with his message. | thought it a hoot thatdwod it so personally. Brent didn't like
it; he knows how much work both of us put into takicare of our children. Luckily for
both of us, that was the beginning of the end ofreligious experiment.

The church started leaning heavily towards fundaaiesziews that neither of us
could condone. There were so many things thatestaaming one after the other. First,

there were the admonitions by the pulpit to denewmy lifestyle that deviated from the

79



“norm.” Homosexuality scared the hell out of theseple. For Brent, the heavy focus on
tithing really hit him hard. He tried so diligently tithe ten percent of our weekly
income, against my vehement protests that we wgneasting those who had way more
than we did and that God didn’t care if we couldnly our way into heaven. When the
preacher starting call for more tithes becausdthieing fund was behind schedule,
Brent started to see how those streets of heawestedeo be paved with gold to suit the
earthly tastes of these church leaders.

One day, when the preacher started attacking thea¢idn system as a prime
source of the breakdown of society, | walked ouhefsanctuary and waited for Brent in
the car with the kids. | never went back. Brent éeimpelled to return for a few more

Sundays, but eventually he also stopped going.
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CHAPTER 4 — PLAYIN' HOUSE

Meals, family and conversation are such a big de@ranny’s that we can't fit
everyone into her living room and dining room & game time. We take turns at the
table, and everyone knows the drill - you just knelaen to show up. First shift comes
around 11:30, the older generation, my parentdsaamd uncles, sit at the table while the
younger sits on the couch and in the reclinerskitie sprawl on the floor with their
plates in front of the television. Once you finesditing, you head outside until the other
shift arrives and eats, usually around 12:00. Afeeds, everyone knows their roles. The
younger mothers stay outside to watch the kidsnkveéhe winter, most days are mild
enough that the kids can play for a little whilgsidie. The older mothers clean the
kitchen. Meanwhile, the men either stand aroundidatand talk, take a nap in Granny’s
living room, or leave. We tried one time to have then watch the kids, but when we
finished with the kitchen, we came outside to find men long gone and the kids in the
horse pen. The roles, clearly defined for decactenge their players as the generations
grow — but boy or girl determines what part youwpla

Washin’ dishes is my favorite task; instead of sgng around dumping various
leftovers into assorted bowls, | get to stand atsiink and look out the window while
methodically cleaning and rinsing the dishes thatdthers continuously pile up for me.
For years, this particular job belonged to Grarny,she lets the younger generations
take over while she oversees and directs wherediabtwill go. Her kitchen is an
organizational marvel — small and quaint, but @illeith so many dishes and pans that
one would never be able to fit them all in if itneanot for her system of stacking plates,

dishes and pots until veritable mountains resideeincabinets. The only window, a small
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square, sits over the sink, so whoever ends upingde dishes can observe the
happenings in the yard. This is my favorite perebduse | can watch the kids playing
the same games that | played with my siblings anins decades earlier.

Hide-and-seek was always a favorite. The assousithg cars and tractors create
the perfect atmosphere for slinking around to fimel best hiding places, but there’s
nowhere as perfect as the barn. If you're braveighao venture into its shadowy
depths, there are hiding places galore. The sd&des of hay stacked six bales high
create the sweetest smelling fortress one will &aelc | remember snuggling into its
depths to outwit the seeker countless times. Cewas a requirement for entering the
barn because you often shared your roost with uanmice and snakes. Screaming at the
sight of one of these critters was certain to gweay your hiding place. As | watch my
own children run in and out of the shadowy platesn’'t help but feel anxiety. What if
they step on a snake? What if they get trampled bgrse? Things were so much simpler
when | was where they are now. Of course, thinggaugh all over. My four-year-old
wails as her older sister runs further and fasten she, and their brother, fearless-at-five,
out climbs them all on the hay castle rising ifite &ir. When the game turns to Red
Rover, someone is bound to get clothes-lined anteawnning in crying. However,
when | was younger, the games seemed a lot legedars. | guess we were just
shielded from the danger by those who watched oses carefully as | now watch over
my own.

Cleaning-up time is a time for the women to verthaiit being interrupted by the
men, who are so often the ones we tend to venttaBmce the men are either outside or

asleep, the women talk freely. The men will not cment on any of the conversation,
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even if they happen to be awake enough to disatreg;understand the protocol; it is a
woman’s domain they have entered and must abidbedgules, for it is men that the
women most often talk about — venting frustratiand garnering sympathy. It is from
these conversations that | first learned of theedlythg dissatisfaction that wells within
the women of my family.

Outside my Granny’s kitchen window where | am stagdt washing dishes, |
can hear my children playing in the yard. Theylaasking in the warmth of a spring-like
January day. These anomalies occur with sporaagt$af color and warmth that make
a Georgia winter mild and forgiving. Since the biof my oldest child, every second of
my life has been devoted to being a mother. Thegp@ivmy love for them scares me.
They are the essence of innocence and joy; thethareource of my greatest fear and
trepidation. Certainly not their fault; they didia'sk to be born. Every moment my
subconscious fears for the health and well-beirrg.tAey okay? What if something
happens? What if | screw them up so badly that émelyup miserable and alone - for
alone is what scares me most. When | look at thee possibility, promise, hope and
despair. In their eyes, | see only complete trogtacceptance. For that, a lifetime of
dedication seems like a small price to pay. Inyel, they laugh and scream — pure,
unadulterated joy. | can’t remember ever givingaguch unabashed happiness — no fear
of the price | would have to pay for the luxurytofal bliss. | see them in and out of the
window frame. Pixies scampering across the graseré/did they get their impish
ways? Certainly not from me; | have always been t@agerious to act very mischievous.
From their father? Possibly. There was once a splattke scamp in him. | have not seen

it in years, but | remember that it was there. 8faimn on where it went would only
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worsen the matter. But these children. These ctmepeamples that three times in my
life things were a perfect pitch of agony and epstachildbirth and its beautiful bounty.

It is only at this point in my life that | underathwhat my grandmother meant
when she told me not to ever have children. | wéioteldren so badly when we first got
married. Brent’s reluctance to start a family immagely made me doubt his
commitment. It seemed like everything he did ma@edoubt his commitment. | needed
him with me, and he needed to feel like he stitl bdife. In retrospect, | see how needy |
was at that point. | don’t think | was necessanlpng to make many of the demands on
his time that I did, but now I realize how harmlesery little thing | obsessed over really
was. Everyone stayed so angry at me because tedgisat he spend so much time with
me. Daddy didn’t understand; my brother and siditgn’'t understand. Even Mama, who
understood my reasons and motivation, still thougiould give him a break. Brent was
so good to Mama, sending her flowers for Valensrigay and her birthday; he made
sure that she got attention because he knew thakachyvouldn’t bother. Now, she won’t
put up with me being too hard on him. Brent unaeydf or tried to, but it didn’t make it
any easier on him. The rage that | felt when hethe home a little late would send me
into hysterics. He'd calmly talk me through theneolldn’t stay mad at him for long,
even on the rare occasions when | should havebilteg words | stung him with marked
him, even though | couldn’t see it. While | was pwgy angst in minutes, the scars of my
words lingered deep within his psyche.

What | realize most now is that so many of us wonvlo live here stake our
happiness of the whims of our men. | hear it inMgma’s stories; | remember it from

my early days of marriage; | see it in my brothenarriage and my sister’'s marriage.
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We, us Southern women, find ourselves in our mehfamily. Granny warned me, but |
thought she was just doing her usual barking.

Lord knows that my Granny is an unusual chara&ke’ll scare you to death if
you don’t know how to take her. | don’t doubt tsae has been that way for years,
decades. | think living with my granddaddy slowyasigled with young exuberance that
her sister reminisces about from her childhood délie words that come out of my
Granny are sharp, razor-edged. How better to prgtaa self from the hurt and pain that
loving others breeds. She learned that lesson yAraprding to stories, her mother was
a mean old lady. Another tale in her own right. Atbaned by her common-law husband,
left to fend for herself and her two young childretry Great-Granny Snow faced stiff
odds without considering the fact that the Cherddeed displayed prominently in her
appearance would alienate her from many of thelpaogher community. The close-
minded bigotry that surrounded my own Granny’s upling left her yearning for
acceptance, and it made her bitter enough nowvtigiwhen it was sought from her. My
own mama found this out the hard way. When | w#s,ll remember Granny’s harsh
attitude towards my mama. | didn’t understandtit, ibdidn’t bother me because | saw
Daddy treat Mama the same way. It hurts to ackndgéehe fact that | often emulated
the same behavior | saw Daddy perpetrate on Martteeisame way that he did. |
thought it was okay because Daddy did it. Mayben@yalid so to because she knew
Daddy wouldn’t say anything, or maybe Daddy diddgtause Granny did it. For Mama,
there was little help on either end, especiallgsiher mama and daddy liked my Daddy
so much; her support group sold out. | guess ncanlunderstand how she felt; everyone

seeming to gang up in support of your husband at ggpense. That there might be
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anger and angst at her own situation and strdiibicaccurs to me only now and has
probably never occurred to my Granny. Granny hatlems of her own. How better to
forget that your handsome husband had wanderingteg® to immerse yourself in the
well-being and up-bringing of your children. Whera@ny was giving birth to my
Daddy, she spent several hours in the hospital @tnny Snow as her companion while
my Granddaddy took their other children — Sue, Hyyand Mike, age 9 — to the city pool
where he commenced to flirting with a leggy redehé&hen that tidbit came out at
Granny’s dinner table several years after Grandglddetl, everyone laughed. As | set
there, | couldn’t figure out why we were laughigpmetimes you laugh because you
don’t know what else to do. It wasn’t funny to rh&now it wasn’t to Granny. She had
never heard that story before that moment, and thargh she was laughing, the look
on her face spoke of angst that could not be teadbley his death. When you take your
worth and your identity as part of a whole, it lsud find your worth denied by his
infidelity. Any slight indiscretion hurts, one sarge as this negates the validity of self.
The pain that registered on her face was fleebingreal. For me, it explains why she
might find fault in any interloper that would setekweaken the bond she had forged with
her children, for she really did not cotton to ariyrer children’s spouses. So when
Daddy sought to belittle Mama, Granny made a paswomplice. Yet, it hurt her that
my Daddy, or any of her children, would put a sgoakead of her — a certain part of
each of her children’s marriages. Every worry sitenked over them morphed into a
mountain, and she has always been full of worfes.her, having children resulted in
the most rewarding and most painful moments ofifeerShe could control them only to

a point, and her control was, in her mind, onlytfair well-being. When they were little,
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she worried for their safety. She tried to keeprtlodf the horses and motorcycles that
were staples of their country life, but she coutl averrule the iron hand of her husband.
When they married, she worried about their abttgupport their family or the
worthiness of their spouse, but she could not coenwéh their need for independence.
When they had children, her worries were compounBedry worry articulated itself
through a gripe, bitter words to the listener’'sse&ventually, everyone believed she had
a heart of stone and a barbed tongue. Insteadhashenly a heart that continuously
looked for blind acceptance and found only conddiaconcern. | can’t help her now.
She has to live with her ghosts. Her husband id,cead he has left her heart barren to
the possibilities that love has to offer. He becamo#hing more than another presence in
the house by the time they had been married femaykars. Separate bedrooms lead to
separate existences. Separate interests lead &baedoning what she wanted to follow
timidly behind his presence. Her beauty faded,smdid her sense of worth. His death
offered her a chance to find herself, but insteaé, grappled with a desire for isolation
juxtaposed against her need for acceptance.

It's just like a Southern gal to wield her sexualis a weapon. That's why you
won't catch us out of the house without our hast jught and make-up adeptly applied.
It's how you catch a husband and how you keep ap@yn Men recognize the trap but
love the game, and it often culminates in marri&yg. men talk about women in terms
of their appearance. If the wife lets her lookdgavnhill after getting’ married or havin’
babies, then her husband’s job is to make sureesiugnizes that she’s not the girl he
married. Looks are everything. That double-edgeordwvill cut you every time, though;

it's perfectly acceptable for the man to gain a fesunds. Ya end up with a diet-crazed
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women fixated on her appearance tied up with a-bekltied redneck. The crazy thing is
that men don’t get married for companionship. Mage for men is about getting the wife
that’'s gonna give ya your kids — thereby demonsigatour manliness. Nurturing said
kids or wife does not a manly man make. These menui lives follow pursuits that
flouts their maleness- hunting, fishing, even wogkare pursuits that these men embrace
as their diversions. In each activity, the focusactes the male and females are
denounced as distractions. My father repeatedlg ol house just about dark to see if
Brent wants to ride in the field to see if they caare up a deer. It is automatically
assumed that if Brent wants to go, the kids andlimanage on our own without him.

My father especially holds little consideration tbe imposition that his request might
put on his own flesh-and-blood because it is asgplace to see about the kids and the
house. Companionship does not flow in terms of iage;, companionship often
translates to boys’ time. The time that men getyafn@m the ol’ ball and chain and find
something fun to do. The women learn quick to flazkne another for comfort and
companionship - a segregated society with femalagregating around the table
discussin’ babies and men while the men chaseititenests in four-wheel drives and
mud tires. Companionship becomes synonymous wittesex relationships. As
children, you get to navigate between the two wsrtibaring witness and seeking
adulation. With the women there exists the constdniontions, “Stay safe. Watch out
for the little kids.” The warnings flow from varisdips, creating a community of mothers
collectively responsible for the well-being of aygungster — biological or spiritual. This
group presents the only female role model for angagirl, so maybe it provides the

rationale for so many young girls rushing into rmeaye and motherhood.
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My daddy always thought it was the strangest thinag Brent and | spent time
together just loafin’ around the neighborhood dimg to the river. That sort of
comradeship never existed between my parents. Bearged to these men is about
being the boss, and not many bosses tend to hdandtbuhe hired help at the end of the
day. It is a great irony to me that men who aregenly homophobic spend their leisure
time in almost exclusively male company. So, isrttake-up and coiffed hair a way of
getting attention? No doubt, the obsession witheapgnce comes from the constant
desire to be noticed by husbands and boyfriendstl@men notice and appreciate
sensuality. Sometimes this need to be noticed ctxaesto bite you on the ass. | found
that out the hard way when | found myself pregramtineteen. Lord knows that |
couldn’t raise I child. I was in my second yearoflege; a baby would end any hope of
finishing school. | could barely afford to go wakhfull scholarship covering my tuition,
books and living expenses, adding a baby to thewoixid have sunk the boat. Brent
would marry me, however reluctant he might be alnoarriage. We had been dating a
year, so it wouldn’t be unheard of for us to géttned. | just wanted more than to rush
into a marriage that we were not ready for — eidraotionally or financially. So | tell no
one but Brent. He freaks out a little more thargexted which made it easier for me to
ask the unthinkable. Abortion is an unforgivable isi my family’s eyes. So | saddle the
guilt and take a little solace in his relief whesulggest it. This moment marks an
momentous decision on my part to stop my world fegimning out of control with
reckless and self-destructive behavior. When | e@lcross the picket line at the
abortion clinic in Montgomery, | felt less-than-ham | loathed myself for ending up in

this situation. | knew better. So, why did | lehé@ppen? Brent couldn’t come in the clinic
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with me, so he dropped me off and picked me up\aftels. The empty stare in my eyes
marked the death of more than just a fetus; mydanoe and self-respect were also
fatalities.

So, when my eighteen-year-old sister comes up ar@gnfew months later, |
squelch the guilt and mime all the appropriate warflencouragement. Of course things
will be all right, even though you two have onlen dating for three months. Of course
you can make it work without a job or a place ¥ liOf course everything will be all
right because you will have a baby and babies havay of making everything okay. |
have guilt and always will, but some times the kadkcision lends to a realization. |
understood sexuality in a new light. However, whene and child-bearing takes its toll
on the body, whatever notice the men might haveenadidhe female dissipates. This is
why so many of the women | know diet fervently alyé their hair to buffer those tell-
tale grays and keep those few pounds at bay asalepgssible.

However, eventually age does catch up, as it rasiyjograndmother — now in her
eighties. She is no longer the belle of the coastghe was in her youth. So, she cooks
and takes solace in religion. Big, bountiful megiace her table at regular intervals.
Eighty-two years have passed her by, and she stdvbe stove to feed her brood, grown
from five children to twenty-plus including grandkiand great-grands. She works - first,
at a factory job doing menial labor to get her @iuthe house. She sorts bolts and
packages them at a snail’s pace- slow, but sttty finds a sense of self in the
dedication that she puts into her work, vanityyerg completed package and in keeping
up with girls decades younger than she. She takes jm a work ethic that pulls her out

of bed at 4:30 a.m. to make homemade biscuits @rigaicon for anyone who wants to
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stop by for breakfast. The smell of biscuits fresh of the oven wafts around her, even
later into the day, reminding one of their crumbbodness. Tempering all of the hard
work is her firm belief in God. She lets it carrgrtthrough hard times. Perhaps the
greatest comfort she takes from her religion isfitine belief that those who commit
transgressions in this lifetime will answer fomtanother. All of those wrongs that have
scarred her will be accounted for one day. Ithstir religion that she needs, and she
nurtures it so that she won't feel like she hasbeeeated in this life.

Living with a sense of guilt is part of our dailyelad. Maybe it comes from the
straightjacket of religious beliefs that we weapestection. Protection from the
unknown; protection from the different; protectivom change — we use our religion to
buffer ourselves from all of these in an efforvadidate our existence, our way of life.
Guilt is the largest by-product of our church-hotsekoning, and the church is the
funnel that feeds us our manna — nourishment offrtimel that guides us on the straight-
and-narrow. Southern Baptist to the core, my grasttar uses her religion to give her
hope, but the thorny crown instills its own senksuifering. Granny uses the hope of a
new life built in paradise as her reward for thiéstof this world. Her life is built upon
toiling for the greater cause, working today fog teward of the afterlife. At eighty-two
years old, she goes each day to labor in a fadioeymeager income supplementing her
the pittance her Social Security check allots eaohth. She is still strong and able to
work, proud of what she does. However, a chilchefdepression, Granny has trouble
hiding contempt for the men for whom she works.if hiiestyles - filled with blatant

luxury of the cost of the sweat and toil of themrkers - grieves her. Her faith gives her

91



peace; it is a faith built on the premise thatwsfierest in the next world while they will
suffer.

Does she feel short-changed for all of the hurtteads that have marked her life?
She wouldn’t spend the time that it would takedasider her lot in life. She just buries
her anger and plows forward. She earns a cheakpl@ement her meager pension so that
she does not have to beg or borrow from her chldrer need for independence
wrought from years of servitude to a husband wiedrthe checkbook with an iron fist.
Her earned pittance is not enough, never enougghtatthis factor that | most relate.

The sense of needing independence and never oigairt | thought | would
avoid that trap. | sought so diligently to escapetether-hold of financial dependence. It
seems to be a requirement for girls of my ilk. Fnomperch in front of this mirror, | can
hear my own girls playing outside with their brathienear them, and | hate what |
already consign them to, inadvertently, of couiidee trappings of this life | love are
laced with ways to bind these little girls to mehoawill care for them or destroy them. It
came to me too late to realize it, and though k $edead my girls out of it, it seeps into
their being from their grandparents, their grandmd, their aunts, uncles, and cousins,
even their mother — no matter how hard | desiraviad it. | first saw it in my mother.
When | was younger, | remember the constant wdray money equated to my mother.
For my Daddy it never seemed so terrible. He mhadearioney, and he used it as he saw
fit. For Mama, it was never that simple. She matiard of what he earned, and every bit
of it went towards keeping her children in decdatlres and providing for their needs or
wants. She never bought for herself. Daddy wouildgoup a boat or a truck, and she

would simply look at it and go back inside. Why it he see the sacrifices she made
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to appease her children? | don’t know why, butdwrthat he never saw the way she did
without new clothes or a new car so that her —+tlohildren did not do without. Every
time she had to ask him for a dollar, whether is wabuy groceries or pay a bill, he
stripped her of any sense of self-worth she migisspss — grilling her as to her purpose
and intentions. Every penny had to be accountedridra receipt provided. Fiscal
irresponsibility was the greatest of sins, andrtended to protect her from her self by
limiting her financial independence. The wantshoée children became too expensive
for her to manage on her minimum wage salary. Shddvsend the children to ask their
father for the money they needed, or she wouldksaeaedit card here or a charge
account there. Eventually, when the debt becamentozh, she would send the children
to ask for money for her own expenses. She avdiuetirade that ensued by creating a
middle man to buffer his reaction. If she could/stat his way, then she wouldn’t have
to hear his complaints. My brother and sister nee@med to notice, but | hated the lack
of control she had over her own life. Despisingpghedicament she put herself in every
time she bounced a check, | became determinedoid e same situation. My loathing
for her subservience leaked out in conversationbiter, “I will never be dependent on
a man for money” cut her as more than all of tesraf my father. | hated her groveling
and sneaking around, and | determined that edurcatbmld be my ticket out — the
panacea to the subjugation that started when miiendropped out of the tenth grade to
get married.

So, | went to college - A big deal for my familyafirst.

Yet, when | look for answers in a mirror it holdstining but lines of worry across

my forehead and the fear written in my eyes. | hemt. | listen to my children play
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outside with their father, and | know that he witit come in this house because he does
not want to look at the guilt | carry. Here | wallon the same damnable hole that
trapped my mother — the one | intended to avoallatosts. Years in the making, this
situation rests on the thread of my husband’s whiill he stay or go? The answer to
this question is unclear to all — to me, to hirhate the face that stares back at me in the
mirror because it has dug this hole, and now | lmolsalvation in a kind word or a smile
from a man who has no kindness in his heart fortosv did | get here?

Credit card bills pile up on top of credit cardbind car payments that | can’t
make. If | can send the minimum payment to my hqaanent, then | can forestall a
foreclosure for another month. Every option, exledisnultiple times, closed to me now,
has mounted into a massive pile of debt that hdsottom — at least not one that | can
find. It started small enough — a credit card tochase those niceties that | couldn’t
afford on my salary. That credit card morphed thtee, then five. | became an expert
juggler. From one account to another, | tried to®we my way out of debt. Finally, a
brainstorm. | talked my husband into adding a feanns onto our house. Not a problem
since Brent and Daddy built the house themselvesad a lot of equity in it. So, we
planned for the add-on. Brent, trusting and treerre handle the financial side, since the
house was in my name. | borrowed all right. Trifhle amount that | told him so that |
could pay off all of the bills. Sweet redemption!

So many things had piled up too quickly. Firsty#s just little stuff. We were
young, just starting our marriage. | wanted to keppvith the Joneses, the Smiths —
shoot — anyone else that might have something higanted a new car. | wanted a closet

full of nice clothes. | wanted stuff. So much sti8pending became intoxicating. Three
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hundred dollars for a pocketbook — the sublimect@lisness of the supple leather. | had
never spent so extravagantly in my life. Revelmghie luxurious nothings, | looked with
derision on the Wal-Mart existence | had endureckifg up the tab became another
source of pleasure. Not just for simple meals ~-wewould go away for the weekend
with family, and | would pay for the rooms. Unbekntst to Brent, of course! First, | had
to tell him that everyone paid for their own whigdling Mama or Erin that | would be
glad to pick up the tab so that everyone could=gmnily was important. | didn’t want
Erin to feel less successful even though her husbamuldn’t pay for her to go on a
weekend getaway to the beach. For the first timegd living the lifestyle | had only seen
from afar. Those girls who used to sit in claswuiite perfect clothes and polished
appearance didn’t have a thing on me now. Now, lohes were just as nice. It never
really occurred to me to stop and think about hanated the petty nature of the very girls
who | secretly wished | could be. | had never jutlgayone else because of what they
had or did not have, but | was my own worst cfiticthe same reason. | related my
importance to how much stuff | had.

| threw away so much money. Money | did not havapdnt hundreds of dollars
on quilts and bedding for Mama just because shiks$a wanted it. Brent never found
out. And finally, here was an opportunity to overethe debt by refinancing the house.
Of course, the mortgage would explode from fiftgears to thirty years. | could never
let Brent know that; he was determined to pay afflmouse before we were forty. Since |
make the house payments, he would never find dutafl to keep paying them a few
years longer. The house payment will triple, biiguired that the money | made when |

finished my master’s degree will keep me balanesggecially when | get those credit
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cards paid off! I don’t despair because | haveaa pBrent will never have to find out; |
can curb my spending, and no one will be the wiser!

If only. If only | had cut up the credit cards whielmad the opportunity. One thing
seemed to bleed to another. | needed the moneythreroredit cards to pay for things for
the house, since | was supposed to have that nforraythe refinancing. Then, there
were the kids. | never dreamed that kids woulddexgpensive. On top of the expense
was the missed days from work. | had to stay onrbstifor six weeks with Ethan and
six weeks with Grace, so factor in maternity letheat | didn’t have days for and you can
figure that | missed a ton of work that cost meugands of dollars. The fact that | only
took two weeks when Maggie was born to try andrixadahe time doesn’t really seem to
factor in very much, and the time | missed with herll never get back. Brent changed
jobs during this time, too. He went from makingexent weekly salary to working on
commission. His boss would fail to pay him two loree weeks in a row, leaving me to
act like it was no problem for me to come up with money for the bills. | didn’t want to
say anything that would worry him any more thamwlas already worried; he gets so
intense when he worries about money. Never hatefitldreadfully unhappy. | can’t bear
for him to be unhappy. | feel like it reflects oaraelationship.

So | dig my hole again. Brent decides to change aiain, much to our benefit.
His stability leaves me free to balance and juggtbout a lot of static from him. | cater
to our children, three by now. Maggie’s arrival qaates our brood. The completion of
my Master’s degree provides enough wiggle roomrferto comfortably hang myself.

Clothes for the kids, hundreds and hundreds ofdollorth, are bought, worn and
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discarded. With each dollar, | feel guilt. | hate tompulsion to spend, but | want to give
S0 many things to my children.

Things.

Things.

Things have cost me trust and security. Thingswlesie thrown away, give away,
faded away a long time ago.

| had to go to Brent when | could not juggle anyrendebt. | was so close to
overcoming everything. A secret consultation wittredit counseling agency helped me
get a handle on the payments that were suckinganethousand dollars a month. For
two years, | scraped and sorted to get paymentseelveut. Finally, the light at the end of
the tunnel — or maybe just the calm before thenstdihe one account that | could not get
situated loomed larger than life. Defaulting oled me to the conversation that | had
dreaded for months. So close. So close to haviagything situated. Instead | have to
ask, to beg, for the money to get the account takea of. The thing | dreaded more than
life, to have to demean myself to beg for finanbialp.

Will it cost me my marriage? | owe a lot to thisrmahe great travesty is that had
| been honest a long time ago about my fiscal pwasibility, then the problem would
have been a lot less dire. | wouldn’t have gambilgifuture and our security. Now, it all
rests on his ability to overlook the fact that hesveompletely unaware of my habit. His
speculation that | supported a drug habit or ateyfl or a boyfriend with a drug habit
hurt me, but he was seeking an explanation for hoould sink so much money in so
little time. How many times | have sought that saxplanation. Complete and total

irresponsibility. | have to live with it. | have tive with the fact that a part of him will
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never trust me again. All because | did not warltawe to ask him for money. All
because | wanted the “stuff’ that | never had grguip. Was it worth it? Not even
close. The stuff was simply that — stuff. It woadmfort me when | cry, hold me when
I’'m lost, or love me. It's just stuff. So, hereil with a world of STUFF and the only
thing that really matters is that | would tradalltfor the trust that | have betrayed.

Will | see the same thing in my own girls? How ¢amot. These influences seep
in through conversation and action. Where are tbe@&n when it is time to eat? In the
kitchen preparing the meal. The children see i, they will tell you that the woman’s
job is to cook and clean. Even my own girls expleat it is my job. My own little boy,
who looks at me with love and trust, at five yealdswill tell me that Daddy will be so
proud of me for cleaning up the house after | hehieked the responsibility for a few
days. How does one approach a child so young amaie that he believe it is
everyone’s responsibility? Telling him will do noad if it is not lived. When my baby
daughter postures and poses in dress-up clothesmaketup, what fantasy dances in her
mind’s eye? After my mother mentions for the fifti¢ime in one afternoon that she
needs to lose twenty pounds, what image about p&allitmy slightly overweight
daughter develop as her personal drawing board?

Every gathering is laced with these bindings thiditrwat let us move away from
these roles that limit us. Our daughters see thmemoin the kitchen preparing the meals,
delivering the food to the table, fixing their @at They see the men take a nap after
lunch while the women clean up. The men work. Tlenen serve. It is a vicious cycle,
but we won't leave it behind. When | insist thainh not going to cook, | just put that

much more work on my mother’s shoulders. Wheniktrthat | am not going to clean, |
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face the angst of trying to find clean clothestfa children when it is time for school.
While | am lucky enough to have a husband who eattribute to our cooking and
cleaning chores, | still recognize the defined tewaf our relationship. | can accept it,
because these things are as they must be in #as.plo completely set my girls free
would mean that | would have to leave. | am noppred to do that.

There is a power in this place that ties you tolaimel. | know that my children
will find beauty and safety here. The doors aredefocked and the keys are left in the
vehicles parked in the dirt yards because we &wmnalfamily here. Our haven is tucked
away from the hustle and bustle of the outside avtivat passes us. We grow, but we
don’t change. Happiness is consistency, an albdignow that we belong here and will
be here in this place — now, ten years from now, decades from now. What | don’t
know is if | am willing to consign my children tocansistency that keeps them safe, but
keeps them confined.

My Granny’s voice breaks my reverie. “Angie, | @ by your house this week,
but ya'll weren't there.”

Oh, God, | know where this is heading.

She continues. “The place was a wreck. I'd be asllaim live like that.”

“You musta stopped by on Thursday because you khatis the day | have class
in Statesboro. It's been a crazy week; | had twmepsidue and | gave a test at school that
| had to grade and return. | haven’t had time tokylmuch less clean house.”

Granny’s unsympathetic stare leads me to belieaepbssibly my priorities are
out of whack. Her dark eyes, lined with the carethe world, are flat and dull. | wonder

if there ever was a sparkle in them.
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“It is your house, your responsibility. There isexcuse. It should be the first
thing to accomplish on your list. If | was your basd | wouldn’t put up with it. Poor
Brent ought not to have to live in that mess.”

Here we go again. This conversation occurs so aglguhat | don’'t even sweat it
anymore. | look around the table, but suddenlywwae has become interested in their
food, as if they had been famished for weeks.

“Granny,” my voice rises a notch with aggravatidPoor Brent is perfectly capable of
washing a few dishes and folding some laundryhbbithers him bad enough.”

The snort from my father at the head of the tadlle tne that this tact was
probably not the right one to take. Apparentlyyas the bone Granny was waiting for,
and she grabs it like a starving dog.

“That boy works hard every day. He doesn’'t wantdme home to a messy house
and have to worry about straightening up. If yoo'cleep your house in order, maybe
you ought to get rid of some of that other stuéfttkeeps you busy.” Education is only
important for the additional money that it will bg into my household.

And there it is. The one-ton elephant in the rody.granny loves to stay on my
case about the state of destruction that is myéndudame it on the three mini-tornadoes
that live there, but somehow | am the one thas fetllort because the clothes are piled on
the couch instead of folded neatly and put awaynaybe the dishes found their way to
the sink but never made it to the dishwasher. Eaoh at the table bears the same
expression, not sympathy, not understanding.dgriéement? As | look around, it strikes
me that the woman in this room most revered, besidegrandmother, is my Aunt

Shelly. She has no job and spends the majoritgpfime cleaning and organizing her
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house. When she finishes, she goes to my grandnotimise to clean. Everything in
Shelly’s life revolves around the appearance thatis the happy homemaker. | can’t
compete with her. My full-time teaching job, twdlege degrees and the pursuit of a
doctorate can not compete with the woman who spalhad$ her time labeling and
sorting her material possessions in the queshmperfect system.

“You know, Granny, | had to go to class this weeklaesday, and | had to grade
mid-terms for my juniors. Come on, | teach full-ango to graduate school full-time, and
somehow manage to raise three kids in the proegsuch a bad thing if my house is
not neat and tidy?”

| know better than to ask that question. Everytlelsg | accomplish is secondary
to falling short on the one duty expected of mer idgerrogation undermines all that |
have accomplished.

“How do you think your husband feels having to cdmene to a clean house
each day?”

“Well, Granny, | imagine that if it bothers him argh he will clean it up.”

“You're lucky that boy stays with you. Your Grandiity sure wouldn’t have put up with
a messy house. | worked and still came home to andkook after the kids; it sure
wasn't like Ed helped me.”

“Well, Brent understands. He helps a lot, and doemgt mad if it is not done.
He’s even been known to help me clean up and gmeaused him any major

malfunction to his manhood, as far as | know.”
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“Granny, | don’t care if my house is clean. | dotére. | don’t care. When | get
home, | play with the kids, fix a bite of somethjagnd after everyone else sleeps, | work
on my own work; if | miss some housework here eré¢hso be it. ”

| may as well just slap her face, for the look ghwes me is wrought with disdain.
She gets over it, most of the time. I'll get thaibe clean, and then I'll call her so she can
some look. | guess I'll get started this afterndore got another paper due, but it'll have
to wait. Some things have to be rectified beforeguyty conscience can concentrate on
schoolwork, besides Brent will be easier to geb@lwith when the house is clean. Even
though he never complains, it bothers him that Inatna better homemaker. | don't let it
bother me too much. | know if it bothers him badwegh, he’ll get up and clean it, or at
least help. Somehow, this knowledge edges me wlfireproach.

This conversation repeats itself at least everyvi@sks as we congregate at
Granny’s table. When Momma looks at me and shakebdrd, | just drop the subject
and let Granny ramble on until she finds anothevitiimg target. Today it is my sister,
who has unwittingly opened herself up to scrutigyshowing up for lunch on the
weekend when her kids were staying with her ex-andb

“Erin, | don’t know how you stand to send your kebout to that man. There’s no
telling how mean he is being to them.”

We've been down this road before also. Nothing geet comes of it, but
Granny relentless pursues this matter. Brent, wdrmally keeps a low profile to stay out
of the firing range, decides to venture a peacerioif.

“Now, Granny, you know that he is their daddy. Het going to mess them

babies up.”
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“Hmmph, he sure didn’t take any time with them winenwas living with them
full-time. What makes you think he’s gonna be aaftdr? You know he’ll just let that
crazy mother of his take them while he does his thwrg. Babies need to be with their
mamas.”

“Some days, I'd like a break from mine.”

Now, | knew better than to say that. You can selidsotense in anticipation. |
don’t care. Sometimes it is just enough to be thieevof dissidence, even if this is a
battle that is never going to be won.

“That’s a fine thing for you to say. What if somieidp happened to those babies
while they were gone? How would you feel? And yoti@ven in church and taking them
babies to church! | pray every day that you getrymart right and see about them
babies. How are they going to know what is right mmong if you don’t have them
brought up in church?”

“Granny, you don't think | can teach my kids rigiam wrong? | think | have
done a pretty good job without the influence of ¢therch.”

This is a conversation that will quickly set meodtls with everyone, and | know
it. Granny knows it too, and she won't pursue itehdt would give the others too much
ammunition against me. While it is fine from hemprsonally attack me, no one else is
allowed. That is the way she works. She stays emtlrpath to keep us on the straight
and narrow, but we are not allowed to criticize anether without her coming to defend
the beleaguered soul. Is it a fair tradeoff? Sukepw underneath all of her quips and

gripes that she admires the road | have takenw8heever tell me verbally, but | know.
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She tells me when she asks me what kinda “doctbdagree am | working on so that
she can go back to work and tell the ladies afabtry. She tells me when she
comments how glad she is that | work and contrilmteme to my family. Most
importantly, she never tells me that she thinks iverong for not going to church; she
just lets me know that she believes it is importanall of us to be there. Religion has
been hard on her, but she still clings to her fditls what religion has done to the
females in my family that forces me to turn my baaokit. Neither my mother or my
grandmother can completely come to terms with n@abmith the church. There are lots
of days that | still feel guilty myself. It is natbreak with faith, just a break with religion.
That is a concept that my family will not understaRor them, church is faith —
inseparable and unquestionable.

Church is the faith that insists that women takgp®rting roles behind their men.
When | get angry with Brent, it is my mother whonieds me that the man is the head of
the household.

“Why?”

She gives me the look that clearly demonstratesdiesal to accept my angst.
“Young lady, theBible clearly states that the man is the head of thedimld. The
woman is supposed to care for the family and thebband will provide.”

“But, Mama, what about personal worth? How candate the fact that | have a
brain and the ability to reason? Am | just suppdseallow myself to follow blindly

without question?”
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“What is there to question? It's pretty black-andite. Obey your husband. It
really makes life a lot simpler. Besides, Brerdaseasygoing and good that you ought to
be happy you have him.”

“Did you ever think that he should be happy hema8”

“You're not the easiest girl in the world to livatin”

There is never any reason or logic to the blinthfthat permeates this life. To
guestion is to actively rebel. | have learned tegkey thoughts private, perhaps this
intense repression is what leads me to feel sutbh@tomous existence.

It is as it was.

The nuances fade from shade to shade, but itstihtry music on the
airwaves. Skynard is Skynard whether it's on an MP8n 8 track. Taste is passed down
from one generation to the next; youthful dissiadeaeeps in, but never completely
supersedes the lasting effects of family influeMye.are so carefully crafted that we
can’'t separate ourselves from our place; an ingigpeilt creeps in to remind us to tailor
our behavior to that which we know to be true. Haygravating it becomes to
persistently maintain second-class citizenship beeit is as it always has been and
always should be.

Who can we blame?

| get the idea it goes back awhile.

Watching the years go by in shades of degradatightens the awareness
inherent from my awakening. Yet, the strange dichot that springs from this life can’t

be negated by the realization of new truths. Eherstmple conversations with my
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spouse, one whom listens and supports my newfoeaddy, remind me of where | am
and who we are.

“So, yesterday at work | was helping Jeff set nAativeBoard in a teacher’s
classroom. We needed to move a stand from anoédssroom, and he would not even
let me help him tote it. Can you believe that? efted like it would have been a blow to
his manhood!”

His answer rather surprises me, “You don't gdtknow that you are all
women’s lib and all, and | just let you go with thiaut a Southern man does not see
things the way you do.”

His soft-spoken earnestness leads me to undergtanhbineed to listen to the
pleading note in his voice. He wants me to recogthe importance of what he says.

So, | take the bait, “Really. . . please, enlighten”

He fumbles delicately around the words, tryingdg what he means without
immediately setting my teeth on edge. “The Soutlmeaie sees females as delicate —
something to be protected. It would have been amltimo you for him to let you help.”

“What if | don’t want to be frail or protected?”

The exasperation bursts through his exhale, “Ldakakes him less of a man to
have your help. A man is supposed protect the femalot because she can't, but just so
that she will not have to. We know that ya’ll camttlings for yourself — like open your
car doors for instance (and | know you like it whapen your door), but we want to
coddle you — protect you — keep you like the flodtet you are.”

This is the problem, and he won't see it for wagiinto be the way it is - one side

needs recognition as capable and the other wantgapacitated partner. How can you
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condemn someone who just wants to take care of fJow?can you have an identity
when being took care of means letting someonensides the important decisions for
you. All in the name of protecting the Southernif@nme innocence. In the end, you end
up being protected from yourself — from any realuht or decisive action that might

allow you to forge a personal identity.

107



CHAPTER 5 — ROCKIN’ CHAIRS AND REDNECK BOYS
“It is also true that the telling of the story da@ empowering, validating the importance
of the speaker’s life experience” (Gluck and P&tab1, p. 2).

The first time | truly recognized the limitationkray place, | was twelve years
old. The day, a warm explosion of honeysuckle an#l pzaleas, found me perched on
my grandparent’s front porch with my parents, ungtandmother and grandfather. |
loved to listen to the grown-ups conversationseesly on days like this one when they
were spinning yarns about growing up. Of courgndured their observations on how
great my childhood was compared to each one’s @ninging [uphill to school (both
there and back), ten miles, no shoes, in the deathter], but | took solace in my
grandmother’s observation that my mother did notadng with her siblings as well as
mom liked to claim she did when she was reprimandiy younger brother, sister and
myself for our frequent scuffles. Since my parentigscribed to the maxim that children
should be seen and not heard, | lurked silentltheroutskirts of the conversation,
relishing the stories passed on by my elders anthenting only when | was directly
asked a question. It was one of these questioreigosme by my grandmother that
directly opened my eyes to the natural entrapmefgroales in this society. My
grandmother asked me about a book that | was rgaldimo longer remember the name;
it could have been any one of the countless bdwksl tcarried around with me during
my childhood. At any given time, | might be founda corner immersed in the fantastic
reality of Nancy Drew or Frodo and Company. My grese at any conversation never
failed to recognize what my relatives termed angfeaaffinity for print materials. The

innocent query of my grandmother resulted in myleis@stute observation that | should
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not waste my time reading. His rationale restetherpremise that females did not need
to be able to read and write since their fundamehitty in life was to provide a happy
home for their husband and children; his generaéolation was that reading, especially
reading those trashy romance novels that he adgnsandre all women read, caused
women to neglect their primary responsibilitiekbdked to my parents to ascertain that |
was destined for more that just a life of indenduservitude, but they seemed to
acquiesce to my uncle’s ideas. | felt betrayednfnay earliest memory, | had believed
that | could achieve any goal through educationWNaecognized the confining
expectations of those | held so dear. In retrospeetlize that | should not have been
surprised at their reactions; in fact, their acdiaeactions and ways of thinking in terms
of traditional male/female roles were blatantlyacld have found that the train of thought
that Clark (in Brown, 1990) recognized in the bl&duthern male mentality also
permeates white male thinking. Brown (1990) rentesson what Clark felt, “I found all
over the South that whatever the man said had tagbe They had the whole say. The
woman couldn’t say a thing. Whatever the men saidla/be right, and the wives would
have to accept it” (p. 80). My own mother spentrgea subservience to her husband and
her children. Because she stayed home for many el later worked low-wage jobs,
she had to ask for the necessary funds to run selhald with three kids. With my dad, it
was never just a simple matter of asking for moishe had to explain her need, and then
grovel for a while. Finally, he would begrudgindignd her the money with the
admonition that she better use it wisely. Everyatatost her a bit of integrity. |

promised myself that | would avoid the trap of lgeamtirely dependent on anyone. This

knowledge fueled my desire to never entrap myseii¢ expectations held by my family
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and | determined early on that | would leave myifprommunity and venture out into
the larger world where | could find equality. Whemirned eighteen, | left to go to
college; however, four years later | felt compeltgdan internal need to return to the
place from which | flew to settle down into a mirimage of my parents and
grandparents. | felt secure in my education andioaed myself that my life was
different. It is probable that my awakening wou&lar have occurred, except for two
things. The first thing is my love of literaturehrbugh literature | withessed realities
highly relieved from my own. They helped me enwisthfferent truths. A foray into the
world of multicultural literature helped me envisia reality separate, different, and
intrinsically valid. Markandaya’slectar in aSieve (1982), CisnerosEhe House on
Mango Stree{1989), and Tan’$he Bonesetter's Daughté2001) generated glimpses
into realities that demonstrated the vastnessmadréd of which | had seen very little.
The second thing that extended my horizons wa€thidaculum Studies Ed.D. program
at Georgia Southern. This program enlightened nmkiihg on ideas such as education,
religion, and society. Using the realization praddy these two sources, | embraced the
opportunity to explore the limiting effects of péac

My story is a story of a place and a people. Thay wf life | celebrate and abhor,
dichotomized by my inability to reconcile these termotions. Trapped in the confines of
place, identities are created. Envision a mindsetvay of thinking, feeling and
believing — and a sense of community that prohistsape by continuously drawing one
into the web of family. To be born here is to beximicably linked, marked, and

channeled into roles molded through decades anergeons.
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What in a place is so powerful that it creeps oite’s soul? Every fiber of the
place becomes home, and anywhere else fails toa@mpor me, this place is a small
community called Graham. It is located between twal South Georgia towns —
Hazlehurst and Baxley. These two towns, neithevloth boasts much more than a Wal-
Mart and a couple of fast food restaurants, areéopetitan areas compared to the stop-
light that is downtown Graham. Our family commurligs several miles from Graham,
in the heart of corn and cotton fields and backvedodests. Once the paved road ends,
family begins. My paternal grandfather’s parentsvpted the land that provided the
roots for subsequent generations. Within minuteshfthe original home site of my great-
grandfather resides several generations of higr@m| grandchildren and great-
grandchildren. I live within walking distance of mwarents, grandparents, aunts, uncles,
cousins, and my siblings. Each family domicile istpcted by the buffering of trees and
fields that separate one family from the next. €hera sense of privacy as | set in my
yard and look out at the rustling trees and heactils of a whippoorwill. A sense of
seclusion rests easy on my shoulders, until the@himgs and my grandmother inquires
as to the identity of the people driving the witée that left my house around ten o’clock
the previous evening. Then, | remember the watahfak and gossiping tongues of those
who | have chosen to surround my self. In retrospdelt drawn back to this community
when | exited college. | could not maintain my itignand sense of self in any other
place. Yet, coming home and having a languageftwer¢he ideology of repression and
subjugation that currently exist in this place hesle my existence fraught with tension.

At the crux of my perceived identity stands foungeations of females who

understand the limitations of their roles in a abstructure that fails to recognize their
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innate worth. There stands a juxtaposition of gsiietngth - a hidden strength - and
innate subservience created by the identity of fenmathis society. These women from
whom | draw my identity run families, work, raisgl& and husbands, yet their personal
expectations are limited by a sense of self crelayatieir place. They accept/choose a
subservient role as the natural state of affaifisd myself amazed by their stories. | am
immersed in the reality of my South; the stereatgpBSouth that so often portrayed is
nowhere to be found. White, columned plantationdesiare as foreign to me and mine
as the ruins of ancient Greece; they are simplyestoead in a fantasy. The stereotypical
character in Southern literature seems anomaloogytstory. And there is a story here in
these backwoods frame homes that is worth telling.a story of women who work full-
time jobs, care for their children, fix meals foeir families (and often fix their
husbands’ plates and deliver it to the table), stildanswer for every behavior to their
master-husband — the God-given head of the houms=d to explore the foundations that
create a sense of self that promotes subservibawe stemming from the unique
merging of familial expectations, commonly expofi@tdamental religious doctrines,
and cultural expectations. Using narrative inquiinyant to capture the thoughts, feelings
and motivations of three generations of femalesifroy family in order to analyze the
limiting effects of place.
Where | Always and Never Belong
“I can’t explain the why, but | can tell you theviad
The Bluest Eye Foni Morrison
Life in Graham, Georgia has not changed mucherptst several decades. Time

passes slowly here; the most noticeable changes otthe makes and models of the
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vehicles, although even those changes occur atlesnoticeable rate than in the world
outside the dirt road that marks the boundary efabmmunity. This world occupies a
time and space that operate of the fringes oftyealdisconnected from the hustle and
flow that has clearly left this forgotten placeaitime reminiscent of days long gone.
Assuredly, there exists inherent perks to the essyple life that exists on these country
roads. Life unwinds in a lazy country day. Kidsypia the winding road with little fear
of the unknown. Childhood is a time of adventurd arploration on the winding paths
that trail through the deep woods and along thegyegvn creek banks. However,
trapped in the shade of the stately oaks thateshelir domiciles rests a subversive
danger that coils around each one with a deadfy grione form or other it manifests
itself in every being that grows up on these diestes, sparing neither male nor female.
It insists upon the marginalization of one-haleetry family unit — the female. There are
preconceived notions in this place/community/fanaibout what it is to be female and
there are limitations placed on the daughtersrsistvives by the males and by each
other that constrains one’s idea of what it isea@abwoman. Female roles have changed
little over the decades that have witnessed adgandemale roles in society at large. |
intend to explore through narrative inquiry thead# what it is to be a woman according
to three generations of females who grew up urfdedebilitating confines of this
community and examine the juxtaposition of streragitl subservience that exists in
these women as they tackles their careers andfgimailies with a determination to
protect and serve.

While time has left this community relatively laakin the trappings of the 1950s,

there are certain effects that could not be sta¥iedrirst, and probably the most
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influential, stems from the changing demands ofwtbek world. Taking root during the
early nineteen hundreds, when women were needagpfement the work force that
had been vacated as men went to war, women begafitrate the ranks of the
employed. My grandmother was one of these womenwdred in Brunswick, Georgia
as a welder in a shipyard. | look at photos of k-dteired girl with laughing eyes in front
of a large hanger where she hung off the sidekipEgo insert rivets, and | imagine the
inner steel that lead this woman to grab up he&tmgun and go to work. While this trend
of obtaining outside employment somewhat dissipateein the men returned, it resurged
when a capitalistic desire to have things begatetnand two incomes to support one’s
family, instead of just the traditional male-suppénted household. Women began
contributing to the financial stability of the halmld, yet remained bereft of any of the
decision-making power that innately belonged tortta¢e head-of-the-house. My mother
was one of these women. She spent the early pary @hildhood at home with her three
children, but as the demands of our household hugtgey, she was forced to seek
employment in the work force. Her contributionghe family income were meager, as
she often worked for minimum wage, and her spendiag monitored closely by my
father’s determination to keep her as dependehiraras possible. Weis (2004)
describes similar unrest in traditional@hass ReunionThe same angst that she
represents among the working class in the steel exists as the stereotypical roles of
male and female are strained and threatened. Glgrtaiorking class creates a strong
imprint on the identity that exists in this ruraé@gia community. Money is a day-to-
day, paycheck-to-paycheck concern. It is the isgusoney that | have felt to be the

dividing factor when | set in a classroom, determito find success through education.

114



The higher my education advanced, the more | firid individuals of similar
background and experience. Suddenly, | was abiectmgnize what Falk (2004)
describes that, “There is a dogmatism . . . th&tasandividuals (and groups) block out,
or be unwilling to consider, the world in its falbmplexity.” That fear of the other
permeated my family; they did not want to listeraocept ideas of change. | began to
unravel the complex system of legitimacy — a righness of race, place, and sex - that |
had held from infancy. Yet, as | sit in a doctquedgram, | feel far removed from the
others whose background and understandings caiecmtcile with the ones | have
experienced. | laugh along when redneck jokes awermbut | understand the simple
thrills that mud-bogging, four-wheeler racing, arattor-pulls inspire in hard-working
people who seek a release from the harsh reabtidseir lower-class existence.
Conversely, as | further my education, | find itdtex to face the truths that | have lived
as a member of my community. | become hesitanbth bcademia and at home. It is this
implicit discomfort that leads me to this studyntiend to seek stories of the women in
my family to determine how they were created/molbdggblace. | want to examine the
preconceived notions of female and the South axtdpwse reality against stereotypical
figures. Also, | want to examine the evolution lné females through the generations to
determine how the idea of female has evolved tihéitneeds of the changing world and
what factors (such as religion and society) enabtgurohibited positive change in terms
of accepting equality.
Where | Come From Ain’'t Where I'm Headed
Caught between two worlds — academia and thewssmds roots of my

upbringing — | find myself angered by so much. |amgry at the fact that my mother’s
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defeated persona stems from years of marginalizataer the rule of my father. I am
angry that my grandmother, due to years of sergitocher husband and children, feels
worthless without the unconditional attention of beildren. | am angry that my
feminineness limited my possibilities in the eyésny parents, thereby limiting my view
of my own capabilities. | am angry that | can’t &kewvith a world that directly victimizes
women. | am angry that when I sit in a college slasm, | feel acute embarrassment
about my background and all of its trappings, mainwhich | still hold dear. | am afraid
that my own children will become ensnared in tlmginment and repeat the cycle.
How can a place be so powerful as to inculcatéf idsea part of one’s identity? | must
find a way to overcome the idea that to be femimgrie be subservient and unworthy.
Escape into Literature — Finding New Realities @anaths

Growing up in oblivion predisposed me for a harstlity check when | hit the
real world. The first chink in the armor of my athibod occurred when | was an
undergraduate, and | first read Kate Chopin’s davehe AwakeningThe reading of that
novel instilled in me an unrest that lingered wiik over the next several years. | did not
get it. The main character, Edna Pontellier, unoesg series of experiences in which
she challenges the societal norms for females gthia Victorian times. She has an
affair and ultimately decides to kill herself insteof living a life that could never be her
own. | understood the logic behind her decisiort. IBiever understood how she could
betray her children (and her husband — | felt he alao a victim.) It took several years
and many graduate courses for me to finally congmdhthe magnitude of this story. In
my mind, her value as a mother and wife still sapded her value as an individual.

Finally, | understood that a life lived on any terother than one’s own is not a real life
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at all. This realization helped illuminate the magdization of females that was so
prevalent around me, but that operates on suchktaragtic level that it remains
unnoticed by both the oppressed members of soaretythe oppressive members of
society.

There is a perception of the Southern female, pledse/n from generation to
generation both through familial expectations, s@dipreparation, religious inculcation,
and through the portrayal of Southern femalestandiure and television that denotes a
limited perception of who Southern females canstmalld be. This perception stresses
traditional gender behaviors that effectively maitagpe women into roles subservient to
the males in their lives. Critical Feminist Thetwlped me realize the subjugation and
imbedded racism and sexism inherent in the crurygarly existence. Critical Feminist
Theory helped me explore the relevance of (1) cl@yplace (specifically the South),
(3) race and (4) gender roles and gender idengieldpment. With growing unrest and a
sense of sadness at the warped sense of “virtaesiarals” that | embraces, | analyzed
the bonds that typical Southern society placesarafes that prohibit effective growth
and development in relation to the South as a uefipart of identity and in the quest for
“traditional” values and behaviors.

Critical Feminist Theory dominates the driving fefdeehind this issue. Studying
the interplay of male/female roles and female susece denotes an integral part of the
study. Also, ideas from Critical Theorists weregial in forwarding my enlightenment
about class and place. Using the ideas of authis & Maxine Greene (1995), Nel
Noddings (1992), bell hooks (2000), William Aye2904), Lois Weis (2004), Joan Wink

(2005), William Pinar (2004) and Paulo Freire (200@xplored the current avenues of
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societal restraints for Southern females that inrthe traditional patriarchal arrangement
of the home, the fundamental religious values efatea, and the arrangement of the
curriculum in schools.
| Am this Place - Class and the Southern Female

Personal experiences that relate so intenselyheyeM came from lead me to
reflect on the words of Greene (1995), “We are ntiedy to uncover or be able to
interpret what we are experiencing if we can aesmecapture. . . some awareness of our
own backgrounds” (p. 52). My educational expereelooked similar to every other
student that lived in my county during my schoahnge There was one school system in
the county which consisted on one elementary solgraties K-2), one middle school
(grades 3-5), one junior high school (grades &84, one high school (grades 9-12).
There were less than 1400 students within theeeatihool system. There were no other
schools in the county (including private schodl®hen | graduated from high school, |
was second in my class. | had operated efficiaanly effectively in the traditional school
setting, like Ayers (2004) describes, “The studeran authoritarian setting is not
expected to think much or discuss much, to conttaito contest — she listens and takes
in, she receives a world predigested and intergreteted out in discrete bits from others
who, she is assured, always know better” (p. Tyas excited about entering college and
leaving South Georgia. Because | had good gradis aecent SAT score, | was
accepted to every college that | applied to (beedlusre was a processing fee for
applications, | only applied to three — the Uniutgref Georgia, Georgia Tech, and Troy
State University.) When [ finally set down to dexidhat college | would attend, there

seemed little question in my mind. More than amyghi wanted to be an architect. My
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acceptance in the School of Architecture at Georgieh caused me much pleasure; |
was so proud that | had been accepted. Yet, whaally sent in my acceptance letter,
there was little surprise that | would attend T&igite University. The other two schools
were much two expensive for my family to affordddhe scholarships and financial aid
offered by Troy State would pay for my tuition dndng expenses. | never even
considered the other two schools as realistic aptibjust wanted to see if | could get in.
The limitation of class was a reality that | hagetl with for as long as | could remember.
It took higher education to help me understand Wihataren (2005) so eloquently
states, “A class involves, therefore, the aliengeality of the social life of individuals
who function in a certain way within the systeme®alient features of class — alienated
social relation, place/function, and group- araraltually dependent” (p. 127). There
are so many factors that contribute to the idemiift presents its face as class that work
together so intricately that they are intricatelyvéned as seem on great entity. It seems
strange to me to reflect upon the notion Gay (2086pgnizes as fallacious because it is
one that | formerly held (and others still holdath‘good teaching transcends place,
people, time, and context. They content it hasingtto do with the class, race gender,
ethnicity, or culture of students and teachers.’2@). The creation of a class
consciousness occurs, and this presence effectyhto-day operations of an individual
in countless situations. Now | am able to concéde ithave been guilty of teaching a
Eurocentric curriculum in methods pointedly geai@gards a middle-class white
audience. This recognition leaves me saddenedgmnéing the tools and methods that |
incorporated from the classroom stemmed from leggerience. Newfound knowledge

allows for newfound guilt. Lucas (1999) quotes Jaak and Jackman’s description of

119



the complexity of class, “While socioeconomic distions provide the basis for class
identification, it is also clear that class incargtes more than this. When asked what
factors define class membership, most people naheral factors, such as life-style and
beliefs and feelings, as well as socioeconomimfati(p. 119). As a first generation
college student, my parents had warned me thag thas no money for my education.
My father was in the midst of a bankruptcy in afoefto save the family farm from a
foreclosure caused by his brother’s gambling dedat$e offered no hope in terms of
financial assistance. My parents and | had attead@thncial aid workshop, but the
terms and procedures thrown at us by the lady eletig the information sounded as
foreign and confusing. Finally, my parents simgldtme that getting through college, in
terms of financial needs and paperwork techniealjitivould be up to me. Certainly,
“cultural capital” (Martin, 2002, p. 115), or thack of it, played a part in my inability to
navigate the waters of technical terms and buresicatocuments [but I, like Martin
(2002), wonder why we must “assume that the morebcal has greater worth than the
less cerebral” (p. 15)]. At seventeen, | was lifttepared for the onslaught of decisions
that had to be made in terms of financial aid, sk the package that seemed least
threatening. Troy State offered a full ride. | wabelxit with a degree that would not cost
me anything. Since | lived in fear of debt becanfsey parents’ situation, | took this
route. As | look back on this incident from my |iferealize how class helped shape my
life in ways that seemed impossible to escaperead Giroux and Giroux (2004), “Poor
and minority youth who manage to survive the degidte conditions of their K-12

education and still want to continue their schapliace skyrocketing college tuition
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rates” (p. 203) that mirror the ones | faced indegision to attend Troy State. However,
Giroux continues to delineate the snowballing dfteat the limited choices present,
Given such expenses, the same tiering in K-12sible at the post-secondary
level, where a credential from a typical Ivy Leagunversity like Brown will
open doors for its graduates in the Fortune 5@Bersame way that a credential
from a local community college will likely qualifgne to join the ranks of
overworked and underpaid laborers in the serviceose(P. 203).
Realistically, one can become a first generatidlege student and find that the job
market one enters will never provide the meansythang more than a paycheck-to-
paycheck reality as Aronowitz (2000) describes atlan as a “knowledge factory” that
ensures, “Most postsecondary graduates enterloe taarket as . . . subprofessionals in
social work and nursing, elementary and secondargd teachers- ‘sub’ because their
jobs do not ordinarily entail genuine autonomyha performance of their work even if
they require a formal license” (p. 9). Educationtfte sake of education fell by the
wayside as education became the means to an exeking the elusive dream of a steady
job and financial security. So | lived the viewesfucation described by Weis (2004),
“White working-class youth in high school at leastbally valued schooling for what
they thought it could get them” (p. 98). The idéaaluing education because it can
provide financial stability looms large in this gnof economic upheaval; my educational
experience centered around my search for finastadlility, mirroring what Apple
(2001) notes, “Any definition of freedom based @or@omic independence must by its

very nature draw a line between those classesagflpaevho have it (economic
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independence) and those who do not” (p. 15). Edutaan simply become about
training one’s way into an occupation.

In terms of class, education plays a large pathti@émarginalization of a large
portion of American citizens who can’t afford prigaeducations as Anyon (2006) notes
that, “. . . subaltern groups in the United St&éeg., the working class, African-
Americans, Latinos) rarely achieve equity withootial power and that the surest way to
such power is through public contestation and tfugas movements this activity can lead
to” (p. 17) My personal awakening, inherent uporti€al Theory’s understanding that
“education’s main purpose of the social integratba class society could be achieved
only by preparing most kids for an unequal futameg by insuring their personal
underdevelopment” (Willis in Aronowitz and Girouk993, p. 66), stirred within me a
conscious passion for change. Certainly, if anyigror individual intends to maintain
the current status quo in society, then educatiost meffectively promote the current
system. Instead of promoting free-thinking and tiveantelligences, the current regime
in society seeks to shackle the minds of Ameridgnfocusing on a standards-driven
curriculum that ensures the manageability of sttaland negates the innate intelligence
of these students. As | live with students who atpdly face standardized tests full of
material vastly removed from their lived experignoemember the words of Macedo
(1994), in an interview with Paulo Freire, denotthg drive to push students toward
assimilation,

When curriculum designers ignore important varialslech as social-class

differences, when they ignore the incorporatiothef subordinate cultures’

values in the curriculum, and when they refusecteept and legitimize the
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students’ language, their actions point to theekibility, insensitivity, and

rigidity of a curriculum that was designed to benfose who wrote it. (p. 104)
Assuredly, this neglect of the students’ realiaes complexities plays out daily in the
halls of many high schools in this country, mucigack (2003) contends that, “as
school resources continue to reflect the grossualees of wealth and income in this
country, major achievement gaps will persist betwide prosperous and the poor, and
too many students will continue to be . . . thofdydrained in failure” (p. 126). In our
small rural high schools, the students who dematestin inability to perform at the
appropriate educational markers (the standardestd that provide our statistical
information) are minority students and studentsiftbe lower socio-economic class.
Also, these students are the same ones that famdsthlves repeatedly in the principal’s
office for discipline infractions. These students the students that have been targeted
by the current administration at the school foredmtion — help in reaching acceptable
achievement levels on standardized tests. Thedergtiare pulled out of their elective
classes (the only opportunity they have to taklassdased solely on personal interest),
and they are forced to sit in practice sessiongevtieey answer standardized tests
guestions on the computer. Currently, this schogbedly pursues one main goal —
passing the state standardized test. Studentsomigd opportunities to experience what
Patrick Finn [as quoted in Romano and GlascockZ})Ggalls “Powerful literacy” (p.
10). Such literacy, described as perhaps the ladiffsrence between the education
provided in poor and working class schools ancethigcation provided in middle and
upper class schools, results when students takemiation and use the information to

reflect and build upon. Instead of copying notethwhe expectation of verbatim
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regurgitation, students are allowed to imagine pessibilities and create new realities.
The school that | attended (one that served a wgrkiass community) firmly adhered to
the importance of pre-packed education. Drill aggktition were staples of the
educational diet. | became so adept at this prabess almost lost the ability to think
and create knowledge for myself. When | was workingny M.Ed., | would get
aggravated when the teacher would assign group.wérknly believed that | did not
learn through group projects. | preferred to taées from a lecture and then complete
the test from the material. When | was requiredamplete projects that were open-
ended, | often felt tense and anxious. | repeatediyld question the teacher to see if |
was completing the assignment correctly. Now, Ils@& | was conditioned to need a
“right” or “wrong” answer, recognized and lamentadilenced Voices and
Extraordinary Conversatiorf2003) by Weis and Fine. This pre-packaged education that
students must endure succinctly pegged, “The digion of knowledge is highly
routinized. . .at no point is there any discussionch less serious discussion, of the ideas
or concepts embedded within the original materigts’93). It is through this limited
display of information that students’ minds andasl@re limited. From the first day in
kindergarten, teachers prepare to shape childterthie image of what a good student is
perceived to be. With despair for the future, logruze the four-year-old black student of
whom Delpit (1995) writes, her intense descriptiohkis repeated assertions of “I be’s
fine” (p. 51) failing to adequately answer his teacs interrogation into his well-being

for that day. Even at this early age, studenteapected to drop mannerisms used at
home to adopt unfamiliar behaviors in order to seccat school, ultimately

demonstrating that one way is better than the oteidents must obtain passing scores
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to prove they retain an extensive knowledge of nmedteppropriate for a high school
graduate; they are accountable for their succeasility to demonstrate acceptable
levels of achievement often results in the ide&fdnlure is deserved (Fine and Weis,
2003); after all, everyone had the same exposuteetanaterial in their shared
classrooms. The essence of contemporary schodéngs§rom the idea that students
should be shaped using a mold whose dimensiordi@eted through the use of
curriculum standards and measured through starmatdissessments. Everyone should
be able to pass the same test because the sclpeviesce of each child is based on the
same framework. Schooling becomes about assimilaiding students from every walk
of life and adapting them to the “American” way. @my given day during the school
year, a tour down the halls of my school would preeghe typical picture of what most
people expect a school to look like. The hallscaret. The noise that emanates from the
classrooms is also subdued, as if no one dardsresgect the sanctity of the school. In
fact, this may not be far from the truth as thos®wan not conform are banished to the
throne of embarrassment outside the doors of tineipal’s office. What | see in my
small slice of reality, | realize to be elsewheseReeynolds (2003) effectively notes the
current tone and temperament of the education&sysWhat once was an essence of
being a child is now invalidated by the mercilesgch of mechanistic programs and the
continual onslaught of prescribed pathways” (p. 48k “hidden curriculum” (Wink,
2005, p.46) is effectively at work. My educatioeaperience echoes with the stifling of
possibilities mirrored as Wink (2005) describesdbgaiculum in elements that strongly
resonates within the world,

The hidden curriculum can be seen in schools wittés boys are called on more
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than little girls, when only Eurocentric historiase taught, when teenage girls
are socialized to believe that they are not goadath and sciences, when heroes
but not heroines are taught, and when counselack tronwhites to classes that
prepare them to serve (p. 47).
In my case, | could add lower class to the nonwhiteéerms of being tracked into a
caste. My class being a constricting factor thaatad an inherent sense of inferiority, |
rage against those practices currently in placenif@ntain the status quo, as Apple
(2001) notes “Tracking returns in both overt andezbways. And once again, black
students and students in government-subsidizedhlpragrams are the ones most likely
to be placed in those tracks or given academiccaneker advice that nearly guarantees
that they will have limited or no mobility and wibnfirm their status as students who
are “less worthy”(p. 92). One particular poignamémory from high school reminds me
of how effectively lower class students can begaled through another’s expectations.
During my senior year, | was lurking in the halkside of the guidance office when | was
supposed to be in class when | heard two teachergecsing in the adjacent teacher’s
lounge. They were discussing the senior honor gitadu and speculating on who would
receive the Star Student Award (for highest SATrescthat year. Several names were
mentioned, one of which was mine. My chances w#tandedly dismissed; in part
(according to one teacher who had never taught doe, Yo my connection with a family
that had no financial portfolio of which to brag.dur little town, money was everything,
and everyone knew those who had it and those whaadati Ironically, | already knew
that | was the Star Student for that school yeagek and embarrassment suffused

throughout every fiber of my being about things theould not control. | found myself
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ashamed of who | was and where | came from. Thigposition of my home and the
education occurred repeatedly throughout my fowveatears on both fronts. | remember
repeated efforts on behalf of my eighth grade Ehgieacher (a refined and genteel
woman) to rid my vocabulary of “ain’t” and “ya’ll¥WWhen her efforts were successful, |
would hear derogatory comments from home aboutaogated (i.e. uppity) vocabulary.
At an early age, | became adept at navigating thtens between the two worlds - home
and academia. When | re@dit of Placeby Said (1999), | found the articulation of my
dilemma:
All families invent their parents and children, gigach of tehm a story, character,
fate and even a language. There was always sorgetimong with how | was
invented and meant to fit in with the world of mgrents and four sisters.
Whether this was because | constantly misread myopdecause of some deep
flaw in my being | could not tell for most of myrgalife. Sometimes | was
intransigent, and proud of it. At other times Ised to myself to be nearly
devoid of any character at all, timid, uncertaithout will. Yet the overriding
sensation | had was of always being out of plgze3)
In either company — at home or in the world of arai — | existed without a concrete
persona; the ebb and flow of my being shifted dsfled between the two worlds, often
criticizing one reality while steeped in the othgnable to reconcile the two realities
created a schizophrenic existence that prohibitgdrom honoring and valuing anything.
In retrospect, | reflect on my educational expereeand realize how fortunate | am to

achieve two degrees and be in the pursuit of d.thir
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Navigating the waters between two worlds can niedepally describe the
process advocated by critical theorists in an effobring social justice to an educational
system sorely lacking in equality. When | sit at fagnily table and hear tales of bigotry,
homophobia, and outdated sexist ideas touted andh@& code, | realize the need for
change in this world. My education instills the ide$or change. Conversely, | feel like a
traitor when | try to use my education to rid myrdaof its deep-rooted hatred. So | try
to save the drowning person who lashes out in admifiuand fear, pulling me down in the
surrounding wake. The idea of “border-crossingr¢@x, 1992; Anzaldua quoted in
Wright, 2000) demands the creation of a new nasghat throws away preconceived
notions of place, class, and identity and allows tmnegotiate through experience and
self, and like Wright(2000) says, “Metaphoric spaosaterialize into places” (p. 210),
akin to the area that Reynolds and Webber (200#4)he“line of flight” (p. 3), a
negating area for the need for any one discourbe tbe ruling power. So | am rallied
when Pinar (2004) explains the hope that can exist,

That is why we believe in education; we see howgrtully schooling crushes it,

and yet, still, there is education, despite thesth There is God despite the

church, justice despite the government, and logpitkethe family. We educators
must prepare for a future when the school is reiito us and we can teach, not

manipulate for test scores (p. 127).

Hope exists. To find the language that has eluded tarn to Freire (2002), who
purports the essential dialogue that can be thetusghat will wreak social havoc and
provide the necessary change. Through dialoguewtnchl thinking, the inherent worth

of the oppressor and the oppressed becomes indidputWhen | think of my own
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education, | understand what Freire (2002) outlaethe current method of depositing
and withdrawing information into and from the stotlas the means to maintaining the
status quo. His fervent demands to abolish thitegystand as a calling point for all who
understand that class (or any power issue) shatldanable to create such division
between people who are ultimately members of tlmedmurace, regardless of their
differences. The success of the oppressed can tomegh the components of Critical
Feminist Theory and Critical Theory. Seeking to lempent the precepts of Critical
Theory into my world, I turn to Martusewicz (20049 she explores Fraser’s presentation
of Critical Theory’s attention to “the tension betwn equality and difference, class
politics and cultural politics, and. . . competingerests and identity differences” (p.
107). In uplifting one culture’s values and beliefer all other members of society, the
current system short-changes every member throeghwing each one of the
“opportunity to discover their educational possiigs (Martin, 2002, p.19). By realizing
and embracing the possibilities of multiple reastiranscending the bonds of class, a
great host of opportunities becomes obtainabl¢hiose individuals who dreamed of little
more than life’s necessities.
Coming Home Again - The Importance of Place

The mantra of my youth was, “I can not wait tiirh old enough to leave this
place!” And | did. When | turned eighteen, | lefyremall community and moved to
Troy, Alabama — to my quaint notions it seemed ritalele metropolis. Ironically
enough, it took only four years to determine tha¢éded to return to my childhood
community to live out the rest of my days. | ardy@ome with the same intensity with

which | left; however, | was heralding the oppositgion, “There is no place like home.”
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Experiencing the world in duo-realities leads m&atk (2004)’s observation, “To
experience the world as a social thing is to exgpee it through a set of lenses. These
lenses are a composite of the social, historical,altural experiences of an individual —
but always, always grounded in a place and a sanse(p. 17). My place had become
an integral part of my identity to such an extéaittl felt compelled to return to the
structure that had created my existence/my perkwrihe first two decades of my life.
However, | could not resign myself to assimilatintp the culture of feminine
subjugation. My lived situation embodies Hesch898) expression of Giroux and
Simon’s (1989) definition of cultural reproductid®ractices that are culturally
reproductive are often reflections of ideas anituals inherited through the culture of
the family, kin, or social group” (p. 104). In esse, the experience of the “living
conversation” (Martin, 2002, p. 26) is what asdeddhat one’s surroundings become
etched in the fiber of one’s psyche and this inkigaéogue lead me to seek out those who
were responsible for my way of viewing the worldfeLlbecomes a state of existence
framed in passivity as Freire (1998) recognizes tmbde of “being with” the world,
Our being is deing with So, to be in the world without making historythaut
being made by it, without creating culture, withaugensibility towards one’s
own presence in the world, without a dream, withsmrtg, music, or painting,
without caring for the earth or the water, withasing one’s hands, without
sculpting or philosophizing, without any opinioncaib the world, without science
or theology, without awe in the face of mysterythout learning, instruction,
teaching, without ideas on education, without beialitical, is a total

impossibility. (p. 58)
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As members of our community we become entwinedher® we are as much as what
we are. Person becomes an extension of place. @hnotting our place, we discover
who and what we are, and as Robison (1997) stateswriting ‘our side’is . . . a
hegemonic project that can tell us a great deabat@w cultural difference was
perceived and culturally deployed. . .” (p. 55).@@immersed in a situation often
renders one incapable of recognizing the demartatoeated by the situation. Through
writing, reading, and exploration of new and di#fier spaces, new understandings can be
created. One learns to understand, recognize,@andtsnes even manipulate the borders
created by place and space, as | envisioned wieadlSoja (1989),

There was a complex and problem-filled interachetween the production of

human geographies and the constitution of soclalioms and practices which

needed to be recognized and opened up to thedratidapolitical interpretation.

This could not be done by continuing to see huneoggaphy only as a reflection

of social processes. The created spatiality ofasdié® had to be seen as

simultaneously contingent and conditioning, as lastloutcome and a medium

for the making of history. (p. 58)
A new dialogue and new recognition leads to a dehfi@anreorganization of the existing
structure to allow the new identities to exist hammously in a pre-existing world. As |
struggle against the current strictures of my wdrtdke encouragement as Provenzo
(2005) articulates questions that would force #hwearking of the structures that generate
the stereotypical foundations of place:

Why have certain groups historically had privilegesr others? How has this

worked out in terms of race, gender, and ethniditg@® has this contributed to
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structural inequality in our culture? What probleane evident in our culture as a

result of inequality? How can inequality best bdradsed? (p. 63)
These questions will not allow one to rest on themglacency of tradition. How can they
when the traditions one has built upon are inh&rdlatwed? To participants in a
community, the ability to explicitly note the prelphatic customs and understandings of
one’s truths does not come automatically. Sometiewes the obvious is not so to one
steeped in the truths of their place. Long | sluraden my oblivion until awakened by
authors like Wink (2005) who understands the cowipés that pave our path, “Race,
class, and gender are variables that determinepattr The superhighway or the dirt
road” (p. 53). As teenagers, my sister and | wagpeeted to maintain a clean household
and prepare dinner daily. We did not think anythofgur roles. We did not question
why our brother (who, as the youngest child, wdg arcouple of years behind the two
of us girls) had no domestic expectations requirech him. We did not even have the
realization to feel degraded at the menial tasas\ile were deemed suited for while the
only son was deemed too important for such taske.absence of a critical dialogue
enables subjugation. This subjugation of the alyethose who feel the inherent
superiority of their Eurocentric culture permeates Southern lived experience; for me,
the importance of transcending the lines of rackdass are noted as McLaren (1996)
states,

The site of translation is always an arena of gfieigrhe translation of other

cultures must resist the authoritative represeamaif the other through a

decentering process that challenges dialogues wvitach become

institutionalized through the semantic authoritystafte power. Neither the
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practice of signification nor translation occursaamideological void, and for this

reason educators need to interrogate the signnsygdteat are used to produce

reading of experience. (p. 135)

Any dissension from the current status quo is mtt distrust and hostility. ‘Why upset
a system that has operated effectively for decddgsquestion that | often hear in my
struggle to create a dialogue for social justiceother common comment, “That is how
we operate in our corner of the world,” speaksrgghp of the sense of place that inhabits
the constituents of the community. Change can balfor the worse in the eyes of those
who view their way of life as threatened. A datéeal of gender roles exists in the
South: Pinar (2004) articulates the traditionalemale that has cemented its existence
post-Civil War, “He {the white Southern male} woulghhold the ante-bellum promise of
protection in return for the masculine presumptbsuperiority” (p. 116). The South,
especially the rural South, is quickly being ougzhby other areas of the country. Sexist
and racist attitudes are as slow to change.

The juxtaposition of the entrenched traditionaws of this rural culture plays
against my stringent need for social justice. Thfoaxploration of my experience in this
place, | desire to uncover counteractive measorésetstatic nature of this existence. My
personal journey pulls from the words of Pinar @9&s he notes, “By focusing upon the
individual, it is possible to reclaim the abstrant and begin to extricate oneself from
capture by ideology. One’s voice becomes disceendhy working regressively,
progressively, analytically, synthetically, one imasgto reclaim oneself from intellectual

and cultural conditioning” (p. 108).
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| felt compelled to make my own mark as Taylor (@QP8escribes, “there was an
urgent need on the part of many women to writegtexdocuments to record their
extraordinary experiences” (p. 11). Through exgloraof my past through writing and
thinking, | seek to create a dialogue for the mzdion of a future steeped in the ideals of
social justice. This battle will not be quick onmass. As | grow through what Pinar
(2004) articulates as the “study of relations betwacademic knowledge and life history
in the interest of self-understanding and sociebnstruction” (p. 35), | can not ignore
the necessity of sharing this conversation witlséheho created me. My endeavor to
instill a dialogue within my family and my extendtanily had met with angst and
resistance for several reasons. The battle is hill epdeavor, as Boler and Zembylas
(2006) recognize, “The comfort zone reflects emmlanvestments that by and large
remain unexamined because they have been wovethmtveryday fabric of what is
considered common sense” (p. 111). When | seekéstopn the entrenched subjugation
of the wives and daughters of my community, | armwith disdain and amusement from
the men and open hostility from the women. The mew my rants on equality with
amusement. Since | am only a woman, my opinionritity lacks value and validity.
Let me rave to the highest mountain, in their dy@sl ever be “only” a female. Sadly, it
is the women that | wish would heed my admonitiohtheir personal worth; yet, they
are the ones that aggressively dismiss me. Howitegnvalidate my views without
negating their own existence? Do they appear intibdor participating in an existence
that | deem unworthy? | sincerely hope not. Alahawvish to obtain for each member of
the community is Freire’s (2002) “conscientizatidga™allow for the dissolution of the

current bonds that enslave the minds and bodi&swthern females.
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Trashin’ Racism

If you kick a dog often enough, it's going to crevgghen you come near it. The
actions become reflexive, ingrained, automaticit 8with the ever-present reality that
is racism in the South. Racism’s subversive pressimamers continuously beneath the
surface, a certainty in a world ever-changing. Radnfluences where you work, where
you eat, how you live; it twists into all facetstbfs life without ever an articulation of
the word. The racists here will swear that theyehaure hearts, that no bigotry fuels their
actions — racism so ingrained that it cannot reegitself. Wrought within the Southern
way are the very precepts that Ben Jelloun (1998laens as racism, “. . .people have
what are called prejudices. They judge others witlkaowing them. They think they
know in advance what other people are like andafre worthwhile or not” (p. 20).
These words ring true in my rural South. Thereséeecotypes for every race, creed and
color. The slur words for race are learned eatiian the politically correct monikers for
the “others” that threaten the white world. Feaveh this hatred. The inherent fear of
those who are different provokes a flight or figdgponse in white people of the rural
South. They (white people) either seek to avoidacraltogether (flight) or provoke an
altercation for the sake of difference and intatem There is no happy medium. There
are clearly marked neighborhoods for black andevbéople; each neighborhood marked
by characteristics as defining as the skin coloralbpockets of African-American rural
communities in South Georgia are marked by powventy need as clearly as any housing
project. As a child, riding through these areasestand fascinated me. The trailers, for
there were few actual houses, were dilapidateccanetworn. Often there were young

children playing in or near the road and groupgasfous ages draped along porches and
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car hoods in various positions of repose. Ridingugh the “quarters,” as my father
referred to them, lead me to internally concepigaihe notion that black people had less.
Align this with the notion muttered by my fatheroaib the inherent laziness of black
people and a racist is born. | lived what Ben I#ll(iL999) recognizes, “...children aren’t
born with racist ideas. Usually a child repeats ths parents or relatives say...if your
parents put you on guard against children of cglou,d behave differently” (p. 53).
Racist notions are ingrained from the crib. As sasma budding redneck enters
kindergarten, he or she is admonished by paredt®ter adults to segregate himself or
herself from others who are different. If my fatipgcked me up from school and saw me
playing with children of other races, he would disage the behavior — belittling both
the children or color and myself for choosing tayplith them. | became a nigger-lover
by association, and to my father that was worse b&ng black. To avoid such harsh
censure, | learned early on to avoid any contattt minorities. My own inheritance is
articulated as Segrest (1994) captures my dilemma,

What therapist would tell us to read history, woliédp us see how this fetishized

racism circulates within white families? We wasHaivn with gin and violence.

It surfaces as anger or depression, passed dowdoavidand down, refracted for

generations to children who inherit sometimes hsaseal land but always

jumbles of terror and anger. (p. 4)
A birthright of hate and degradation bears litthawece for the youth growing up in the
South. The South’s legacy of hate manifests itsgaree in the problematic
proclamations of “heritage, not hate” that surrautite flag furor of Georgia and South

Carolina. These cries rallied the young and olkiealo frenzied heights of racist angst.
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Bumper stickers with the “Let us vote” slogan aad tags with the controversial Georgia
flag, or sometimes simply the Confederate bat#lg ftself, denote in Southerners’ minds
a pride in the heritage of Southern history. Emighetguments ascertain that no malice
resides in the hearts of those who promote the flaginstead there rests only an
adulation for history. Even those so thoroughlgpea in racism do not acknowledge it.
Vocalization would make it so, as long as the wandsdenied then the racist actions are
negated. Even family members, who hold no qualnositalbeing racist, ascertain that
their feelings about the flag do not stem fromsawoots. Ironically, the African-
American culture is blamed for the brouhaha overfliag; the argument being that black
people try to stir up trouble where there is ngkelind and brazen racism is embraced
by the rural South in such a virulent manner thgtiides a way of life without the
participants’ realization of its subversive infleen The history of the South is steepe in
plantation houses and genteel manners, as Cashstaris, as articulated in Pinar
(2004), “argued that southerners retreated fronfabes of their history to fictions and
fantasies” (p. 95).Pinar then posits, “This phenoomeof denial and flight from reality
involves, unsurprisingly, distortions in severahsges, distortions that undermine the
South’s efforts to develop culturally, even econgatty” (p. 95). A great misconception
exists in the minds of many residents of the Soegpgecially the rural South, that
overlooks the debilitating effects of racism andjpdice that permeates their actions. As
a child, it was hard to reconcile the deep-rootagka my parents, especially my father,
held towards black people with the dusty, forlarrages of those dilapidated trailer parks

perched out in the middle of nowhere — a land wkerds could be tucked away out of
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sight, out of mind. Bu the heavy blanket of racisas not an easy one to throw off,
especially because of its many manifestations.

Racism in the rural South blankets all colors. Ndhite is the other. Since black
skin is the most prevalent, it becomes the takgétpther races are not exempt. The
recent influx of migrant workers into the area frbfaxico gives rise to another set of
slurs and prejudices. The white population lam#msarrival of “spics and wetbacks”
that come in and take over American jobs. Thesg gabbemoaned are laboring jobs that
many of those who are griping consider beneath $kéras. The root of the problem
rests in the darker skin, midnight hair, and medddnguage that flows off their tongues
in a rapid succession — leaving those leaden Hngfigaking tongues locked in
confusion and unease. The first time | heard somepeaking Spanish in a store, my
mother muttered, “Anybody in America ought to sp&aglish.” That phrase resounds
repeatedly through the collective conscious of myunity. Sometimes a more telling
phrase is uttered, “Anybody in America ought toapAmerican.” Fear of losing the
white identity drives these people to negate thdse look or sound different. This deep-
seated fear serves well its purpose, as Pinar j2Gfids, “Poor whites have allowed their
racial prejudice to keep them politically complaicéso matter how poor whites are,
their view is that there remains a class underniim. . .” (p. 106). | understand how
this culture has allowed for the postulating of ple®r whites in a position of privilege
over poor African-Americans, and more recently pd@panics. There resides within
poor rural Southerners an anger towards peopleevikia color is different because of a
systematic reliance that many of these poor Afréamerican families have on welfare

and Medicare. The general consensus within the seinof lower-class people in the
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rural South is that the poverty of the African-Amean is of their own making, and that if
they did not rely on the welfare system then theyil overcome their station in life.
This frame of thinking lead me through many yedmny life, and there were two things
that allowed for alternate possibilities which elealme to understand the fallacies
behind this train of thought. First, the lure dadtional literature generated uncomfortable
possibilities about the reality and humanity of arities that conflicted with my lived
experience. Also, it was only after | reached tbetdrate level that | began to actively
guestion the construction of my reality in termsaxfe and racism due to my encounters
with authors such as Martusewicz (2001), who exgléne impact of education,
Pedagogy enacts translation as leaving home. @ilagogical relations, in
whatever context we may find them, create the gneegded to embark on the
journey. Our interpretations, our questions, andno@aning making push us out
across the given boundaries. Leaving home is atavegcommence, to embark
again, on the inevitable search for passage tomare ethical and just ways of
being in the world. With embarking, we enact a rs&nes of events, a series of
places and attachments, traces displaced, cataed,ajathered up, a bouquet of
homes. (p. 37)
First, | had to leave my place — both physicallg ametaphorically through literature - to
envision the potential for other realities.
Living with this limited rationale of whiteness ated conflicts for me as | began
to explore beyond the boundaries of my place. Fingtexploration started with
literature. It is easy to demonize those who afferdint from you as long as you do not

let them become human. When | learned from my tdgerature was that the words
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and phrases that flowed off of the page, twistind winding their way into my
subconscious, created alternate conceptions of eduddl and might be true. People that
| had learned to shun and disdain became real tmmbe first time. (So perhaps it is
not surprising the inherent distrust of reading Biledature of those whom | loved. The
radical ideas that such literature sparked in rtiderance, acceptance, racial equality —
were heralded as by-products of trying to be toakkgmart. Being a know-it-all was
another disparaging title wielded to stunt intellet growth and curiosity. In spite of an
incessant need to please my father and be theeggétittle girl, 1 could not throw down
the literature that confounded me, educated meeahghtened me. Reading Shange
(1977) lead me to the depths of despair when hedsvoreathed the breath of life into
the images of blackness for me for the first time,
/cuz i had convinced

myself colored girls had no right to sorrow/ &vdd

& loved that way & kept sorrow on the curb/ alldtye

for you/ but i know i did it for myself/

i cdnt stand it

i cdnt stand bein sorry & colored at the same time

it's so redundant in the modern world. (p. 43)
The confusion rolled inside me. Shange’s (197 @ratters recognized their plight as
citizens in a world that automatically links “so&ycolored” without just cause or even
second thought. The language was not like minetHautadence and rhythm echoed with
the distinct cadence of a honeyed drawl that | katiwoo well; the bitterness dripped

from her words in sounds and syllables distinabyefgn and home all at once. |
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recognize the accent. | recognize the epidemitvioig through the desire of a man. How
could I relate to the humanity and negate its waoyth? The bitter pill began to knead
and push at my sense, demanding that | feel isepee. This experience with literature
lead me to explore the reality of those who hachlJethered” by my world for so long
that no one bothered to consider the demarcatibasworld we could never fully
comprehend. The authors let me in their world. Mwrt broke as Morrison’s (1987)
Belovedallowed a glimpse into the heart and soul thabktha subjugated people to
find the strength to continue on,
It was in front ofthat 124 that Sethe climbed off a wagon, her newb@uh b her
check, and felt for the first time the wide armsef mother-in-law, who had
made it to Cincinnati. Who decided that, becauaeeslife had ‘busted her legs,
back, head, eyes, hands, kidneys, womb and tomgjue had nothing left to
make a living with but her heart. (p. 87)
After all has been stripped away — health, wedligmity — to find the strength of heart to
never give up speaks of strength and inner fortitulike any | have every experienced.
My tortured mind begins agonizing over the juxtapos of my real-world stereotypes
against these larger-than-life characters who mar&ed their way into my psyche,
against my will and better judgment. Can | expareethe degradation of debasement due
to skin color? No, but through powerful text | damt and heal under the hands of a
master story-teller. Rivers of words burn my samid | find weeping for the hurts of
those who never were and who still are. Literahgeame my window to imagined
places and unimaginable situations. Examinatiordivarse racist situations made me

further aware of the great discrepancy betweenamjly’s, my father’s characterization
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of minorities and the lived experience of those wiere deemed so worthless. Hungry
for new views, | embraced Silko’s (1998gllow Womanvho placed the emphasis on
another race, however the story seemed eerily i@mil

“Where did you get the fresh meat?’ the white rasked.

“I've been hunting,” Silva said, and when he gdfthis weight in the saddle the

leather creaked.

“The hell you have, Indian. You've been rustlirggtte. We’'ve been looking for

the thief for a long time.

The rancher was fat, and the sweat began to soakgh his white cowboy shirt

and the wet cloth stuck to the thick rolls of bdly. He almost seemed to be

panting form the exertion of talking, and he snelancid, maybe because Silva

scared him. (p. 41)
Fear of those who are different should be disdabenhy family; after all, my own
grandmother was not readily accepted by everyonause of her distinctly Native
American appearance and illegitimate status inb@ifitom her unmarried Cherokee
mother. For my grandmother, my father and hissgdito be imbued with such racism
strikes a dissident chord in my psyche. Do my gnawmtther’s actions that belittle others
provide a panacea to the feelings of inadequadystean from her own background?
Questions like this one began to form with eveny text that | read. The hypocrisy
leads me to feel uncomfortable in my own skin, lbugas still unable to articulate a
solution or even postulate a theory as to why thiexjsted in their current state. The
more | read and studied — both fiction and nondictthe more a schematic formed in

my mind that diagramed the particular workingsaafe subtly entwined with sex. Poor
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white men’s ability to lord it over their white wan and the entire black race provides a
relief from their feelings of inadequacy in ternigleeir monetary deficiency. Black men
have only black women on which to take out the reggsions of their (black men) own
humiliation. It is the literature of black womenckuas Morrison (1987), Shange (1977)
and Cleage (1995) that helped me envision therstgskof their reality in an effort for
me to come to terms with my station in the laddenoe and racism. Cleage (1995)
examines the volatile relationships between blaek snd women,

Minnie: He scares me sometimes. He gets so angry.

Fannie: You know who else had a terrible temper?

Minnie: Who?

Fannie: Daddy. You were too young to remembebut,he did. And Daddy was

a good man, but he had a temper and sometimesiltwget the better of him.

Just like your Frank. . . Sometimes we have tottmnger than they are Baby

Sister. We have to understand and be patient1{p. 5
The intense relationships between the black mald@male as portrayed in various
literature lead me to believe that the anger teskdown from one layer of society to the
next, leaving no soul unwounded.

Experiencing literature for social justice in myctbral classes helped me find a
dialogue that articulated the confusion that | wggeriencing in terms of race. The
starting point in my awakening was Freire’s (20B2jlagogy of the Oppressexb it
opened my eyes to the need for constant convensaiio struggle against oppressive

forces and people. | had to first put myself in ithie of oppressor and newfound guilt
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welled from reservoirs of memories long repres3edrecognize myself as both
oppressed and oppressor provided the great epighahghanged my thinking forever.
The first opportunity for me to incorporate my rieund theoretical
understanding of race relations into the classroame as a result of readi@gher
People’s Childrerby Delpit (1995). Starting Delpit’'s both felt likefrontal attack. | had
participated in the National Writing Project, whgsecepts come under fire from
Delpit’'s astute pen. In fact, the various techngfrem Writing Project were components
of my day-to-day classroom. Immediately off-putrudged on through the book, only
because my grade depended on it. No one want thaace that the tried-and-true
reality they live rests shakily on a foundatiorgtdss. So it was for me. What convinced
me was the flip sides of the coin that Delpit (1pRbrly presented, first with an analysis
of writing process teacher’s (either white or blacikidle class teachers) concepts,
“Maybe, just maybe, these writing process teacasrso adamant about developing
fluency because they have not really had the oppitytto realize the fluency the kids
already possess,” (p. 17) and juxtaposed agaiesifgposing view,
And maybe the black teachers are so adamant agé#iastthey understand to tbe
writing process approach because they hear thalests’ voices and see their
fluency clearly. They are anxious to move up tortbgt step, the step vital to
success in America — the appropriation of the anal written forms demanded by
the mainstream. (p. 18)
The careful examination of both sides defusedrtireediate defensiveness that welled
up in me because of what | regarded as an attaiksiga process that | believed in.

What Delpit (1995) is careful to articulate is gdggnment of certain processes with
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certain groups and Writing Project’s unwitting tatigg of already privileged groups and
its certain, but unintentional disregard for alneagpressed groups. Delpit (1995) hit me
in the real world, with a process that | knew aptidved in. My evaluation of my
processes (both mental and physical) had to comené&xperiencing what Apple (2006)
terms, “the act of repositioning. . . the best w@aynderstand what any set of institutions,
policies, and practices does is to see it fronsthadpoint of those who have the least
power” (p. 30) allowed me to recognize the falladiesiding in the rampantly racist
discourse of my childhood. To have a verbal aréitah of my lived dilemma provided a
sense of justification that enabled me to finddedlion for the radical reconstruction of
my psyche. | took encouragement from Apple (2006),
In order to build counterhegemonic alliances, wg imave to think more
creatively than before — and, in fact, may havertgage in some nearly heretical
rethinking. Let me give an example. | would liketasngage in a thought-
experiment. | believe that the right has been abtake certain elements that
many people hold dear and connect them to otheesss ways that might not
often occur ‘naturally’ if these issues were Ips8ticized. Thus, for instance,
one of the reasons populist religious groups alleginto an alliance with the
right is because such groups believe that the staeally against the values that
gives meaning to their lives... others also say timatstate seeks to impose its
will on White working-class parents by giving ‘sjmdreatment’ to people of
color and ignoring poor White people. These twongets do not necessarily

have to combine. But they slowly begin to be seehamologous. (pp. 36-37)
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Yes. Yes. Yes. We let religion and our fear of dtiger merge and find justification in the
proliferation of racism and intolerance. Recogmiteond articulation, so necessary for me
to find catharsis, ascertained that | needed t¢irnom to seek rationales, arguments and
eloguent understandings of these newfound ide#isasd might open the eyes and minds
of those closest to me. The anger must be diffireed those who feel slighted — a wake-
up call is needed. So | ask my father, “Why do tame a race that lives in abject
poverty? Would you go to work at a job that demavaisk-breaking for a pittance that
will not support your family until the next paych&t The words break against a stone
barrier, but the constant wash of words can senexdde the most steadfast rock. Can he
understand what bell hooks (2001) does, “The haddatecolonization is the recognition
of equality among humans, coupled with the undadstey that racial categories which
negatively stigmatize blackness were created aditicpl tool of imperialist white
dominion (p. 73). Wearing down the insensitivitythbse who would ignore the effective
suppression of the “other” allows for new generagito create the possibility for a better
and kinder world.
In-between Identities — Cultural Confusion

| speak with an accent that causes many peomledoct a few 1Q points as soon
as they hear the drawl roll off of my tongue. Itlege classes and at the school where |
work, | hear aspects of my background ridiculedaose people do not associate me with
the trappings of the “redneck” mentality, but | ceot disassociate my self from those
who raised me. Tractor pulls, mud-bogging, rodeas, fishing poles are part of the
world that created me; can | exist without thosgspar do | even want to? | can gladly

leave behind the prejudices that were daily postiohmy upbringing, but how can |
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enlighten those who sought to instill it in me? Hcaw | prevent the same prejudices
from being instilled in my children? There is n@dmap to help me navigate between
the culture of academia and the culture of my hdifeeAs | constantly shift between
two realities, | remember He (2003), who notesitiberconnectedness of identity of and
with place,

As our stories of teaching unfolded, Shiao, Wei bwill be seen constantly

moving between Eastern and Western languages dindesulong before we

came to Canada. It is impossible to understandmss-cultural lives in Canada

without thinking about , making meaning out of, tiues along the Yellow River

and the Yangtze River. (p. 56)
Every decision and perception that guides who weaad where we go runs through the
world around us that shapes our identities. Livmgetween realities denotes not readily
accepting either reality, thereby causing tenstbaswears away at the conscience until
one decides to simply accept things or change thegek to navigate both waters, but |
feel empathy as | readl River Forever Flowingvhen He (2003) recounts, “Although
Shaio, Wei and | might forever feel pushed andgaubetween China and Canada, there
is no longer a simple way to define who we are lama we became who we are” (p. 53).
The understanding of multiple realities enablesorgeek multiple definitions of who |
am and how | fit in the world around me.

Existing in the in-between creates a sense of alatAging in either place. My
self becomes as fleeting as the boundaries of nmdvas | realize what He (2006)
understands, “The issue, | think, essentially cotnesquestion of cross-cultural

movement between landscapes that are themselvaagh@p. 69). Each day allows for
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new opportunities to influence and be influenceglace, and realistically, these places
change in sync with the world around them. My fgrsppace changes as the women seek
jobs in the work force to help supplement the fgrmcome. My work space changes as |
seek advanced degrees to better inform and equsglfrfgpr a changing world.
Surrounded by the contradictions | can not expaimlas hooks (2000) states,

... I felt too much uncertainty about who | haatbme . . . | finished my

education with my allegiance to the working clagsadt. Even so, | had planted

my feet on the path leading in the direction oslarivilege. There would always

be contradictions to face. There would always b#rontations around the issue

of class. | would always have to reexamine whestamd. (p. 37)
While | do have to continuously examine where hdtavho | am, and why | think the
way | do, now | can envision the pulling, twistiagd shaping influence of each place
and time on me as an individual. The borders ofwaylds overlap, blur, and shift. |
want to be fluent in the conversation of both laamgs, as Anzaldua states in Ladson-
Billings (2003), “

Because |, a mestiza,

Continually walk ou to fone culture,

and into another,

because | am in all cultures at the same time,

alma entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro,

(soul between two worlds)

me zumba la cabeza con lo contradictorio

(I make fun of the contradictions in my head)
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estoy norteada por todas las voces que me hablan
(I am confused by all the voices that speak to me)
simultaneamente.
(simultaneously). (p. 415)
With the realization comes the ability to seek wRaynolds and Webber term as “lines
of flight” (p. 3) that enables me to seek oppottiesito enlighten and empower those in
both communities to see the value in the “othercldsh of cultures occurs, and | am left
to sort through the ashes to rebuild truths anggires that needed to be overhauled.
Grappling for a reality steeped is fairness andaéty | find a power structure in place
described by Kincheloe’s and McLaren’s (2003) us€amaroff and Comaroff ,
hegemony refers to ‘that order of signs and prasticelations and distinctions,
images and epistemologies-drawn from a historicgtlyated cultural field- that
come to be taken-for-granted as the natural arelved shape of the world and
everything that inhabits it’ (p. 23) These axioroatnd yet ineffable discourses
and practices that are presumptively shared beddewogical’ precisely when
their internal contradictions are revealed, uncedeand viewed as arbitrary and
negotiable ... The dominant ideology is the expressiahe dominant social
group. (p. 471)
| feel the tug of two opposing groups. The recagniof the interplay of power between
the two only heightens my confusion. | understaod why race and religion play such a
defining role in shaping the landscape of my hoowedy. | recognize the fear of the
unknown that rests within those whom | love, abeédin to understand why they taunt

me for forgetting my roots and becoming too edwtattarris (2004) notes, “the history
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of Christianity is principally a story of mankind’sisery and ignorance rather than of its
unrequited love of God” (p. 106). Yes, the fear #maldistrust are stapes of our religious
diet — manna from heaven. Amen. Conversely, | eriah academia that forgets that
those of my ilk reside in a cocoon of oblivion thatits their choices and defines their
world. I an buffeted between the two — tossed nmaIstrom that wears away at my
identity until | feel the need to assimilate intbatever reality | happen to be wafting
through at the time. My self becomes arbitrary ankihown only to me. | wield my
“situated knowledge” (Gergen & Gergen, 2003, p.)58¥1 need it.

What can happen to merge these two worlds in aahfiux? Undoubtably, the
schools and place in which | exist are as Niet®(@0ecognizes,

The fact that power and inequality are rarely dssedl in schools should come as

no surprise. As institutions, school are chargeti wiaintaining the status quo,

but they are also expected to wipe out inequéligposing the contradictions

between democratic ideals and actual manifestatbmsequality makes many

people uncomfortable, and this includes educafprs314)
For me, education was where | first experienced'amakening.” | could not deny the
disparagement that either place held for the offieally, | became tired of dissembling.
For so many generations of my family it is too Jdtet what about for those of the
present and those yet to come? There is hopes@sK to incorporate what Nieto (2000
states, “Teachers and students sometimes neeartotterespect even those viewpoints
with which they may disagree, not to teach whatdditically correct’ but to have

students develop a critical perspective to what tiear, read, or see” (p.317). Building
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bridges between the two worlds necessitates angiikss to find it worthwhile. Carger

(1996) displays the ease with which one world igated by another,
Alejandro experienced incongruities between him@and school cultures...
Alejandro’s ways of learning and familial valueffelied from those esteemed by
traditional educators. Learning through observatsupportive gradual mastery
of skills, cooperation in tasks, collaboration ggotiating life’s everyday trials
were emphasized by a large family accustomed t&iwgtogether. Yet in
school, tasks were assigned with little emphasisodeling, individual
achievement was prized, collaboration for supp@s seen negatively as
cheating. (p. 141).

Should I just go with the flow, mimicking whatewretoric that | know the crowd wants

to hear, or should | make waves and draw attemtidhe possibilities that already exist

in a world negated by the iron will of another?avie been duly warned by my circle of

family that education makes one too uppity; theyehtm understand that valuing one

does not demean the other. To deny the inherentyeadifference is to fall into the

trap of subjugation, as Macedo (1994) understands,
Because subordinate groups, through discrimingioligies, were made invisible
and absent from history (i.e., blocked from eqaiess to education and
economic high echelon), their voices were eitheffled or silent. This culture of
silence served, by and large, to create the ilsme®f a mythical common
culture and to deny the existence of culturaledéhce. (p. 45)

The mythical culture created is the essence of Azaea. The lure of the American way

pulls those who are promised the pot of gold, b wever really have a chance of

151



making it over the rainbow. So pipe dreams becdnmg$ of legend and imagined
wrongs become sources of discontent as one gresigg®if against another because
they don’t look, sound, or act the right way. Mailtitural takes a new dimension in
seeking to understand a different world from theldvof the academic. It is the grass-
roots world in which [ live that | seek to broadsmd find acceptance for me and for
those who coexist in the world at large. Within inkeel the desire to live s Greene
(1988) realizes, “When we think of the diverse phdalistic society...we need then to
have in mind a range of individuals of groups confing a field of possibilities in which
varied ways of behaving and reacting may be redilige 116). Learning to open our
minds to new possibilities enables us to recogtiizenvorth and potential of those who
differ. Those who seek sameness discount the \argrfof life that makes it so divine.
Gender Roles: Who Should | Be in this World?

The locking mechanisms of prejudice and stereatypre often so engrained that
one can recognize their limitations and still fadtim to their ideology. | recognized this
painful reality when | let my sister-in-law coenee into entering my oldest daughter
(then four) into a beauty pageant. Even as a yginhywas opposed to beauty pageants;
| could never get past the image of placing agivklue on her physical appearance.
However, my sister-in-law was adamant about athefgirls being a part of a local
beauty pageant. | am ashamed to admit that | ascgiieto her demands to maintain a
harmonious existence with her. There was one nséijoulation on which | would not
budge — my child was to wear no make-up and hawaytimg products used on her hair.
The effusive protests did nothing to sway me, pbbpbecause | already felt like | had

sold my soul. When the day arrived, my daughtertwerstage, smiled and waved with
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unpracticed glee. She certainly appeared a nogamst the other girls in her class (ages
3-4) who were polished and poised veterans of #8geant circuit. My little girl never
noticed that she did not place because she wasterested in tearing the sequins off of
her dress. | admonished myself for placing hehat situation and vowed that the
mistake would never be repeated. This painful ciderves to remind me of the
detrimental nature of gender relations. The pagealhdre is alive and well in the rural
South. One of the largest fund-raisers for the batamentary school (around 400
students) at which | work is the school’s beautygamt. The girls spend hundreds of
dollars on dresses, make-up, hair-styles, sprataos) fake hair and fake teeth to make a
competitive showing in this event. The one sacnstitution that the parents almost
unanimously support is this pageant. In fact, thesparents in the audience taunting the
girls to “Work it baby, work it... Right here babyag they gesture pointedly at the
judges). Girls are to be pretty and silent; thesaids generated from early experience, as
Giroux (2000) recognizes, “...the culture of beaudg@ants functions as a site where
young girls learn about pleasure, desire, anddles they might assume in adult society”
(p 46). Roles that validate the female on her agre and submissiveness entwines
with the rural Southern idea of what a perfect woraaght to be. The stereotype
manifests in young girls at birth as they as déaseink bows, steered toward dolls and
tiaras, and watch their mothers curl and coif thly into social present-ability. Where
is the critical pedagogy for these girls? The situais aptly summarized in Weis and
Fine’s (2003) exacting quote of McRobbie’s views, it is the girls’ own culture, even
more than what the school expects of girls, thatiess their (our) position in an ongoing

set of patriarchal structures” (p. 95). What | sdekperately to avoid is termed by Martin
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(2000), “One disheartening result is that womeadademia sometimes have to
disqualify crucial parts of their own lived histesi, and become estranged from their
mothers, grandmothers. . .” (P. xiii). As | neecetopower the women around me — the
women | love and respect — | am met with angshag believe that their lives embarrass
me. How does one convince a woman that she cameb&rength that holds a family
together at the same time that she simpers and taothe whims of her husband?
Reflecting on my place and familial relationshibanderstand it as Ladson-Billings
(1998) states, “And do you believe it's importamt them [children] to develop a
language of critique, so that we don’t keep repooutywhat we have? A critical piece is
understanding, number one, that the system isamotlf is not meritocratic” (p. 197).
Understanding that it is a systematic problem essary to convince the individual to
invest time and effort in overthrowing the curreetceptions so that we might find new
routes to obtain what Apple (1999) articulates,
... we need to develop in greater detail thgpossible here a vision of
educational and social practices that foster cajmar, equality, participation,
and social action to redress political injusticesduse these values represent key
principles of democracy. For example, curriculumj@cts could explore and
develop precisely those areas now excluded by filyresanctioned school
knowledge. The history of women. . . (p. 67)
To seek to establish an identity based on one'sgpéion of the world is a strange idea
for the women of my rural Southern community. Tadentified as “[someone’s] mom”
or “[someone’s] wife” is indicative of the relatiship of these women with their families.

Lacking room for the exploration of female as asper these women exist in the realm
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of female as an extension of her family. From motbhalaughter these chains are passed
on as little girls are encouraged to “find a riclsband to take care of [then]” while
young boys are encouraged to be masters of theldsvaVhile eating lunch at my
grandmother’s house, one of my aunts stated thiagreatest wish for her daughters was
that they would find rich husbands. These girlsclvatl and listened to their mother and
echo the sentiment in conversations. When didabbee okay for girls to become
ornaments and possessions? For many of the teeesih my classroom, | acknowledge
the reality posited by Shinew and Jones (2005heg tite a study by the American
Association of University Women (1991) that condsd“Girls were most likely to
prioritize the way they look — how closely they mirthe images that greet them on
television, magazines, and in movies” (p. 63). &aly in the rural South, the female
appearance is susceptible to a stringent set detjnes that girls learn at a very early
age. One unwritten rule calls for the daily appglma of make-up, even if one expects to
stay home. There is the application of a maskdhatvs one to “face” the day. So
engrained is this understanding that there washaryunusual about putting on a full
pallet of make-up daily that | was in college befbrealized that many women (from
other parts of the country) did not follow this tioe. It was many years before | was
comfortable enough to venture out without the sabétmy painted features. | still feel a
sense of being unkempt when | dash to the groderg $or a couple of items without
taking the time to primp myself into a presentappearance. Reading Lalik and Oliver
(2005) made me pause and note the heavy focuspmaegce, “. . .female bodies have
been used to support unequal gender relationistoodrequently images of young girls

are disseminated together with rhetoric that cosirthe young female as
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simultaneously manipulative seducer and innocestinf (p .86). If | am to find a new
reality for my daughters, then | must construct forany own self.

For young girls in my rural South, a realizaticgeds to occur. Images of Barbie
dolls and debutantes can not allow for the reabpadf the potential possessed by these
fragile flowers. In the endeavor of empowering yg@irls and older women, we must
take note of Ayers (2004) when he states,

Committed and aware teachers . . . must endeaawdomplish two crucial
tasks.

One is to convince students, often against a backgt of having attended what

we might call ‘obedience training school,” thatrénés no such thing as receiving

an education as a passive receptor or an inerélhess that direction lies nothing
but subservience, indoctrination, and worse. .@dll reducation is and must
always be self-education. The second task is toodstrate to students . . . that

they are valued. (p. 33-34)

Through helping females find their personal worithvhe understanding that their past
does not stigmatize them, a conversation can b&€geating new acceptable images of
girlhood and femininity are required to pull théeoof the female out of the rigid
traditions of subservience found in the rural South

The women fall victims to the pre-determined rolasgt the men fare no better.
They are trapped in their own versions of idenfiigssed down from generation to next
that defines the typical male with a “retentioraahasculine behavioral code rooted in an
older European tradition of ‘honor’ in which a mamictions must be ‘ratified by

community consensus” (Cobb, 2005, p.41). This hofgomore ‘primal,” communally
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derived concept of honor” (Cobb, 2005, p. 41) detegthat, “the white male’s power,
prestige, and reputation for manliness in the eyeghers were the crucial influences on
his behavior” (Cobb, 2005, p. 41). It is as Fr¢#@02) understands, that the oppressor is
as hoodwinked as the oppressed. To give up thetogtontrol your woman or your
children is to give up your manhood. Men are teethese strict delineations for
behavior. They are groomed from earliest childhddg brother became my father, to
the great horror of my mother.
Stories to Tell — Conversations and the Learningr€u

My journey seeks to uncover the hidden stays timat iolentity formation for
young females in the rural South. | have strugglétd the concept of identity since my
immersion into the Ed.D. program in Curriculum Sésd As | learned about theorists
such as bell hooks (2000) and Paulo Freire (2008und myself shaken out of the
complacency that | had built around me. Truths theid as self-evident, such as the
need for a standardized system of education, siyéthto the wayside. | had to
evaluate my reality, and it was found to be lackingecognition and respect for the
realities of others who differed from me. This ursiending allowed me to develop a
recognition of the limitations of the reality tHateld and a desire to broaden my sphere.
In my quest to create a larger world for my realitsealized that | had begun to alienate
my friends and family. | found myself defending rigws on politics, religion and
education to people who thought that | should beliexactly as they did. (Truthfully, |
had always believed the same things they did, wasta shock to all when | became the

voice of dissension.) As | needed to question andevdissension, those of my place
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sought to discredit my newfound knowledge. As micgavas belittled as the mimiecd
rant derived from my liberal professors, | livedsvanderson and Jack (1991) described,

...the expression of women'’s unique experience asemosoften muted,

particularly in any situation where women'’s inteésesnd experiences are

at variance with those of men. A woman’s discussibher life may

combine two separate, often conflicting, perspestivne framed in

concepts and values that reflect men’s dominaritiposn the culture,

and one informed by the more immediate realties wbman’s personal

experience. Where experience does not ‘fit’ domima@anings, alternate

concepts may not readily be available. (p. 11)
Resentment and unease, possibly even anger, siomder the surface of my existence.
Now | feel that | must seek to understand how plaue class created the identity that |
lived under for the majority of my life, until | aehed the liberating branches of higher
education. Meanwhile, my ultimate goal must manifislf as the liberation of my
thoughts and feelings from the guilt of femininiityplicit in my upbringing and
existence.

Arbitrary Truths — Breaking New Knowledge

During one of my first years as a literature teachbad students write a creative
essay about their dream home. As | read the respphaoticed how limited the
descriptions seemed. One paper particular discedratg as the little girl described the
double-wide trailer that she believed to be headrelomicile. Her response has
remained with me in the years since she passedghnmy classroom. | could not fathom

the idea of one’s dream home being a double-walketr | grew up in various different
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houses, among them a 40X60 single-wide trailerwzat packed as full as a sardine can
with my family of five. | grew up dreaming of sorh@tg more. It struck me as sad that
anyone could limit their dreams to such finite sldabelieve that education as it current
exists in America has helped enforce the margiaabn of many of its students so that
they can not dream beyond the reality that stamdi®nt of them. For me, conversation
and acceptance derived from the influence of Giitteminist Theory provides the key
that can unlock the restricting bonds that eduoatiorrently places on its students to
allow a new educational experience to unfold. ThtoEreire’s (2002) dialogue, Gay’s
(2000) culturally responsive teaching, and othéicat assertions, education can be
transformed to meet the needs of the diverse soitiat it serves. Sirotnik (1991) states,
“To becritical, an inquiry must also challenge directly undedyiuman interests and
ideologies” (p. 245).
Telling the Story- Hearing the Truth

In January of this 2006, my uncle (my mom’s youndpesther) died. The family
congregated at my grandmother’s house. Out oflthep children that my grandmother
gave birth to, nine were present. Her oldest daardidd passed away two years prior.
Now her youngest son had been placed in his gMyeyrandmother’s children and
grandchildren gathered in various parts of her @l yard to reminisce through stories
of childhood deeds and times gone by. It was thndhgse conversations that | realized
how much | have learned from a lifetime of eavepgihog at the knees and elbows of my
elders. My family is fairly unusual because we qegaite quite often. My parents, most
of my aunts and uncles, and many of my cousinsviiiein minutes of my

grandmother’s house. Family gatherings creata@esbf my identity from my earliest
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memories, and family stories are the textbook ofymyth. It was during this time that |
realized how much history unfolds during this tiofestory-telling. A running joke
among my uncles is that none of them learned kouadil they were in their teens
because the seven sisters in the family did nowathem time to get a word in edgewise.
These garrulous ladies kept the conversation flgwithany gathering. My decision to
study the concept of female and place lead meltevieethat the stories of my family
members could help me unravel what it meant ttebele and grow up poor in rural
South Georgia. After all, | have a plethora of auartd cousins with stories to tell.
Ironically enough, the breakdown of the Americamif§ is one thing that is lamented at
family gatherings, mimicking what Weis and Fine94&0 noted, “it is clear in these
narratives that the linchpin of the family is thamas breadwinner and protector of wife
and children. The economy and popular culture maade it difficult for men to occupy
this position since two people now need to workl sex tempts both men and women
away from family commitments. Thus, there is a rhocenponent to the breakdown of
the American family as well. But the male as previthust, they argue, be restored, if
the family is to regain its strength” (p. 50). Thesles may bend under the fire of
necessity as the women enter the work world, eyt tho not break as each day brings
the family home maintained solely at the expengb@female’s efforts. Children to be
raised, clothes to be washed, meals to be preparead]l interlocking components of
identity that tend to overbalance any sense oftigetiat might be established through
the work world or the personal existence. It issgtsithe women as the extension of the
family. As Marshall and Rossman (1999) state, ks understand sociological

guestions about groups, communities, and contarbsigh individuals’ lived
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experiences” (p. 123). Indeed, | hope to seek ntibeal history” (Stake, 2003, p.144)
that can witness to the construction and dismantindentities of females in the new
rural South. Oral history provided the prime outteforge a new path for identity
construction, as Fontana and Frey (2003) quotelkGluefusing to be rendered
historically voiceless any longer, women are crept new history — using our own
voices and experiences” (p. 79). | have an oppaytam hear a history that has not been
told in an uncannily honest telling. This uniqueuern feminine vantage point — not
some white-washed story of some smiling Southehu@ate twirling her parasol on the
veranda of the plantation house — stemmed frontited experience of me and my
family. The great irony of the situation lies irettvomen themselves. A conversation
with my mother about her life and inclusion in niydy lead her to state that she did not
have any stories worth telling. In her eyes, hentdy stems from the stories and lives of
her husband, children, and grandchildren. Yet, éndoeneath the quiet presence rests
hidden steel that allowed her to single-handedberthree children while her husband
worked and played; this strength enabled her tiongcand finagle to find funds to
provide niceties for her children that my fatheehed unnecessary. She never gave up
or gave in; when the storm of my father’s tempegedh she weathered them — building a
guiet reserve of determination to work to provideHler children. In her mind, she has
done nothing. In my mind, she has triumphed oveurimountable odds. Her oral history
can do much to unravel the hold that a male-doradhatilture has placed over the lives
of its females. This realization will establishn“awareness that a person’s self-reflection
is not just a private, subjective act. The categgoand concepts we use for reflecting

upon and evaluating ourselves come from a culttoatext, one that has historically
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demeaned and controlled women’s activities” (Anderand Jack, 1991, p18). .Her story
is not singular, but sadly typical of the womertto$ area. Themes of marginalization
that have been handed down from generation to geoeralong with the family recipes
emerged. Stein and Preuss (2006) notes that atalyj as a mechanism of historical
inquiry, enables, “the process of documenting thet pf groups that rarely leave written
records of their lives” (p. 7). These women liwe$ steeped in silence; self-worth
becomes mired in a sense of belonging to anothdrnaw these women must find their
own voices and value through their stories. “Buageerson narrates a life story, and the
account wends its way through the accumulated|deiba life, social categories are
exploded: the subject becomes an actor in simutaanultiple roles that do not
conform to easy generalizations” (Olsen and Shal#@®], p. 193). Unrest with reality
surpasses the easy complacency with which the feenexistence so graciously exists:
Cast iron pans and laundry baskets with clothesinggio be folded do not constitute an
identity. Certainly my own identity reeks with teabservience that marks all feminine
lives here. | can not cast off the burden of platbout alienating myself. So, as Butler
(2005) states, “I try to begin a story about mysatid | begin somewhere, marking a
time, trying to begin a sequence, offering, perhapsasal links or at least narrative
structure” (p. 65). As the story progresses, d fimyself entangled in the snare of
memory and embrace the possibility for craftingettdyr future.

The South as a place is an enigma that has bewayed in fictional literature (to
the point of categorizing Southern literature andtSern authors), and studied in depth
to examine the effects of place.$eparate Pasts: Growing Up White in the Segregated

South(1998), McLaurin examines his Southern roots tdnlggnt the dynamic between
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two distinctly Southern —yet drastically differenpopulations. His position was unique
because he was provided with opportunities to r&gigetween the two worlds. This
limited interaction possibly provided the impethattallowed him to recognize the
fallacies behind the accepted ways of thinking camiyaccepted by his family and
peers. He looked at the various members of soardysaw people — not a skin color.
This acknowledgment of their humanity helped himedep an understanding that the
rationale behind the longstanding support for tfegualices in his society. This respect
started as an inking in his subconscious and msteifleinto an exploration through the
stories in his book. Another glimpse of the Sostbffered by Falk (2004), who also
explores the trappings of Southern lifeRnoted in PlaceHis perspective follows an
African-American community in the rural South. Thgh his exploration, he delves into
the role and relevance that community plays ontitleim the rural South. Falk (2004)
allows a first-hand glimpse into the being and bglog of a place. Oral history
facilitates this slice of reality; Stein and Pre(®806) notes that oral history can, “. .
.show the breadth and depth of this important Acagrihistory as told by the first
person” (p. 8). Each study frames the place ofSieth to analyze the effects of existing
as Southern. Race stands pivotal in both textsstardotypical views are race similar to
the ones portrayed in the works are implicitly appain the South of my upbringing.
Inherent in capturing these views and limitatioests the idea that some of the pent-up
anger and angst can be directed in a more industfashion. Terkel (1986) catches a
glimpse of this re-routing of angst in Peggy Tesrstory,

This may sound impossible, but if there’s onedhtimat started me thinking, it

was President Roosevelt’s cuff links. | read inplager how many pairs of cuff

163



links he had. It told that some of them were rulaied precious stones — these

were his cuff links. And I'll never forget, | wastsing on an old tire out in the

front yard and we were poor and hungry. And | wasaering why it is that one
man could have all those cuff links when we coul@wen have enough to eat.

When we lived on gravy and biscuits. That's thstfirme | remember ever

wondering why (p. 50).

This place needs a moment to make its people stopvander, Why?” Let us question
for the first time why it is the woman'’s purposekeep the house, tend the children,
provide the meals, wash the laundry, and ensutestlgayone else has a calm and
harmonious existence. Let us question why a womestseas someone’s wife or
someone’s mother, instead of as a person wroughtwarth and dignity. These are the
concepts that need to be addressed through skeétieh and self-realization.

Writing Reality — Can | Go Home Again?

Narratives for this study were collected in tewh$wo main categories — present
and historical narratives. The bulk of this infotroa will be collected in interviews with
family members. The sessions started with prommdsiquires from me, but quickly
morphed into conversations; the flow of storiest End memory manifested itself as
memories of sisters, mothers, daughters, and faifiilg stories pulled from the dark and
elusive recesses of memory, recall what Fontand-aeyl (2003) notice,

Relevant to the study of oral history (and, in faotall interviewing) is the study

of memory and its relation to recall. For instari8arry Schwartz (1999) has

examined the ages at which we recall critical epgdio our lives; he concludes

that ‘biographical memory...is better understood as@al process’ and that ‘as
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we look back, we find ourselves remembering owediin terms of our experience

with others’ (p. 15). (p. 80)
The group dynamic allows the interplay of memorpeQ@tory can build off of memories
spurred by another and another. Also, we can cored® one story with the juxtaposition
of another. My memory is not my sister’s or motkest anyone other than my own.
What we each remember allows a glimpse into thigyeand psyche of each individual.

Being female and Southern were the key words thinéo the jumbled voices
vying for an audience for their story. My partidijpa occurred when | felt the need to
include stories that from my own experience thed tne to the experiences of the other
females in my family. Because | am closely involwvath each participant, | had to
stringently listen and observe during their stafling and let their words speak for
themselves instead of trying to lead them wheranted they should go. What started as
simple group sessions over breakfast became algdbyfests.. The sisters tend to feed
off of each other when they get together. Their loimed memories provided the
springboard for many stories that had long beegokben. It took little prompting to have
them include stories of their deceased sisterdateras complete a picture as possible.
Though | wanted to talk with the sisters in smadjesups of one, two or three to seek
more in-depth stories, | found that they tendecktoinisce in more depth when they had
others to corroborate their memories. Originallyjyténded to incorporate several
generations in to the story-telling process, bu¢mvhfound the sheer volume of stories
so daunting, | determined to limit my stories to ggneration with limited flashbacks to
my mother’s. | sought to verify the accuracy of themories recounted by the individual

sisters in my mother’s generation and for my ownegation by having others verify the
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events; however, | realized that the presentatidheomemory is also a clue to the
perceived reality of the individual. “The use of ltjple methods, or triangulation,
reflects an attempt to secure an in-depth undedstgrof the phenomenon in question.
Objective reality can never be captured. We camkaadhing only through its
representations. Triangulation is not a tool otrategy of validation, but an alternative to
validation (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003, p. 8). | datseek to present any information as
the sole reality, but | seek to convey the ideabwarderstanding as presented by those
who lived the experience. Capturing the historisglivotal to understanding the present,
but portraying the present is equally importardépicting how events helped create the
existing realities. Also, | wrestle with the dilerararticulated by Fine, Weis, Weseen and
Wong (2003),
...we continue to struggle with how best to reprédlem stories that may do more
damage than good, depending on who consumes/exiein-stories that reveal
adult consequences of physical and sexual abuggldhood; stories that suggest
it is almost impossible to live exclusively on wak payments, which encourages
many to ‘lie’ about their incomes so that they kdfine as ‘welfare cheats’;
stories in which white respondents, inparticuabrtray people of color in gross
and dehumanizing ways; data on the depth of vielémevomen’s lives, across
race/ethnicity. To what extend are we responstbkedd, ‘Warning! Misuse of
data can be hazardous to our collective natioretii@ (p. 183)
There are things that | wish were not true aboutifayand my family. The skeletons that
we wish could stay in the closet are the oneswieateed most to face, fight and

overcome. To ignore these stories would be tosseit those whom | seek to define and
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defend. Sometimes there are no good reasons fahitigs that we do, but exploring
these actions helps us to face them, name thengemde whether or not t overcome
them.

Also, like Meloy (2002) suggests, | found that jpeg a journal to help me
document my transient feelings and emotions thihiewaporate soon after the
conclusion of the interviews enabled me to creiateer stories when | began writing. By
capturing my reactions to the stories of the pgdicts, | was able to censor my voice in
the retelling of the anecdotes.

The fleeting nature of memory bends and swaysttirees and realities. What |
lived as true and good became twisted, corruptedraticative of a life that marked me,
scarred me. Now, as | sift through the memoriesiudt is and what has been and what
will be and what might be, | think of memory andknits worth. Ayers (2001, 2003)
states,

Rather the past is always in translation — paragttadeciphered,
dynamic- and memory makes its twisty way as besnt Still memory is
the stuff with which we create our identities, at'&la powerful force for
almost everyone — what we remember as well as wedbrget has
consequences. (p. 295)
Can | trust my story to be accurate? | know that iy lived experiences, certainly
different from my mother’s, my sister’s, my grandimr’s. No more right or wrong than
theirs, it just is. The story becomes its own \atiioh. It is just because it is — mere
existence providing merit and value. There restsich vignette a telling, retelling,

writing and finally meaning-making that enabled to&letermine the validity and
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importance of each part. | know the interpretatbour lives builds on the foundation
laid by my experience in the doctoral program, sconirse my spin of the story will
create tensions and unrest where my mother wilytel there exists none. Whao's right?
Neither, and both.
Who We Are: Why We Are

These life stories create a picture of life formem in a particular place at a
particular time. First, | started with transcriptgof the interviews and story-telling
sessions. | endeavored to cerate a thematic c¢@iegse, 2006) of the interviews to
highlight the prevailing themes, then | decidedneate fictional variations of their
stories to demonstrate the significant aspectsawigg up female and poor in the rural
South. As | flowed from one story to the next, iifal that our world centered around the
sense of togetherness that we shared, and thdaeloisging centered around my
Granny'’s table as the site of our life stories aodversations. | used the metaphor of my
Granny'’s table to help me narrate the themes obrtapce from our world. | want to go
home again. | need to be able to write about mgepdand my people without alienating
those whom | love, so | mask the truth in the goisgction. The significance of an
aspect will be determined by the number of timegpfears in the various stories and the
amount of influence it demonstrated on the patamoindividual’s life. In an attempt to
avoid estranging any individual, | hid their staribrough the merging of the stories into
one woman’s narrative, much like He’s “compositéohiography” (Clandinin and
Connelly, 2000, p. 52). Every storyline includesitributions from one source blended
into and with the story of another source. Theistoare effectively cloaked so as to

camouflage any tell-tale markers. John van Maah@88§) states, “Ethnographies are
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written with particular audiences in mind and refline presumptions carried by authors
regarding the attitudes, expectations, and backgi®of their intended readers” (p.25).
In this case, | shaped this study to help illumenahy Southern females tend to limit
their futures and identities in relation to thairreundings. To relate the importance of
personal narrative as Lopate (1995) articulatev#@thge of the personal essay as a,
“vehicle to analyze how often we are ‘split at tbet’ when it comes to our chosen and
inherited identities” (p. li). My intended audienisgthe actual participants themselves
and those who seek to find the hope for equalitiedtin a repressive system of reality.
In an effort to help throw off the bonds of serdiéuthat have trapped these females in a
place and identity that may not honestly belonthé&m, | wrote truths in words that |
would have rather denied because as Butler (2Q8&ss “Exposure, like the operation
of the norm, constitutes the conditions of my owmeegence as a reflective being, one
with memory, one who might be said to have a stoigll” (p. 19). Let these stories find
the light and let the true beings emerge. For instaries, we confront our reality and
humanity. Martel (2001) ihife of Pi,recounts the main character’s assurance, “The
world isn't just the way it is. It is how we und&sd it, no? and in understanding
something, we bring something to it, no? Doesrdt thake life a story?” The story |
have spun greedily sucks from the experience ofymagmbers of my family. Pulling
from faulty memory and biased views, | paint usinganvas marred with speculation and
conjecture. Is that wrong? Clandinin and Connéll§00) use Blaise (1993) to explain
the answer, “Everyone’s fiction is almost complgi@litobiographical. What makes it
fiction, usually, is its degree of disguise. So lmost writers apportion or ascribe their

own experiences to other characters, | somehownadéier people’s experiences as my
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own” (p. 180). It was easier for me to paint myselé light that | considered less-than-
flattering. To put the stories out there in theacleut delineation of those who lived them
seemed a betrayal of their trust in me to proteei tstories. There were things | felt
compelled to ascribe to other people, but thoserzivere also a compilation of family
legends from various folks. | italicized parts thabught to portray in flashback, hoping
to find a greater emotional connection with therahters through a real-time portrayal.
In the end, my truths boiled down to the need tmasimter-generational conflict that
prohibited growth and enlightenment, especiallytha females of this place.
For a Better Future

Throughout my exploration into the stories of cisiss sexism, racism, power
issues, place, education, curriculum, and religoome thing that | noticed was that | felt |
could not relate to any of the stories presentealitth the assigned literature. | was
white, so | was involuntarily guilty of white prigige. | was poor, so | missed a lot of the
opportunities provided by the presence of a patded account. | lived in the rural
South; so many advancements of the outside wostdpassed me by. Where was my
story? | could not find it in all of the accountst | had read. | determined that the story
of the limitations of place and class for the Seathfemale is one that provides a unique
look at the way society shapes (or warps) the itlesiof the individuals who are trapped
into a place and class. Vehemently | agree witk’'&€2004) assessment of the words of
John Shelton Reed when he states, “I suspect sggioleeds more Southerners, real
ones or spiritual ones... to tell sociological sterout particular people, particular

groups, particular societies. And interesting st®othey could be” (p. 10).
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| reflect on classes in Southern literature whewgdtllike the members of my
family could fit inside one of William Faulkner’'s &lannery O’Connor’s stories. There
are characters here that are worth writing abale Clandinin and Connelly (2000)
note, “Experience happens narratively. Narrativpiiry is a form of narrative
experience. Therefore educational experience shmiktudied narratively” (p. 19).
These stories will allow me the opportunity tornfiy story in the venue with other stories
who carry similar themes of seeking a true identitger the restrictions of repressive
society.

There are inherent limitations of this study. Fokall, for Southern females,
appearance is everything. It is okay if you haweagpy life if you can hide it under
some nice clothes, a flashy car, and a pretty hémtde South, the appearance of
propriety is much more important than the actuaspnce of propriety itself. For
instance, one can make a derogatory remark abothemperson as long as it is prefaced
with “Bless his/her heart.” When buffered by thatmament, it becomes a conscientious
observation, not biting gossip. To get to the Btogies that wait underneath the
appearance of propriety demanded an inordinate anaddruthfulness from the
participants. Some were not willing to share tséiries, even though denying their
existence simply provided them more power. How doessit down with another person
and simply admit, “Yes, my husband beat me and atigrabused my child — his
stepchild.” To get that story, | tried to convinegch participant of the urgency that
implicitly rests in their stories. Sometime it werk sometimes | coerced the story from
other sources; sometimes | hit a dead end. They kinat ultimately | was there as a

researcher. For me, there was also the underlgingesthat | had to betray these women
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through the very words that they shared with méintditely, | looked at the stories as the
chance for catharsis. | let the women helped madaning in their own stories by
listening to their regrets. For the stories thedulld not obtain, | tried to evoke a sense of
finality for these women — that we do not becomeroistakes. There is a sense of
immediacy here that must be dealt with becausetsiesies are continuously created.
No one wants to look in the mirror and recogniz the daily machinations of our life
make us miserable, and (even worse) that theyllawé @ur own creation. We fail to
recognize that we are, “free and fated, fated agel’ f(Ayers, 2001, 2003, p. 62). We are
products of who we are, where we are, and whatre/eVde live racism and bigotry; to
recognize the fallacy in our thoughts and beliefis give us the keys to unlock new
possibilities. We live in what Nieto (2000) stat&slthough the primary victims of
racism and discrimination are those who suffemiimediate consequences, racism and
discrimination are destructive and demeaning toyaree” (p. 309). To belittle the
importance of any segment of humanity eats awdyeathance that each individual
possesses to cherish life for all of its glory.ihtywith the hatred and fear of the other
destroys the possibility for relishing the beautyor world.

As | wrote, | found praxis, but at time felt loagting what Didion (1994) states,
“It is easy to see the beginning of things, andlaato see the ends” (p. 681). For me, the
picture blurs, becomes cloudy. There can be onbhehbet me be like Esperanza of
Mango Street,

| put it down on paper and then the ghost doesidla¢ so much. | write it down

and Mango says goodbye sometimes. She does noirteoldth both arms. She

sets me free...They will not know | have gone awagdme back. For the ones |
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left behind. For the ones who cannot out. (Cisnet889, p110)
The hope that | desire to instill in these wometiné their lived experiences can be the
stepping stone that leads their daughters, gramghtiexs, and great-granddaughters out of
a lifetime of servitude. It is time to return to r®yandmother’s table - this time armed
with a dialogue for change. | look upon the peapld place that I love, but this vision is
constantly bombarded by peripheral images of thetstes of repression and
subjugation inherent in this place. | am befuddigdove and hate, but the person who
returns is not the one that they raised. Caugtitarcomplexity of in-betweenness, | may
never feel completely comfortable again. A critidedcussion must ensue. | reflect on the
intellectual narratives and seek to live the warflgberation. As an educator, | have the
moral obligation to continue this conversation loa behalf of women who have yet to
hear their own voice. If | can create a spark etdnsion with the current system, then |

have struck a blow for a better world.

173



EPILOGUE

The writing process that resulted in this papenvfidrom an identity acclimated
to being, but not being seen. It requires a dotdite; the quiet, unassuming persona flies
just below the radar filled with a dichotomous adger fear of being noticed and anger at
being ignored waffle in confused disharmony. Has #ifosence of voice transcended into
absence of worth or even invisibility of presentta® with these words that | vent my
anger at a self-and-society imposed blandness4iafybereclaim the words that | never
knew | had lost. | spill myself on the pages asiig flows from me in letters etched in
ink and agony, and | betray to you the secretyéneanted anyone to know. Uncap my
pen and out flows in life in stark black-and-whated blatant multicolor. Let me use these
words to find the person | knew | always wantedéocome. So, | progress, regress, ebb
and flow. As Ayers (2007, personal communicatidajes, | am “living, telling, writing
and reliving” the reality that writes itself in pahto be erased and rewrote in ceaseless
progression.

So, what will I do next, when | am awake? | hawevdled the in-between. The air
here is sweeter, filled with recognition and redéorp Let me swallow my foolish fears
of inadequacy and squelch my hesitant nature asettasy desire to be accepted as | am
— intellectual, uncouth, socially fragmented — atilil be just who | am and it be enough.
The difference | make will be the mere washing af/es against rock. My voice carries
the thoughts better left unsaid, so | will be tloéce of dissidence. Speaking, dialogue,
conversation will be my weapon of choice, allowing to disarm those who vent their
short-sighted fears through razor-edged phrasgrudgle for greater awareness for my

past, my present and my future.
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These stories are pivotal for the liberation of &#s stifled by their own inability
to dream. My words will either beckon or repel, they will hear them. The place
remains mired in the repressive consistency difrite-honored traditions of racism,
classism, and sexism; not to speak would be agtavEhese stories are old stories of a
new rural South, and these stories will continuthexsame traditions unless the players
in this life-size drama realize the fallacious fdation of their thinking. Because | have
awakened, | must constantly seek to enlighten afedm those still stuck in traditions

better abandoned with the outdated notions of Qwatidentity.
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