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few drops of blood came out. He said, “You have to have a C-section.” I replied enthusiastically, 

“That’s fine! I just want the baby here and I want the pain to stop!” My Mom went to look for 

Patrick because one person would be allowed in the operating room with me. Someone came and 

shaved me, pushed a huge needle into my spine (it made a super loud pop when it was inserted), 

and the pain meds started flowing. I was nice and relaxed by the time the wheeled me into the 

operating room.  

Patrick and I didn’t want to know the sex of the baby before it was born. We were just 

hoping for a healthy, happy child, no matter if it was a boy or a girl. They lowered the curtain 

and I watched them pull her out of me. It was surreal, like watching an operation show on TV. 

She came out and wasn’t crying, I looked at her and started laughing and said to the doctor, 

“SHE’S PEEING ALL OVER YOU!” And she was. He looked down and said, “I guess she is, 

isn’t she?” She was so beautiful. The most amazing and beautiful thing I had ever seen. She 

started to cry, was weighed and cleaned, and the doctor narrated what he was doing to me. “I’m 

going to clean out your uterus. I’m sewing it back up. You’ll just have a tiny scar that you won’t 

be able to see unless you know it’s there. You’re young, you’ll heal quickly and nicely.”  

Finally, I was back in the room with the baby. I couldn’t stop crying, I was so 

disappointed in myself that I could not birth her naturally, but I was so elated to finally meet her. 

Patrick and I had a name picked out for a boy since I was six months pregnant, but it took us a 

lot longer to pick a girl’s name. I was sitting in art history listening to my professor lecture and 

looking at slide and a sculpture appeared on the screen named Daphne and Apollo by Bernini. 

The sculpture was interesting, but the name Daphne was more interesting to me. I went home 

and discussed it with Patrick, and we finally agreed. Daphne was her name (even though we 

didn’t know it was going to be a her at the time). The words of my father, the statement he’d 
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been making to me over the years came roaring back, “I JUST WANT YOU TO BE ABLE TO 

SUPPORT YOURSELF AND LIVE THE LIFE YOU’VE BECOME ACCUSTOMED TO.” It 

made so much more sense. I wanted Daphne to have all the things I had growing up: financial 

security, nice clothes, family vacations, and a trip to Europe. I wanted her to have all the 

advantages I had but even more, a stable life with a Mom and Dad who loved each other. I 

wanted the world for her and more. How was I going to figure that out? I was on welfare, 

financial aid, and living in a dilapidated house. I HAD to figure it out, because I knew in my 

heart of hearts Patrick wouldn’t. It wasn’t even on his radar. He was totally okay with 

everything. Change scared him. Goals were not on his radar. That was unacceptable. Dad always 

told me during nights of playing Nintendo, “you can’t depend on anyone. You have to make sure 

you can take care of yourself and be okay with yourself.” All of that weight and responsibility 

pressed on my mind as I looked at beautiful Daphne Alexis Matinee-Laugherty, who I had given 

life to but who actually saved my life.  

Passage 22: Baby Love 

 There is a certain period that every new parent goes through, usually through the first 

year that helps him or her deal with the demands of caring for in infant that I call baby love. 

There’s nothing like a baby. So sweet. So cuddly. The amount of contact you have with them 

physically is unprecedented by any other relationship in your life. You hold them constantly; 

they have access to your attention, devotion and adoration 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Even 

our partners don’t have that kind of unlimited access to your attention and your body. Although I 

couldn’t have a natural childbirth, I could breastfeed like a champ. Every three to four hours 

twenty-four hours a day. Daphne was an easygoing baby. The sweetest of the sweet. Never sick, 
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rarely angry, let anyone hold her and comfort her and play with her. She was precious and 

perfect.  

 My mom was there, my dad and June came, Patrick’s parents came, and my sister came 

the day after Daphne was born. We rejoiced. No matter the reservations my father had about my 

choice to become a mother, all of those reservations dissolved the minute he set eyes on her. 

How could they not? This is part of the effect a baby has on people. After a few weeks, my mom 

went back to Michigan, my sister went back to school, and I was alone in Oglethorpe County in 

that old house. It was June with no central air, but it was lovely. We were soon rescued from our 

sweat by a window unit air conditioner that Pat (Patrick’s Mom) insisted that his stepdad 

purchase for us as a baby gift. She was adamant her granddaughter wasn’t going to suffocate in 

the Georgia summer heat. We had a garden and Daphne and I would spend our days reading, 

cooking, pulling weeds, walking, listening to the radio, and just enjoying each other. Patrick got 

a job at a local tire shop retreading tires and worked from 9 to 5 instead of in Atlanta all night 

long. He made $10 an hour and had no benefits. Daphne was on PeachCare, an insurance plan 

for low-income families. Patrick’s parents were still pushing us to get married. One night sitting 

on the back porch he said, “Mom and Bill really want us to get married. They’re even offering to 

pay for everything. We have a child now. What do you think?” I replied, “I guess we should.” 

And the decision was made: we were going to get married.  

 The wedding was a whirlwind. We decided to get married on the 5th of November, on 

my best friend and stepfather’s birthday. What changes a year brings. I took the next semester off 

of school and never did take my finals. I was put on academic probation but I was still 

determined to go back to school. When I called my dad to tell him about the wedding, he said, 

“Angela, you don’t have to do this. You know you don’t have to.” All of the hurt from his 
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reaction to my decision to have Daphne was still there, unspoken. He never apologized for 

anything; we never really discussed it again. We just ignored our reactions to each other and 

politely shifted our conversations to current happenings, such as how I was feeling, how my 

sister and stepmom were doing, and mostly how Daphne was doing. Although our interactions 

have improved over the eighteen years since the initial demise of our relationship, we had 

acquiesced to confining our relationship to brief visits and stick to mostly small talk. We’re still 

trying though. We’ve come a long way since Daphne came into our lives. He showed up when 

she was born and calls every few weeks since to check on her. I knew that he loved her and me, 

but I was again offended, frustrated and angry with his questioning my ability to make a major 

life decision, such as marrying the father of my child, I was again offended. I told him, “Dad, I 

WANT to do this. I think it would be best for her and for Patrick and I. I feel like it’s something I 

have to do. I have to give it a try.” He sighed and said, “Okay. What day is going to happen? I’ll 

pay for the rehearsal dinner, but that’s it.” I told him again he didn’t have to pay for anything, 

that I didn’t want his money. I hung up from that conversation with a heavy heart. It was heavy 

because in my heart I knew he was right. One thing I can say about dad is that over the years he 

has made depressing predictions about the consequences of my bad decisions, and most of the 

time he has been right. When I told him I had joined the roller derby team he proclaimed, 

“you’re going to kill yourself!” I didn’t actually kill myself doing roller derby, but I did suffer 

two major surgeries and the ability to never run as a form of exercise again. (Being unable to run 

again actually isn’t such a bad thing.)  The older I get and as my relationship with my dad 

changes, the more I realize that he is often correct. His track record failed in his predictions 

about my decision to have Daphne, but other than that it has been pretty solid. There’s nothing 

like having a know-it-all to predict your future, especially when that person is your parent. 
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On the day Patrick and I got married, I got my hair and makeup done. I was standing in 

line at the bank in a ratty button down shirt and jeans with full on makeup and a fancy updo and 

the lady behind me exclaimed, “I love your hair!” I burst into tears. I said, “I HATE IT!” I 

started blubbering to her about how I was getting married and I didn’t know if I was doing the 

right thing and I was running late for my own wedding and I forgot the something blue. That 

poor lady, she gave me a hug and told me it was normal to be nervous and that I already looked 

beautiful and that needed to stop crying because I was going to mess up my makeup. Thank you, 

lady, for being a kind soul. 

 I arrived at the wedding venue to learn that our wedding coordinator had gone into labor. 

The preacher called and said he was stuck in traffic and was running about forty-five minutes 

late. Since he was late and we had no wedding coordinator, my lateness didn’t matter anymore. 

Daphne and I wore matching gowns and we decorated her stroller with tulle. I was strictly 

breastfeeding her and she refused to take a bottle, so our wedding night would involve infant 

care. Patrick’s parents had made us a reservation at a hotel down the street called the Whit’s Inn. 

It looked shady as hell from the street, and proved to be even shadier when we actually had to 

spend the night there. The best I can say about the place is I didn’t leave with bed bugs (that I 

know of). Eventually everyone arrived to the wedding and got into place, and in front of fifty of 

our closest friends we legally became a family. During the reception, Patrick disappeared with 

his brother and his friends for about an hour. We finally found them smoking pot in a corner 

outside and dragged them back to the party. I was furious and embarrassed because I had been 

asked, “Where’s your husband” about thirty times. I should have seen it as a foreshadowing of 

our married life, but I wasn’t ready to give Dad that much credit yet. 
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Passage 23: Back to School 

 Now 23, married, and with an eight-month-old, I finally went back to school. I went back 

with a vengeance and threw myself into my studies. I did well in most of my classes, math being 

the exception. Within the spring and summer semesters, I had completed my required classes and 

started studying strictly Spanish and education. For the next two semesters, I studied Spanish 

literature. I hated reading medieval English literature, but throw in the twist of a limited 

vocabulary and speaking proficiency and the act of reading medieval Spanish literature and you 

can imagine how enjoyable I found my classes. The only difference was that all my classes were 

in Spanish, so I spent the majority of my day listening, reading, writing, and speaking Spanish. I 

could see little improvements as I progressed through the courses and moved from completely 

confounded to getting the gist most of the time. There’s no satisfaction like walking out of a two-

hour class where you managed to answer questions and the professor seemed to understand your 

point (or at least didn’t shame you for muddling up your verb conjugation). I could give them 

some grace and say they were probably just being nice, and I probably had made glaring 

mistakes in my responses, but I hadn’t seen any of them give mercy to anyone throughout the 

experience of my classes, so I think my Spanish actually did improve. Any self-esteem gained by 

keeping up in my classes was deflated by my meetings with my conversation partner. He would 

make me read the newspaper out loud to him in Spanish and corrected every other word of my 

super gringa accent. (I just can’t escape my Midwestern accent, it follows me when I speak 

French and Spanish and rings out just as starkly as it does against the Southerners I live around). 

It would sometimes take us an hour to get through just one article, but we persevered. When 

Daphne was two, I studied abroad for a semester. My now mother-in-law did not understand my 

decision to pursue a bachelor's degree, and she wholeheartedly did not support my decision to 
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leave my child and go study at a university on another continent. She didn’t speak to me much 

after I told her I was going and she voiced her objection, which included a slew of profanity and 

the turning over of a glass top table on her back porch. She was a character, that one. I was gone 

for eight weeks. I lived with a family for six weeks and traveled for the other two. I attended the 

University of Salamanca and studied Spanish art history and grammar (which sounds so much 

better than what I actually did, which is travel with forty other college students from around 

Georgia on a trip coordinated by the Augusta University). I missed Daphne every day, but 

enjoyed getting to know the people I lived with and annoying my uptight roommate. Once I 

asked the family that I lived with if they liked hosting students from the U.S. attending the 

university. Forks froze midair during that dinner and I could tell I had hit a nerve. Eventually the 

senora politely forced out that yes, they enjoyed meeting people, but if they could afford it they 

would not host students. In all my privilege as an idiot abroad, I hadn’t considered that the 

family I stayed with here was like any other working family anywhere and that they didn’t live to 

cater to travelers who butchered their language. It’s funny how you can be so privileged while 

being underprivileged, as I’m sure they had assumptions I was a well-to-do American and would 

have been shocked had they had the occasion to visit the house in Oglethorpe county or caught a 

glimpse of the meager grocery budget I had to adhere to when I was home. 

 Daphne stayed with my mom while I was gone for most of the time. She spent two weeks 

alone with her Dad, but the rest of the time was with her Papa Danny and Nana. She got her first 

(and only) black eye by falling into the edge of the coffee table and was potty-trained by the time 

I came home. I missed her terribly. In the two years since she had been born before I left for 

Spain we had never been apart. We were inseparable. She was an easygoing child who turned 

into an easygoing toddler. She had a stint of defiance after she learned to walk and climb things. 
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When she was 11 months old, I woke up from a dead sleep to find her on top of the refrigerator. I 

put her back in her crib that night and contemplated if it would be considered child abuse to put a 

Plexiglas locking lid on top of it to make sure that she would stay safely in a contained space 

throughout the night. Other than the challenge of trying to keep up with her, she was sweet, 

loving and affectionate. She loved animals, she was quiet and observant, and she endured the 14-

hour ride to Michigan like a champ. I missed cuddling with her and her clinging to my leg when 

she wanted something and suddenly realizing she was out of eyesight. In contrast to feeling like 

a piece of me was missing without seeing her every day, I noticed I did not miss my husband. In 

fact, I felt liberated. I should say LIBERATED. I didn’t have to make anyone’s lunch, arrange, 

shop, and cook meals, wash clothes, or worry about someone spending our food or rent money 

on weed. Plus, I was in Europe, which is a happy place for me. It feels so different there, the vibe 

is so enticing, walking down the street you see something new every day. Speaking, listening, 

reading and writing in Spanish 24 hours a day. It was GLORIOUS. Patrick and I spoke only once 

a week and he would tell me how he was spending a lot of time with my friend Yvette who had 

helped me so much with Medicaid, financial aid and the doctor that delivered Daphne. I thought 

it was a little odd because although we were friends we weren’t necessarily close, but every time 

Patrick and I spoke he would tell me about them hanging out with Yvette and her son or with 

both the kids when Daphne was there. I was just happy he wasn’t acting angry with me for going 

on the trip, even though I could tell he was keeping his anger to himself. He thought it was 

selfish of me to go and leave him at home by himself and make him take care of Daphne for two 

weeks alone.  

 I came home determined to talk to my husband about changes that needed to happen in 

our relationship. Having a moment to myself allowed me to see there were several things I didn’t 
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like about the way I was living and what role I had taken in our relationship. I felt like I was his 

mother, and he was a coddled man-child. Cut the grass? I did it. Pay the bills? Done. Arrange for 

childcare? Got it. Cook? Clean? Sure, no problem. He would come home and say, “Oh yeah, my 

brother is coming over this weekend, is that okay? If not you have to call and tell him no.” My 

brother-in-law and several of his closest friends would descend on the house, eat the $50 worth 

of groceries I had very carefully budgeted and purchased, and leave Sunday night. Daphne and I 

would play in the living room and they would plant marijuana plants in the woods behind the 

house and sit around and smoke it. In Patrick’s defense, I had, as most women do, assumed the 

aforementioned responsibilities and told myself that this was normal. Everyone around me 

confirmed that the role of mother meant that you took all responsibility for everything from 

keeping a clean house to nourishing your partner and child, and that when shit went wrong you 

also had to take all the blame. I didn’t question this lifestyle, I didn’t know much different and 

had seen my grandmothers, my mothers and other mothers around me describe these daily duties 

and complain about finer frustrating points of them at family dinners while men ignored them or 

cooked meat on the grill. The only exceptions to the women as mother of everyone in the family 

rule were my single friends, and as I described to them the frustrations of marriage they always 

managed to interrupt and remind me “that’s why I’m not married.” Which implied that if and 

when they did get married, they assumed that they would relinquish themselves to the inevitable 

daily struggle of the oppressed women everywhere. I don’t want to pretend that I was holier than 

thou. After the dishes were done and Daphne was safely snoozing sometimes I would join 

Patrick and his friends in the all weekend, every weekend party at my house (but usually just for 

Saturday night). The difference was that they would wake up and party all day long any chance 

they could. I couldn’t get my work done if I did that. I had lived that way before we had Daphne, 
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before I decided to go back to school, and it didn’t make me happy. I had a hard time looking at 

myself in the mirror then. I wasn’t going back to that head space. It seemed like although I had 

ignored this up until now, Patrick never left that place.   

Passage 24: Finishing Up 

 When I returned from Spain, Patrick and I did talk about our relationship. I told him that I 

couldn’t keep going on the same as it had been. Our bills were always past due, we had our 

phone shut off, water shut off, and electricity shut off constantly. I knew how to take bolt cutters 

to the water meter and cut off the lock they would put on there when they shut it off. We ran out 

of propane in the winter and we would sit in a cold house with our child until we could afford to 

get it filled; it usually was a few weeks before we could save enough cash. Meanwhile, there 

always seemed to be a steady stream of beers, joints and bros around just hanging out. I couldn’t 

put up with it, which was why I left and went to Michigan before I got pregnant. Patrick said he 

would try to help out more and try to curb his enthusiasm on spending money on perishable 

items (drugs). He cried and asked if I wanted to leave him. He yelled, “I knew that if you went 

on that trip you would do this! Are you going to be like your mother and leave me and Daphne? 

That’s what it felt like you were doing!” That was a low blow, and perhaps a deserved one.  

I got a job to help pay the bills and have some spending money working at Chili’s 

waiting tables. I waited tables four or five nights a week for the extra cash and Patrick would 

have to pick up Daphne from daycare and feed her and care for her. One night I walked in the 

door about 10 p.m., exhausted from being in class all day and then on my feet all night. Daphne 

was in a diaper with a sharpie. She was sitting on top of her father who she had turned into her 

own personal sharpie canvas (as well as herself) and smiled at me with big bright, blue eyes that 

seemed to be saying, “look Mommy! Aren’t we beautiful?!” I was furious. He was passed out on 
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the couch, dead asleep. She was unsupervised with a permanent marker. Thank God it wasn’t 

with a source of flame or a chemical that could kill her. I woke him up yelling, screaming and 

smacking his shoulder. He was in a stoned daze, confused about what was happening as I hurled 

obscenities at him. He spent hours trying to get that marker off of her and off of himself. 

Looking back, I wish I had taken a picture, because Daphne did manage to create an artwork that 

would make most people roll over laughing. 

We decided to try couples counseling. There was a practice that used a sliding-scale fee 

so we could afford the sessions. We went about five times. I tried to talk, Patrick sat there stone-

faced, the therapist would give us advice and exercises, and Patrick accused the therapist of 

always being on my side. We stopped going and things would get better and worse. We kept 

trying day to day, but we both seemed to be at a loss for how to fundamentally change the roles 

we had created for ourselves in our relationship coupled with an inability to fundamentally 

change who we were as human beings. As history grows between two people and maturity 

changes life goals, it gets harder and harder to ignore what you want and expect from your 

partner. Either you were lucky enough to share ambitions and values of what life should look 

like from the beginning, or someone (or both) had to give up or at the very least drastically 

change their vision. Patrick and I were engaged in a daily struggle for who that person was going 

to be. 

Despite the working, mothering, and false start at university, I managed to graduate from 

UGA in May of 2002. My sister graduated from the University of Tennessee the same day. I 

went to watch her walk at commencement and skipped my own. My uncles threw my sister and I 

a swanky graduation party in the clubhouse of their Decatur condo. Everyone confessed, “Ang, I 

didn’t think you would do it. I didn’t think you would ever finish. I didn’t think it was possible, 
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especially after having Daphne.” I did do it. It didn’t feel as good as I thought it would. What 

was I going to do now? I owed about $50,000 in student loan debt that had helped supplement 

Patrick’s $21,000-a-year income and pay for things like day care and car insurance and 

sometimes even food. Guess now I needed to get a job.  

Passage 25: Where’s My Coat? 

Raising Daphne was the only joy that I had during this time. I looked at her and my dad’s words 

came back to me, “YOU HAVE TO MAKE IT ON YOUR OWN. DON’T RELY ON ANYONE 

ELSE!” Now, being a woman who has had many friends, met many married people, and 

witnessed how they live in their lives, I know this is a unique message to a young woman by a 

man scorned. This message contrasts the one that many women receive from their fathers, 

mothers, and the world. Daphne was an easy, beautiful, loving child. The cuddles she had to 

offer were all that were needed to melt your heart, or make you forget that you didn’t know if 

you would be able to pay rent or throw a birthday party for her, or...anything. She would smile 

and run to me at the end of the day and say, “MOOOMMMMMMYYYYY!” and envelop me in 

a hug and although the worries didn’t go away, they would make all the worries worth it. Daphne 

was a special child. She was kind. She was loving. She was open. She was willing to try new 

things, but she was unwilling to let things go when she had her mind made up. One day we were 

at a flea market, and she had to go to the bathroom. She was an experienced camper by this time, 

it was the only vacation Patrick and I could afford, and we did love the north Georgia woods and 

tent living, so we had ventured out there regularly since she was six months old. Hiking and 

camping--what better way to spend your time but out there in the wilderness? Anyways, Daphne 

and I were at a flea market in Rome. She said, “Mommy, I have to go potty.” We headed to the 

outhouses and I picked her up while we were waiting in line waiting. She was a little thing, with 



 

 

 

168 

ringlet curls and a cherub face. Our turn was up, I opened the door, she saw what was inside, and 

while in my arms, she lifted up her lower half, and put one leg on either side of the entrance. I 

said, “DAPHNE, what are you doing? Don’t you have to go potty?” She vigorously shook her 

head and whimpered. We repeated the actions three times. I opened the door, attempted to enter, 

she would incapacitate our ability to enter by putting a foot on either side of the door. Finally I 

asked her, “What is your problem?” She said, “smells so bad.” I asked, “do you want to go potty 

outside?” She looked at me and shook her head to affirm my assumption. She was a child who 

had been in the woods since she was a tiny baby, being poor White trash camping was one of the 

few escapes we could afford. We didn’t pay for our camping spots, we went out in the woods, no 

bathroom, no contact, no electricity or facilities camping. Being used to the outdoors and being 

outside, to her going potty against a tree was more comfortable than in an enclosed stinky space. 

We stopped attempting to enter the porta potty and went to the woods to let her relieve herself. 

She gave me a hug when she was done and said, “thank you Mommy.” I responded, “I 

understand. It did smell bad.”  

Although Daphne was perfect to me, and as her mother I couldn’t see imperfections, her 

language was not as advanced as her peers. The woman who owned the home daycare Daphne 

attended suggested, “you need to get her evaluated by a speech pathologist. You can understand 

her, I can understand her, but most people can’t understand her.” I dismissed this idea; she and I 

had no problems communicating. Maybe she had a lisp. Maybe she wasn’t very verbal. I could 

FEEL HER. I knew what she wanted, I knew how she felt, WE WERE FINE. However, being a 

young mother with little support, no mom friends, working full-time waiting tables and going to 

school full-time, I could admit I was no authority on child development, even if I had taken 

educational psychology at UGA.  
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One morning I was in a hurry to get going. We had to leave for whatever reason, I don’t 

know why. We had to GO. I told Daphne to go get her coat, and she came back to me and said, 

“mama, WHEREZ MY FOUCKIN GOAT?” I looked at her and asked, “WHAT? WE HAVE 

TO GO, WHY AREN’T YOU READY?” She repeated, “WHEREZ MY FOUCKIN GOAT?” I 

looked at her realizing what she was saying and tried my best not to burst out in laughter (mixed 

with tears that she would repeat the profanity I often spewed). She was asking me, “where’s my 

fucking coat?” We found that fucking coat, and I decided that Liz, the woman who Daphne spent 

the majority of her waking hours with, the woman who operated the at home daycare, was right. 

Daphne needed to be evaluated by a language pathologist. She was, and went to speech therapy 

for a year. Luckily the state provides these services to children, because I still didn’t have 

insurance.  
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Postlude 2: Out of Place, In Place 

 In this section, I write about the stage of my life that highly influenced my interest in 

curriculum studies and education. At the beginning of this section, I moved from living in the 

North to living in the South and began to recognize the discontinuity and disruption of place. 

Similar to what my mother experienced in moving from the South to the North, I began to 

develop an understanding of myself as other—other in that outside markers of my identity, 

particularly my accent, signaled that I did not ‘belong’ or ‘was not from’ the South. When I first 

moved to the South, I longed for the comfort and familiarity of the place where I had grown up. I 

still had strong connections to Michigan at this time, as my nuclear family still resided in the 

north, and even though I had extended family in the South, I felt isolated and other living in the 

South. Similar to what hooks (2009) describes, “Living away from my native place I became 

more consciously Kentuckian than I was when I lived at home. This is what the experience of 

exile can do, change your mind, and utterly transform one’s perception of the world of home” (p. 

13).  Although when I lived in Michigan, I felt that was not my place, when I moved to the South 

I realized all those years of studying Michigan state history and growing up there gave me not 

only the accent, but the psychological comfort of belonging. I understood subtle things that I did 

not understand about the South. I knew that milk was usually bought at the Quality Dairy in a 

bag from local farms that produced it. I knew that pop was what we called soda or Coke. I never 

felt the frankness of manner and the desire for personal space was rude; it was comfortable. 

Whenever anyone asked me in the South “where you from?” I didn’t understand what markers I 

wore to indicate my otherness.  

 Things I did not understand about the South were plentiful. I did not understand the 

damage that the racialized history of the region had left on Blacks and Whites who resided in the 
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South. I am not claiming that a racial divide doesn’t exist in the North; but I never saw anyone in 

the North flying a confederate flag or calling black people “niggers.” I had witnessed my 

maternal grandparents discuss on multiple occasions “the difference between a black person and 

a nigger.” Crowder et al. (2016) reminds us, “Racism is a deep-seated, widespread, and systemic 

issue, still, in the South” (p. 189). Racism is a systemic issue across the United States, but it 

manifests itself starkly in the South. The history of slavery and Jim Crow still burn strong here, 

whether the individual Southerner claims to be proud of it or ashamed of this history.  

 Beyond racial tensions, there are subtle differences in the mannerisms of relationships in 

the South. As I have continued to live here for years now, I have noticed that I am isolated not 

only by the accent; but also by mannerisms and in ways of speaking about and with others. I also 

struggle with understanding the paradigms for which many Southerners see the world. In 

particular, I find it difficult to interact with those from the South because I cannot understand the 

codes of Southern social behavior. It has taken me years to develop a basic understanding of 

these codes, but it is a lifelong learning effort. It took me about ten years to understand that when 

someone was saying, “Bless her heart” or “Bless his heart” that what was being expressed was 

not necessarily a term of endearment. Instead, often it can be translated as not pity but instead 

insult. For example, take the expression, “Bless her heart, she tries so hard.” Coded in that 

language is actually the message, “this person tries hard, but they aren’t very smart. Or “Bless 

his heart, that is awful. I’m sure he didn’t mean that.” Translation: He meant that but didn’t even 

try to make it seem like he didn’t. What a jerk. This vernacular comes in strong contrast to the 

frank Midwestern style of speaking that I grew up with, even if my biological parents were from 

the South. There are no ‘bless your heart’ allowances in Midwestern dialogue. The best 

equivalent I can think of to “Bless her heart” in Midwestern vernacular is “Well, that’s 
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different.” In addition, there is, “what an idiot” or “he should have know better” or “what the hell 

were you thinking?”  The phrase “Well, that’s different” doesn’t have a connotation of kindness, 

as “Bless her heart,” instead it distinctly imbues the sentiment of disapproval. As I established 

myself as a resident of the South, I found it challenging to navigate the two different forms of 

communication and was often confused about what made people uncomfortable in interpersonal 

communication.  

 Beyond the discomforts of acclimating to communication styles and an unknown, 

strongly felt and contextualized history of the South I did not understand, in this section of the 

memoir you also witness the ‘demise’ of my place in regards to class. Growing up in an affluent 

household stands in stark contrast to the places and stations I found myself in as a young adult 

and expecting mother. Even though affluence stood opposite to my lived reality after I decided to 

have a child, I could not escape the experiences of standing between being poor and being 

middle/upper-class. Although I was poor, I was able to use my assertiveness, my Whiteness, and 

my middle/upper-class upbringing to my advantage as I navigated what it was to have an empty 

bank account. I had no heat in the house, but I was taken on a vacation cruise for the week. I did 

not have private medical insurance, but I was able to use my network in order to find a physician 

who would make an exception for me which enabled me to have the birthing experience I felt I 

deserved. I had no way to pay for higher education out of my own pocket, but I was able to 

navigate the system of financial aid, applications, and my previous schooling in order to gain 

admittance to attend a university and secure a degree.   

 During my time at the university, I felt the stark contrast of being poor in the midst of an 

institution dominated by middle/upper class norms. In reading other accounts of working/poor 

students navigating university, I identify with the feelings expressed of being shamed by my 
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socioeconomic status. In her book College and Working Class: What it Takes to Make It, Hurst 

(2012) writes composites of poor/working class students attending university. Through the 

narratives of her subjects, I can identify with the sentiments of feeling out of place in the 

University setting. Hurst (2012) describes Serena’s feelings about sitting in a university 

classroom 

 She felt that she had to be continually on guard and ready to jump hurdles in order to 

 succeed. She was especially careful to avoid getting into discussions about poverty or 

 welfare, because the embarrassment she felt about coming from a poor family was sure to 

 manifest itself. (p. 77) 

Similar to Serena, I also felt continually on guard and was careful to avoid discussions of poverty 

or welfare with my classmates. I felt that I carried a deep, dark secret and that if I shared my 

secret in the university classroom, I would be instantly considered a student that did not belong. 

At the same time, standing between poverty and privilege at times created frustration with my 

circumstance and I began to develop an understanding of the power of Write privilege in society. 

Dunbar (1997), a student from a working class/White trash background who attended university, 

describes her similar struggle, “The most painful part of my quest for identity has been the 

juggling of my poor white experience and my knowledge of the power of white privilege in this 

society” (p. 79). Attending university classes bearing the shame of being poor created barriers to 

my experience in some respects; however it also gave me insider knowledge of what it means to 

be poor in the United States. This knowledge fueled my interest in education and as I read texts 

about teaching students who are poor, I could identify with the struggles of poverty in a way my 

middle/upper class classmates could not.  
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 In the context of gender, this chapter highlights struggles that mirror but also go beyond 

my mother’s: it highlights the struggle of my father for economic stability and a desire to move 

from one class to another (believing education would be the answer to financial stability) and the 

struggle of my mother attempting to find an identity for herself beyond motherhood and 

wifedom. Bateson (1989) categorizes the stages of women’s lives, “Marriage, divorce, and 

childbearing become chapter headings in women’s lives because of the way they produce—or 

demand—an entire restructuring of life around commitments to others” (p. 75). Like many 

women before me, these have also become chapter headings in my life, and in my mind are ways 

in which to sort the stages and responsibilities that required restructuring of my habits, needs and 

desires.  

 I mentioned in the first chapter that Daphne, the child born during this section of the 

work, read the memoir in its entirety. After her reading the biggest critique she gave was, “Mom, 

it’s like after the second section I just drop off.” She was not isolated in her voicing of this 

critique; others have mentioned it as well. One suggested, “If you don’t make Daphne a more 

central and permanent character in the third section, maybe you need to change the statement that 

Daphne changed your life?” I struggled with this idea, because Daphne did, of course, change 

my life. What I realized that I failed to communicate in the memoir is, besides changing my life 

in the sense that I was a mother and she was the focus of my efforts and the inspiration for me to 

complete my education and to get married, the main way that she changed my life is that my 

Dad’s words came back to haunt me, “I WANT YOU TO BE ABLE TO SUPPORT 

YOURSELF AND LIVE IN WHICH THE WAYS YOU HAVE BECOME ACCUSTOMED.” 

These words haunted me because my life and need to attend the university was no longer a 

matter of supporting myself, as Bateson (1989) described, it was about supporting my daughter. 
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Even still, when I discussed this with Daphne in detail, apologizing to her, I told her: This is a 

graduate school project where I have to discuss and justify themes of gender, place, and class. 

Although my role in your life is as your mother, that is not the only role in my life. My roles are 

many and fragmented, they are not only a mother (although that is the most important one); I am 

also a daughter, a sister, a wife, a teacher, and countless others I cannot list. Despite the 

conversations and work we do as parents, as women, and as teachers, even our own children 

cannot escape the definitive roles of women. Similar to Bateson (1989), Heilbrun (1988) notes, 

“Women’s stories always end with marriage, with wifedom and motherhood…” (p. 58). 

However, just like with my mother’s story, I work to break free from this idea. If my story ended 

with marriage, wifedom and motherhood, I would not be writing this today. I don’t know where 

my story ends, but I have done all of these things (some more than once), and the story keeps on 

going.  
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CHAPTER 4: MY LIFE IS A MANIFESTO: TEACHER 

Prelude: Now I’m a Teacher 

 Now a certified teacher, I moved into the profession still living in an old house in the 

rural South. I secured a position as an ESOL teacher and my classroom was in a trailer out in the 

back of the school. The majority of the students in my classes were from Michoacán, Mexico. 

There was a large variance in their English (and Spanish) language abilities, from those who 

spoke no or very little English to those who spoke English well but were not successful using 

academic language. The first day I had to break up a fight between two girls. The second month 

a student poured Windex in my tea and watched me drink it. I learned that many of the students 

were involved in a gang called Sur 13. I had to do home visits to find out what happened to 

students that would disappear for weeks at a time. At the age of 26, I found myself a first-year 

teacher, a single mother, and a divorcee. However, I was a college graduate! And I made enough 

money to pay my rent and utilities, as well as daycare. I had healthcare! I was on my way up in 

the world. 

 I loved my work. My students and I began to work together to improve our language 

skills (Academic English skills and my Conversational Spanish skills). My colleague was 

working on her Doctorate in the Georgia Southern Curriculum Studies program, and would talk 

about her experiences in class. I started considering continuing my education as well, but did not 

know how to go about doing so. In addition, in my capacity as a teacher and a single mother, I 

knew I would have little time to devote to another degree. My time spent teaching ESOL was a 

highlight of my career. What made the time memorable is that I had the opportunity to do what 

Delpit (1988) calls "being honest" with my students about language and power and the social 

structure and system. Delpit (1988) suggests 
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 I prefer to be honest with my students. I tell them that their language and cultural style is 

 unique and wonderful but that there is a political power game that is also being played, 

 and if they want to be in on that game there are certain games that they too must play.” (p. 

 292) 

When we discussed the complex issues my ESOL students faced, they were the most engaged of 

any group of students I have taught. However, this did not convince them to buy into the idea 

that education—and due to my own experiences I can't say that I blame them. As a recent 

graduate from university, the memory of being a White trash university student was fresh in my 

mind and helped me identify with their feelings of inferiority in school. I saw that society did not 

provide them the opportunity to succeed in an educational realm; instead, the majority of them 

were expected to not return to school after eighth grade. Many of the students mirrored the image 

that society reflected to them: they expected to work as gardeners, caregivers to young children, 

farm laborers, construction workers, and in service jobs.  

 After four years as an ESOL teacher, I began searching for a new position, and found one 

at a school that was 99 percent White in a suburb of Atlanta. I began my new position as a 

Spanish teacher in the all-White high school. The first day of class I yelled at students to "sit 

down and shut up!" I was met with a sea of White faces with combinations of shock, surprise, 

and fear written on them. So far in my teaching career, I had always been the only White person 

in the room while teaching. Now I looked at mirrors of myself at that age. The mirror reflected 

thirty-two teenagers who were largely middle and upper-class, who lived in a comfortable 

suburb, and who attended a suburban school. My colleagues mirrored the students. Out of sixty 

teachers on staff, forty had graduated from the high school where they taught. I enjoyed teaching 

my first love, the Spanish language. I enjoyed hearing students improve throughout the year and 
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change their pronunciation of "tor-til-la" to "tor-ti-ya." When the opportunity presented itself, I 

moved to a new high school that was opening in the district. I was to be the "foreign language 

department head" (by default, because I was the only teacher in the foreign language 

department).  

 After teaching for seven years, I decided I wanted to pursue graduate studies. I graduated 

with a Master’s in Media with an emphasis in instructional technology from a state university, 

and then decided to go all the way and pursue a doctoral degree. I have yet to attend a 

commencement ceremony for either of my degrees, and I have a goal to one day be at a 

ceremony to share the earning of a doctorate degree with my family. Although I do not know 

how I affect my students, I know how this vocation of teacher affects me. Where would my life 

path have led if I had made one different decision? When I stand in front of my classes, I see 

pieces of myself in my students, and pieces of them in me. Some are privileged, some have 

families on food stamps, and some have a propensity for the study of language and culture, 

others for math and science. Some have broken home lives, some have been told by a teacher 

that they are "not bright" or need "special help." Some are planning to go to college, others to 

work. Some have parents who pay for their groceries with an EBT card, others have no 

electricity, heat, water, or air conditioning. Some listen to their classmates and think, "My mom 

is on welfare, does that mean she's no good?" Others look at college applications with confusion 

and dismay because there is no one in their family to guide them through the world of academia. 

Some live in a big house, others in a house where when the wind blows in and comes up through 

the floorboards. Some are shy, others are angry, and still others completely clueless of their 

privilege.  
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 My life and experience is a testament to how education has the power to help you 

discover your destiny. By having the opportunity to study languages and earn higher degrees, 

coupled with my personal experiences, I have had the opportunity to discover how to navigate 

the world—and how I can help students do the same. Education had a way of helping me 

discover who I want to be as a human being, and has given me the ability to participate in the 

world in a meaningful and authentic way. Even though I believe in my profession, I also 

recognize that it comes with the burden of being in a position of authority. As Said (1994) 

describes, "The third pressure of professionalism is the inevitable drift towards power and 

authority in its adherents, towards the requirements and prerogatives of power, and towards 

being directly employed by it" (p. 80). This is forever in my mind as I stand up in front of 

students each day and ask them to engage with me—and a subject. Although it has been 

mentioned that it is hard to sit between the world of academia and the world of public education, 

I find that the injustices that people face have always been there, and I have experienced some of 

them firsthand. I am committed to being in the classroom because it is the place where I can 

share, debate, and ponder with young people about how things work in the world and how the 

world can be a better place.   
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MEMOIR: MY LIFE IS A MANIFESTO: TEACHER 

Passage 26: Where Are the Jobs? 

 In university they tell you that you will easily be able to find a job when you’re finished 

with school. I wasn’t close to any of the people I went to school with, probably because I was the 

oldest one and the only one with a child and a man-child husband. My struggles were in keeping 

the lights on and only having $50 a week to spend on groceries, not on who I was going to the 

game with or what I was going to wear to the bar. I didn’t have extra money to have fun and 

wore clothes from the thrift shop. I started looking for gainful employment but couldn’t seem to 

secure a job for the upcoming school year. When school started, I was a substitute teacher for a 

few months and then through a friend got a job as a Head Start teacher in Greene county. They 

needed certified teachers to be lead teachers for the Head Start program and I desperately needed 

a paycheck as the threat of the first student loan payment loomed. I showed up on my first day in 

a skirt, blouse, and suit jacket, and within thirty minutes twenty little three and four year olds 

were running around the room. I had an assistant who had been the lead teacher but was demoted 

because she didn’t have her education degree or state certification. She had worked for the 

program for ten years and, understandably so, was not happy to have what appeared to her to be 

a preppy little White girl in a suit take her job.  

 I was the only White person who worked in the building. All my students were students 

of color. The school was located in Redboro, Georgia, a town that was strictly racially divided 

and it was apparent when you did home visits that mixing of races was not common nor 

acceptable. The student’s houses were largely dilapidated and falling down (which reminded me 

of my own home). The parents and people that worked there did not understand was that I was 

living in that same house in Oglethorpe County, still cold in the winter and hot in the summer. I 
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too struggled to pay my bills and clothe and feed my daughter and me. I had so much fear. I was 

afraid that I wasn’t good enough to hold the position of power that the title teacher brings. I 

worked tirelessly to plan lessons and wipe snot off a little one's faces. Although I did not potty- 

train my own daughter, karma got me in the potty department with all those little ones who 

struggled to hold their bodily fluids.  

 Only one woman would speak to me kindly at Head Start and that was the other lead 

teacher, Mrs. Ruth. Thank goodness for her. She was smart and kind; she was a wonderful and 

patient human being. She showed me the ropes and gave me advice for dealing with the children, 

co-workers and the director. She told me honestly and openly, “Honey, there are several issues 

the people that work here have with you. You’re White and represent all the White people that 

we have survived for centuries; our landlords, our bosses, they’re all White; especially in this 

tiny community. You’re college educated which none of these ladies, even the director, ever had 

the opportunity to pursue. You’re from the North, my goodness honey, that accent. Can’t you try 

to say y’all once in awhile? You gotta work on that. You look and sound like all the other people 

with a white savior complex who think us Black folk and poor folk need their help. Those White 

saviors are ridiculous. You don’t be one of those. When you look at these children, if you don’t 

see beautiful, smart, Black, poor children who deserve an education and proper start in this world 

then don’t do it. Don’t look at them colorblind. Just don’t, because that is not honest and true. Be 

honest and true about the fact they are Black and they are going to have a harder road than 

you’ve ever had—not that your road hasn’t been hard. Read Martin Luther King. Read Malcolm 

X. Read James Baldwin. Read The Color Purple. Read Maya Angelou. Read Zora Neale 

Hurston. Read about our history and our leaders. Pay attention to the way the coordinator who is 

a White lady looks and talks to you in comparison to how she speaks to the rest of us. Pay 
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attention to how we talk to each other and how these mommies talk to their babies. Don’t feel 

sorry for these little ones. Push them, they need it. Acknowledge them. And don’t go 

pussyfootin’ round here with your White lady niceness. If one of the people you work with is 

being difficult, tell them so. Let ‘em know you got a backbone. Without a backbone here, you’ll 

never make it.” Her advice was the foundation for my now fifteen-year teaching career and has 

helped me not only survive but also flourish and enjoy standing in a room of students every day.  

 Working in a community where I didn’t belong (and that is not a reflection of my 

insecurity, it had been made obvious to me and acknowledged by Mrs. Ruth that the majority of 

people who worked there believed I literally didn’t belong or deserve my position) was 

compounded by the challenges that the commute and my other experiences with Greene County 

presented. One morning on my way to work at 5:30 a.m. (school starts early people), it was dark 

and pouring down rain. I was moving along at about 50 miles per hour on a country back road 

with the music loud in an attempt to drive out the sound of the rain. Luckily the headlights hit the 

white and black spots in time, and my brain recognized danger and commanded my body to step 

on the brakes. As I screeched to a halt, I realized what was in front of me. A sea of cows. COWS. 

I honked the horn, rolled down the window and attempted to yell at them over the heavy 

downpour. The cow in front of the car looked directly at me and mooooed in protest, as if to say, 

“make me move lady!” I could tell he was a stubborn asshole. I had to wait for the police to 

show up to move the cows out of the way. I had attempted to navigate around them but to no 

avail and found myself trapped in the middle of a herd with no escape unless I had a four-wheel 

drive. The officer had a megaphone that he used to play all the loud annoying sounds coupled 

with slaps on the asses of the cows, as well as screams and yells in an attempt to make them 

move. He explained to me that the storm had deactivated the electric fence when the power 
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supply went out. The cows took full advantage and plotted their escape, but they didn’t seem to 

be in any bit of a hurry to go anywhere. It took 45 minutes to clear the road and I was late for 

work that morning. I learned if you’re facing down a herd of cows, even if you are in a car, you 

are at a serious disadvantage. It was a reminder that I lived and worked in the rural South, and 

that I came from a place where cows were never an obstacle to overcome on my way to work. 

 One afternoon Dad called and said he was going to be at a meeting “kind of close” to 

where Patrick and I lived. It was a 50-minute commute from Oglethorpe County to the Redboro 

head start, and Dad and June were going to be staying at a Ritz Carlton at Lake Summer. He 

asked if I could come with Daphne for dinner one of the nights they were staying. I told him I 

could but might have to stay over. He denied that possibility, stating that “the room only had one 

king-size bed.” I also told him I worked in Redboro, where Lake Summer was located, so if he 

didn’t mind I could just come by myself and then go home afterward. He humphed at the idea of 

showing up without Daphne, I should have known that after grandchildren are born no one really 

wants to see the parents anymore. To alleviate the challenge of having to drive home, pick up 

Daphne, then drive back, I asked if she could come to school with me one day. She was only two 

and we had a two-year-old room. Reluctantly my boss agreed, and Daphne spent the day with 

Mommy at the head start so we could go visit Grandpa and dine at the Ritz Carlton afterwards.  

 We tooled up in our too-old car and were admitted into the luxury resort with a look from 

the gatekeeper that said, “you don’t look like you belong here.” Dad was at an annual meeting 

for one of the boards of director’s things he served on, so each night there were social events 

planned. On this particular night it was casino night. We ate dinner in and listened to speakers 

talk about something I don’t remember, then commenced to play casino games. In between free 

glasses of champagne and dodging questions about myself from Dad’s colleagues in suits and 
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their wives asking if I stayed home with Daphne, I learned I would be dangerous in Vegas and 

that craps is super fun, but had to duck out by 9 p.m. to get home and get Daphne and me to bed. 

Leaving the grand and fancy stone structure of the hotel, we drove home to our two-bedroom 

shack. Luckily we didn’t encounter any cows on the way.  

 I worked at Head Start from October until December. The last day before Christmas 

break, I planned a Christmas party for my class complete with cupcakes, games, and Christmas 

craft stations. I bought grocery store cupcakes that had green and red icing piled on as much as 

possible without the closed lid damaging them and a cute plastic decoration of a candy cane, 

Santa, or a reindeer stuck in the top. We were having a great time in our festive environment 

gorging ourselves on sweets and attempting to use safety scissors and glue. One young little guy, 

Al (short for Alvin) asked if he could have another cupcake. Al was a round young boy with a 

sweet and beaming smile, and when he shined it in your direction it was hard to deny any request 

he made. Little did I know that I had allowed him to have an extra cupcake, but so had the co- 

teacher who hated me and grumbled under her breath about how I was trying to get the kids on 

my good side throughout the entire party. I don’t know how many cupcakes Al managed to get, 

but about an hour into the party he proclaimed he didn’t feel so well. As he was telling me, icing 

spread across his mouth, he opened up and gave me my Christmas gift. He vomited all over me. 

All over the table and the floor and the remaining cupcakes and the craft station. Not only was it 

barf on an epic scale, it was green and red barf. I left for break covered in glue, paint and crusty 

red and green vomit. Whoever says teaching isn’t a glorious profession? When I decided to 

become a teacher I did not understand that the vomit and urine and other bodily fluids of children 

would be part of my responsibility; however I accepted my position as their caregiver and 

marched on. 
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 On our Christmas break; I got a call from the principal of Colin Middle School. His 

ESOL (English to Speakers of Other Languages) teacher was leaving suddenly, and he asked me 

to come in to interview for a full-time teaching position as a middle school ESOL teacher. 

Instead of ESOL, the acronym now used is ELL: English Language Learners. At any rate, 

although it was not a Spanish teaching position, I had earned my ESOL certification in addition 

to my Spanish teaching certification, and I was excited at the opportunity to teach at a public 

school full-time with older students. The school did not have an “good” reputation. It was noted 

in the community as being the “worst” of the middle schools in Rome-Clarke County, Georgia. I 

was young and naive, broke, and desperately wanted to start my career in the public school 

system. I eagerly agreed to an interview and came in the next day.  

 Since I had substituted in Clarke County and interviewed for a job as a parent-liaison for 

migrant students I had made connections with the gifted and ESOL director at the board office. I 

had gained a reputation as a sought after, hardworking substitute in the two months before I 

started at Head Start. In a community, never underestimate the power of connections and 

reputation. I got the interview despite my status as a peon Northerner and outsider living in 

Rome, a college town of outsiders, because my time working in the community as a volunteer for 

Catholic Social Services and my short- lived career as a sub gave me some credibility. The 

principal was young, his name was Gage Jarbone. The school was 99 percent minority: 70 

percent African-American, 29 percent Latino, with 25 percent of the 800-student population 

receiving ESOL services. The ESOL teacher had struggled and hated her job. When she was 

offered an opportunity to leave teaching altogether and relocate to another state, she took it. They 

needed someone who was motivated, naive about the situation they were stepping into, and 

willing to work hard to ensure that the students received the services they were provided by the 
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federal government funding. Two hours after the interview, I was offered the job. I was finally 

going to be a real teacher! I would have health insurance, dental insurance, and a retirement plan. 

I would have some financial security and stability. After what felt like a long struggle, I was able 

to move into a position I felt that I was meant to be in. 

Passage 27: Do You Even Speak Spanish? 

 I started the second semester as the new teacher. I had two days of pre-planning to 

prepare to teach six classes a day. I taught 6th, 7th and 8th grade ESOL, which I envisioned as a 

second English Language Arts class for the students. I had no resources, no books, no idea what 

they had done before, and I was unfamiliar with the standards and curriculum of middle schools. 

I had done my student teaching in a high school as a Spanish teacher in a different county. The 

school secretary showed me my room, which was a trailer in the back of the school. She 

explained they had to lock the building during the day and that I was in one of three trailers. 

Outside with me were the health classes and the behavioral disabilities trailer. I met my 

colleagues. One was a veteran science teacher who had taught 7th grade science for 20 years and 

was now teaching the state mandated health curriculum. She was smart, witty, and 30 years my 

senior. She was amazing and charismatic and friendly. The other gentleman who taught the 

behavioral disorders class was handicapped-he needed a cane to walk. I never saw him without 

suspenders on. He was also kind and friendly, but seemed to be tired and often annoyed by his 

circumstance.  

 I tried to redecorate. On the first day, I welcomed my students with enthusiasm. I gave 

them a syllabus and explained what the class was going to be about. I told them I was there to 

help them. There was no communication to the outside world out there. Our students were 

locked out of the building, just as we were; we couldn’t have keys for security reasons, and the 
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intercoms/emergency buttons didn’t work. In retrospect, it is telling that these students and their 

teachers were locked out of the main building; it symbolizes in so many ways the idea that these 

students are locked out of the mainstream, and their teachers are locked out from the support of 

the educational system. Many students had similar names, with a lot of students named Yesenia, 

Maria, Jesus and Francisco. To my naïve surprise, the students in the classes had a wide range of 

English speaking ability. I expected that most of them would be mostly low-level English 

speakers and recent arrivals to the United States. I found that in actuality, three-quarters were 

born in the United States and the other quarter were recent arrivals. I noticed the first day that in 

the 7th grade class there was a lot of banter between a couple of the girls, a Yesinia and a Maria. 

I decided what we needed was to take a five-minute walk outside. They were children after all, 

and it was hard to blame them for being restless when they had been sitting since 8 a.m. and it 

was now 1 p.m. I directed them all to get up so we could walk around the parking lot for five 

minutes, then return to the trailer to continue our business with clear heads and stretched limbs. 

We walked for about two minutes, and before I knew it, Yesinia and Maria were fighting. One 

had a fistful of the other’s hair, both were screaming obscenities I didn’t understand in Spanish, 

and the other students were forming a circle around them. I had no access to the inside of the 

building, the resource officer or administration contained within it, and I knew the fight needed 

to stop. I stepped between the girls, untangled the long hair of one from the fist of the other, and 

directed all to return to the trailer. They all sat down in their desks, and I lectured them in 

Spanish about acceptable behavior and my expectations of love, acceptance, and civility. Many 

averted their eyes while several others snickered at my Spanish. When I asked why they were 

laughing, they replied in Spanish, “you speak Spanish so funny.”  
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I left that day confused and upset. What in the world was I going to do? They must have 

seen the fear in my eyes, especially when the fight broke out. When they spoke Spanish, I could 

sometimes understand what they said, but their accents and vocabulary were so different from 

the very academic Spanish I had been exposed to in motherland Spain. Most of the time it was 

too fast, they r’s too rolled, the vocabulary words I’d never heard. They laughed at my Spanish! I 

couldn’t connect to them because I am not Latinx I couldn’t connect to them through culture, I 

had no basis for understanding their experiences. They knew it. They called me out on the first 

day. They didn’t care about me, another White, boring, ignorant authority figure they didn’t 

respect. I was a fool and I knew it. A scared, lost fool. One of the very few advantages to being 

young, ignorant, and stubborn is that you don’t know when to quit. Like finishing college, like 

having Daphne, like marrying my husband (even though the marriage was crumbling before my 

eyes), like moving away from my family and everything I had known, like challenging doctors 

when I was a welfare recipient, I was determined to make this work. I had to make this work. 

Everything was riding on it. All the, “I didn’t believe you coulds” and “I never thought your 

woulds” came rushing back. I would. I could. I had to. I was going to teach. I was going to work 

as hard as I could to do something for my students. I was going to make a living wage. I could do 

this. Fight on the first day? No support? On my own? I mustered up all my optimism and my 

ability to ignore difficult circumstance and showed up the next day ready for round two.  

At home, Patrick and I became increasingly divided. He was gone a lot. I didn’t even 

know where. I was preoccupied with caring for Daphne and surviving the day, often bringing my 

work home with me. In the spring of my second year of teaching, I finally said the words, “I 

want a divorce” to Patrick. He cried. I cried. He begged me to give him another chance, said that 

he could change and be more helpful. I begged him to let go, to give up, because in my heart I 
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knew I hadn’t been in love with him for a long time, possibly even since before we got married. 

We were both in love with the idea of being a family and ignored the fact that we had vastly 

different interests, goals, and fantasies of what a “real” family looked like. To him, it looked like 

the one he had grown up in, the father providing whatever he could with whatever he could, 

proving his worth by showing up at work every day and coming home every evening to a home-

cooked meal. I wasn’t really sure what my fantasy looked or felt like, but I knew it didn’t look 

and feel like our relationship. I was past the point of pretending any of it felt good anymore. It 

felt like I was lying to him, to Daphne, to myself, and to the world. I called my family to tell 

them the news and they were all supportive. My dad asked me how he could help and asked me 

if I had money for a lawyer and to move. I told him I didn’t, and he said, “okay, you’re going to 

need a car since neither of the cars are in your name. You’re going to need a place to live and 

you’re going to need a lawyer. I’ll pay for it. I just want you to be free of him and to start your 

life. You’ve done so much to make a life for you and Daphne, but he is exactly the same as he 

was when you met him. He works at the same dead-end job. He plays with his cars and his 

friends and expects you to be the adult. He will never change, and it’s time to move on.” Dad 

might have been slim on the financial and emotional support throughout my young adult life. 

However, now he was determined to support Daphne and me because I had made a decision that 

he wholeheartedly approved of. In March, Patrick went to Hawaii with his brother (paid for by 

his parents) and I moved out of the house. It’s funny that we both had solidly middle-upper-class 

parents who would occasionally bestow their financial privilege upon us, while he still worked at 

the tire shop and lived in the country in an old house.  

In Patrick’s defense, I paint him as one who had few ambitions and little willingness to 

accept responsibility, but to be honest, that is not entirely true. I was not perfect. I was silly and 
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my blind and stubborn determinedness often left a mess for him to clean up. He was gifted at 

fixing things, even if he might take years to do so. He maintained a beautiful garden that yielded 

fresh vegetables in our backyard. I always thought it was me who had the green thumb, but I 

learned after my thrice-failed attempt at planting gardens after we were no longer together that I 

don’t have the attention span for it. Once, I was determined to plant sunflowers along the side of 

the Oglethorpe county house to give it a romantic appearance. I fired up the rototiller while he 

was at work and ran over the main water line that was buried underground next to the house. I 

didn’t know how to turn off the water to the house (I didn’t even know that was possible to do), 

so as I called him in a panic, he schooled me on the steps. When I proved inept at following his 

directions, he instructed me to go next door and see if our neighbor was home because he was a 

plumber. Luckily our neighbor was home and had only consumed one of the twelve Bud Lights 

he had planned for the evening. He walked over, saw the geyser spraying over our heads in the 

air and began to laugh so hard I thought he would pee himself. He patched the pipe, chuckling 

the entire time. When I offered to pay him he said that he hadn’t laughed that hard in years so the 

laughter was payment enough. I did many things to complicate life and our relationship all the 

five years we were together and Patrick took it with mild manners and a good nature. He was 

determined to be a father to Daphne, and has followed through on that commitment. We just 

couldn’t seem to find a groove that we could maintain that made both of us comfortable, secure 

and happy. I’d like to give us both some grace in the fact that we tried marriage, and that today 

we can have friendly conversations about what is best for our daughter (even if we often agree to 

disagree on what that means). I had managed a career change from server in chain restaurant to a 

teacher, and although I had resources such as health and life insurance now, it was still tight to 

when it came time to pay bills. I rented a two-bedroom cinder block house in Oglethorpe County, 
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close to the old house and next door to Daphne’s babysitter. I was independent for the first time 

in my life. I ended the second year of teaching dealing with moving, personal trauma between 

me and Patrick, meeting with a lawyer, and being a single mother. 

Passage 28: Just Keep Going 

 I learned more than I taught in the first year and a half of teaching. Since my students all 

spoke Spanish, I decided to employ the tactics I had learned to teach Spanish to English speakers 

in reverse. I often spoke Spanish in the classroom to explain grammatical concepts and 

vocabulary. I leafed through the few old Spanish texts I had collected and used the vocabulary 

lists I found in them as a basis for themed units. In class the students and I would read books 

together and act them out, graphically organizing them and writing about them as we worked 

through. The students wrote a lot about their lives. If they couldn’t express what they wanted to 

say in English, we used Spanglish or just pure Spanish for those who were new and trying to 

acclimate to the United States. Through their writing and conversations, we learned about 

different dialects in Spanish and English. We talked about dirty words and shared slang terms. 

One day I used the word “coger”  (to take) to talk about taking the bus. Eyes averted away from 

my face and giggles spread like wildfire. I kept repeating it, thinking I had said it wrong or my 

accent had rendered it unrecognizable. Finally, a student surrendered the information everyone 

else in the room besides me seemed privy to, and that was that the translation of the word 

“coger” meant “to fuck.” He then explained through a mouthful of laughter, “you keep saying 

you are going to fuck the bus!” I looked it up in the Spanish dictionary to prove them all wrong, 

but to no avail. I finally gave in and decided to select a different verb for taking the bus. When I 

finally had the opportunity to ask a Spanish speaking adult about this translation they affirmed 

the translation the student had offered: ”in Latin America and especially Mexico, ‘coger’ means 
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‘to fuck.’ You told them you were going to fuck the bus?!” Verb tenses and vocabulary are easy; 

dialects vary widely and present a multitude of complications. In addition to being continuously 

schooled in the Spanish language by thirteen-year-olds, I attempted to remember and include 

what I had learned from reading writers who spoke about educating minority children. I tried my 

best to be honest with students about my privilege and share with them that this was just one 

dimension of my experience. I attempted to incite discussions about how our societal privileges 

and restrictions were just one part of our stories. I would joke that I was “maestra gringa.”  

 Although I improved my Spanish and learned about my student’s lives and stories, I also 

learned a lot about the politics of teaching. About three months in, I had a student pour Windex 

in my drink. Luckily I tasted it and all the other students in the class yelled, “Don’t drink that!” 

When I found out who had done the deed, I went to the administration for support. They 

suspended the child for a few days. They informed me, “you can press charges, but we don’t 

think that is necessary. If you press charges we will have to have a hearing and probably nothing 

will come of it anyway. It would be easier if you just let it go.” I was incensed. Although I did 

not want for any child to drop out or get kicked out of school, this child could have seriously hurt 

me. He was going to get away with his intent to poison me without suffering any significant 

consequence. He probably just thought it was a funny joke on his teacher, but I was feeling 

sensitive due to my inability to maintain a marriage, control a classroom, or speak Spanish. He 

hated school and was happy to be suspended. I went on a home visit to his house to speak with 

his mother. She was kind enough, I suppose, but she didn’t stop him when he called me a gringa 

bitch and demanded to know what the hell I was doing there and why I couldn’t just leave him 

alone (my Spanish was improving—I understood all of the commentary he directed at me during 

that home visit). He took his suspension, came back to school and finished out the school year. 
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He was a 7th grader. He didn’t come back to school the next year and when I asked the students 

what had happened I got answers varying from, “I heard he went to Mexico” to “I think he’s in 

jail” to “he’s working with the 13s now and never coming back.” I was secretly relieved to know 

he was gone, even though I knew I shouldn’t be. About four years later, when reading through 

the local paper, I saw his face pictured and an article titled, “Local Teens Arrested for 

Bludgeoning Elderly Man to Death.”   

 In my second year of teaching, I learned about a plague that many of my students dealt 

with on a daily basis: the Sur 13s. The Sur 13s were a gang involved in the drug trade and who 

knows what else. I learned that many of the students were being pressured to join, children as 

young as 11 years old. My very limited understanding of process is this: another student, often a 

student who was older, would approach a young student. The children would hang out together 

and become friends. They might commit petty crimes together such as theft. The older student 

would talk about the system: school, parents, work, being a minority. They would talk about 

getting out of the trailer park or going back to Mexico. They would talk about how other people 

have things they could never have. The younger student would identify with this narrative 

because they felt it in their bones. They saw it every day. At school, they were strictly divided by 

their race and fought against “los negros” who hated “los mexicanos.” The kids would become 

closer and the younger one eventually would be invited to join the gang. The initiation for both 

boys and girls was to be beaten into the gang. For older girls, the 8th graders, often the initiation 

would include performing sexual acts on other gang members in a public setting. This regularly 

happened at the school bus stop after the kids got off the bus and the driver drove off. I spent 

many hours and days talking to the School Resource officer, the Administration and the bus 

drivers when I heard about planned initiations. I know that there were countless initiations I did 
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not hear about, but often I would overhear students talking or collect a note they had 

unknowingly left behind in the classroom. Sometimes the information I was able to obtain was 

accurate; often it was not.  

Besides preoccupation with gang activity, I kept plugging along in the classroom and did 

my best to create a curriculum, gather and develop resources, and earn the respect and trust of 

my students and colleagues. Our program was on its way, and the administration decided to use 

Title I funds to pay for a second ESOL teacher who would be certified in ESOL and a content 

area. After one year of the school funding the position, the federal government would take over 

and fund it (you had to show need for a teacher and ability to serve students two units of ESOL 

services a day for one year and the second year the government would allot funding via FTE—

full time equivalency counts from the previous year). We hired a woman working on her 

doctorate who was certified to teach Spanish, Social Studies, gifted and ESOL. She was a 

powerhouse of a human being, an awesome force that worked as hard as anyone I had ever seen. 

My colleague’s name was Molly Branch. We planned and worked closely together, conferencing 

about student progress, strengths and weaknesses. We ate lunch together every day and shared 

our common struggles in the classroom as well as our personal struggles. She had taught Spanish 

at a rural high school for many years and was excited to change subject areas. She was wicked 

smart, organized, and kind. She didn’t really know what she was getting into and was surprised 

by our location in the school (trailers locked outside the back of the building). We became fast 

friends. 

Passage 29: RATS 

One morning I drove up to my trailer, parked beside it, and unlocked the door. Although 

by this point I had experienced “great success” in my two years on the job; according to the 
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principal the ESOL “subgroup” had made significant gains in their standardized test scores after 

year one—I was still isolated from the rest of the building. Fortunately the three other teachers 

who taught other isolated groups housed in the back of the school were warm and supportive. 

              Due to circumstance and the need to collaborate about students (and a need to 

commiserate), Molly and I were in and out of each other’s trailers all day long. Our experiences 

were similar yet vastly different: I was from the North, Molly from rural middle Georgia. I was 

in no way religious, whereas Molly was pious. However, the intersection of our differences did 

not dictate us being incompatible. We were able to work well together, along with other staff 

members, for a common goal: to improve the lives and graduation rates of our students. As I 

looked around that morning, I realized the desolation of being housed in back of the school in the 

trailer park. The trailers were falling apart. Often neither the heat nor the air conditioning 

worked. There were holes in the floors. It reminded me of the house Patrick and I took Daphne 

home to. Since the back doors to the main building were locked and no teacher in the trailer park 

was allowed a key, we had to bang on the door and pray someone would hear and grant entry. 

Although I felt that it was immoral to house specifically the populations out in the trailer park 

that they did (special education and ELL students) I recognized there were some advantages to 

this location as well. I rarely saw administrators; in fact, few bothered to visit more than the one 

time required per year for observation. I was able to control the climate of my trailer (when the 

climate controls worked). I was also able to do what I felt was the most valuable work in this 

isolation: I was able to focus on students and on creating lessons that were engaging . 

              One morning, I opened the car door and gathered the papers I had spent most of the 

previous evening grading as well as the books for the prepared lesson and proceeded towards the 

door of my trailer. The trailer was gray from the outside. It was approximately 20 years old, and 
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the dull wooden steps that hadn’t had attention in as many years creaked as I ascended into the 

space. I unlocked the door. I entered the trailer, illuminating it by turning the lights as I walked 

in. I heard a quiet rustling from the far side of the room, over near my desk and stood still. “Not 

again!” I thought. As I walked towards the sound, I saw the evidence of its maker: the rats were 

back. “NO!!” I thought. As I was examining the droppings on the floor, a rat ran across my foot. 

I screamed and jumped up onto the nearest chair. I saw two more critters-three in all--reacting to 

my screams by running around aimlessly. I immediately jumped off the chair and ran out of the 

trailer. 

              At that moment, Molly pulled up in her car. “Are you alright?” she asked me as she 

shifted the car to park. “They’re back!” I yelled (probably with a panic-stricken look on my 

face). I hate rats. I know it’s so super girly to say that, but they are just nasty. Maybe the images 

of Indiana Jones wading through a rat cave and getting bloody and bitten by them truly did scar 

me for life. I am not ashamed to admit it; I hate rats, bugs and snakes. Molly said, “Oh no-I 

better go check my room.” Molly exited her vehicle and carefully approached her trailer with a 

look of concern and disgust on her face. Our shared dislike of rodents was one thing we could 

rally behind. As she approached her trailer with caution, she repeated what we had discussed at 

length when the rat problem first surfaced, rattling the questions that neither of us could answer: 

“How are we supposed to teach children when there are critters runnin’ round on the floor? What 

does it tell these children when they come to school and not only are they isolated back here and 

locked outta the building for half a day, but they are learning in conditions most people wouldn’t 

conceive of living in, much less sendin' their kids to…” and on and on the questions poured out. 

As Molly approached the door with me behind her, she hesitated in unlocking it. Students were 

due to arrive in the next 15 minutes, and we had learned when we had this problem previously 
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that the administration expected us to “teach through it.” According to the administration, the 

reason that we had to teach in a trailer was because the building was overcrowded. There was no 

extra room for classroom relocation, even if the relocation were temporary while critters were 

being exterminated from the trailers. 

              We held our breath as Molly unlocked the door. She entered first and turned on the light 

and filed in behind her. We both breathed a sigh of relief as silence met us. At least one of our 

two spaces was safe--for now. Together, we formulated a plan. I would remain in my room and 

hope that however the critters found their way into the space they had found their way out in my 

absence. Having the clear room of the day, Molly would go about business as usual. I left Molly 

to prepare and returned to my infested space. Although the coast appeared to be clear, I had to 

clean up the gifts so generously left by the vermin before the students came in. Like Molly, I was 

enraged at the conditions in which my students had to learn. I felt that no child should sit 

alongside feces as they read, wrote, and attempted to improve their English with the hope of 

improving their station in life. With all the frustration of the situation, I knew from previous 

incidents that I had little power in solving this situation. I had informed administration time and 

time again, and each time it took longer and longer for someone from maintenance to appear and 

offer solutions. The solutions always involved traps, because it was unsafe to have poison in the 

same space as children. Due to slow response and pleas that fell upon deaf ears, I took a deep 

breath and completed clean up. I mustered up my brightest smile and welcomed the first students 

of the day to class. 

              First and second period moved along smoothly. The lesson was well prepared and the 

students interested. Everyone was in a good mood for a Tuesday morning, even though the 

reality of returning unwanted visitors was ever present in my mind. During the third class of the 
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day, a loud scream interrupted the concentration of our classroom. All of us jumped up to look 

outside just in time to witness a flood of students and Molly running out of the trailer next door. I 

opened the window that faced the view and yelled, “ARE YOU OKAY??” The students were 

demonstrating a variety of reactions, from shivering and hugging themselves, to frowning, to 

giggling excitedly. Molly responded, “Yes, we’re fine. But those nasty little things are in my 

trailer now!” I know it sounds unbelievable because I had always heard that rats and mice avoid 

all contact with people, but apparently we had an infestation of Indiana Jones rats or Cinderella's 

mice, critters that sought out the pleasure of our company or aimed to scare us out of their 

territory. I opened my door and welcomed the students and Molly into a safer place. One 

enthusiastic student named Carlos who was always trying to prove his manliness and worth 

approached us and said, “Me and Jose can catch them. We can get the ratónes. Pleeeasseee? Can 

we try get it Mrs. Branch?” Molly and I exchanged looks. Knowing that this went against our 

beliefs about what children should be doing in school, we decided: why not? We couldn’t 

relocate the students. We couldn’t rely on support from administration in solving the problem. 

We couldn’t teach two classes and two lessons in one trailer. And we couldn’t catch the rats 

themselves-at least not until we visited a store and bought some traps. So we gave in to Carlos’ 

request. Upon being granted permission, Carlos picked up a box, grabbed Jose by the arm and re-

entered the infested trailer. What ensued was nothing less than comical. As the rest of the 

students, Molly, and I viewed from the windows of one trailer, we witnessed two adolescent 

boys running around the other trailer with their arms stretched over their heads and a box ready 

for capture. It was impossible not to laugh as the scene unfolded: desks and chairs were 

overturned, yelling was passed between the two boys, books were thrown aside and after about 

thirty minutes they declared the pursuit a success. 
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              The boys returned to us, triumphant in their hero of the day status. The rats (two of 

them) were contained in a box. The box would rustle around as the rats scurried inside of it 

looking for escape. Molly breathed a sigh of relief; in contrast, I was fuming with anger. This 

was the juxtaposition of our personalities: I had in the past two years been through a divorce, 

began teaching and became a single parent. I am also a Midwesterner who struggles with the 

customs of the South. In the Midwest, where I was raised by my single father, people did not say 

"Bless her heart" when someone made a mistake. They said, "What an idiot." Molly was, it 

seemed to me, perfectly content to be considered second to her husband and his whims in life. 

Molly was a vegetarian, but she cooked a meaty meal every night before her husband got home. 

Her husband was a full-time student and worked part-time, Molly worked full-time, taught in the 

after-school program and was pursuing a doctorate degree. Despite the fact that Molly was well 

educated and intelligent, from what I could tell, Molly was also stuck in some old world value 

system that somehow defaulted to the man always being right. This was a difference in our life 

experiences and our places in the world—I am sure that Molly was not stuck in an old world 

value system, just as I was not the perfect role model for the modern woman. We just found 

different ways of working within our circumstances. 

              Molly, although thankful, was also completely disgusted with the box Carlos presented. 

Recognizing the look of confusion and dismay on my colleague's face, I accepted the gift Carlos 

gave and thanked him. The students, Molly and I applauded loudly and yelled-¡Viva Carlos y 

José-Matadores de Ratones! In the midst of this excitement, the bell rang, and the students 

shuffled onto their next class. Although Molly had to recover quickly and greet another class, I 

had the gift of a planning period. Molly asked me, "What are you going to do with the box of 

critters?" I carefully attempted to keep my cool and answered the question honestly, "I have no 
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idea." Molly vacated the premises and returned to her day and her students and I set the rustling 

box on my desk and took a seat. As I listened to the cries of the imprisoned the anger and 

frustration that Molly had expressed with her questions at the beginning of the day replayed in 

my head. I thought to myself, "What the heck? My students have to sit out here in rat-infested 

rooms and be locked out of the building? I have to spend my time picking up feces and cleaning 

the room and disposing of vermin? What kind of message are these students receiving? That they 

are worthy, beautiful beings who are getting an “equal” education? Does equal mean sitting in 

poop? Spending class time catching rats? I never had rats in my classroom when I went to 

school! I never had to walk outside and be locked out of the building! This is crap. I am going to 

fix this right now." 

              All the challenges of the past two years--the shame of admitting my failure at being 

married, the divorce lawyer I was only able to afford thanks to Dad’s help, the moving, being 

new to teaching, the fight for my degree in the first place, the passion of advocating for 

students—welled up and immediately I knew what I had to do. Sometimes you don’t think about 

consequences—a trait for which I was well-known--so I picked up the box. I walked out of the 

trailer. I pounded on the building door and was granted admission by a social studies teacher. 

The teacher looked at the rustling box and then at me and said, "Are you okay?" "Fine" was the 

only thing I could squeak out. I proceeded on my mission, charging forward through the hallway, 

rats squeaking protest all the while. I opened the door to the office and asked, “is the principal 

in?” His secretary responded, "Yes, but he's in a meeting...." The voice trailed off as I heard what 

I needed and continued on. I walked in on meeting principals that included my principal and the 

three other principals from the three other middle schools in the county. There was a look of 

confusion on their faces and they set up straight in the face of the crazy-looking woman with a 
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squeaky box. I continued forward on autopilot knowing my mission was nearing completion. 

Without a word, I faced the principal and set down the box in front of him. He looked at it, 

looked at me, and asked, "What's this?" I smiled and said, "Oh, just a little gift from us out in the 

trailers." I turned on my heel and walked out. I could hear the scream as I sauntered down the 

hallway, feeling smug, self-assured and entertained, as I returned to my relegated place in the 

school-outside the main building. 

 I had a giant plastic black rat with huge teeth at home from some Halloween festivities. 

The thing stood about a foot or more tall and was holding a piece of bloody flesh. I asked 

Daphne if she minded if I took it to work and she responded, “I don’t care. That thing is ugly.” 

Molly and I taught in the trailers for the remainder of that school year. At the end of the year, we 

were informed that we would have classrooms inside the building in the coming school year. The 

remainder of that year I would hide the giant plastic rat in various places in Molly’s trailer just to 

hear her scream and laugh when she eventually moved the object. The next day I would find the 

giant plastic rat somewhere in my trailer. The students, Molly, and I found this exercise 

hilarious. 

Passage 30: Single and Loving It 

 In the fall of my third year of teaching  something completely unexpected happened. (It 

may not have been the third year exactly; give me some memory latitude, sometimes it’s hard to 

get the timeline exactly right.) I had dated a few people, usually just one date. My heart wasn’t 

really into looking for a romantic other. I was still depressed about the divorce. Even though I 

wanted the divorce, I felt like a complete and utter failure. I had always told myself I wouldn’t 

put Daphne through a divorce, that when I got married it would last forever. Even though I knew 

on my wedding day I was making a mistake, admitting to the world that you had failed felt 
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shameful (and in my case, I felt like I was just beginning to balance the scales of failure and 

success in making adult decisions.) You would think I would be used to explaining 

uncomfortable and personal family situations by now; I had been explaining them to others and 

myself as long as I could remember. It is never comfortable admitting your own inadequacies 

and it is much easier to blame other people for theirs, but I did my best when others asked. 

People would question, “Well, what happened?” This is the most loaded question of all. How do 

you explain to anyone in a few sentences the demise of a relationship that had lasted more than 

seven years? How do you sum up the profound disappointment you feel in the entire situation, 

the failure of you, the shortcomings of your partner? No matter how you paint it, both of you are 

at fault, but most people feel like their former partner is more at fault than they are. This is 

human nature, and somewhere in the middle lays the truth. It took more than seven years to 

begin and end our relationship and there were too many complicated situations and 

circumstances that build up and contributed to its demise. I couldn’t narrow it down to just one 

thing, I just knew in my heart that I was miserable and couldn’t keep on going. I knew that I had 

to make a change and couldn’t give a concrete reason for how I knew. I just knew. Most people 

are looking for something more sinister or concrete, but even if there are sinister circumstances, 

you cannot be expected to explain that in passing.  

 Patrick was not happy about the divorce. He threatened to sue me for custody of Daphne; 

he was angry and bitter that I didn’t have any “reason” to want this. He was furious and we had a 

few instances where police were called and restraining orders were considered. He told all of our 

mutual friends what a terrible person and that I was going to regret this decision and come 

running back to him. He sent me lists and called me to rant about how I was destroying our 

family, his life, my life, and most importantly Daphne’s life. He refused to sign the divorce 
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papers on multiple occasions, prolonging the procedure and legal fees for us both, and sent them 

back to the lawyer for some tiny minor adjustment seven different times. I went on 

antidepressants to help me make it through. In five years, I had a child, got married, got a college 

degree, traveled and studied abroad, secured a position in as a teacher, and broken up with the 

person I had been in a relationship with since I was a very naive 19-year-old. 

 I had a few friends at the time of the divorce. Although I had spent the majority of my 

time caring for Daphne, working and going to school, I had managed to maintain a few friend 

relationships with people who were content to see or hear from me every few months. One was 

my old roommate Kory; another was Rylee, Kory’s friend and new roommate. Rylee was an 

aspiring photographer and artist who worked at a vet’s office and UPS and had an art degree 

from the University of Florida. The first time I met Rylee had been when Patrick and I lived in 

our apartment north of Atlanta. Kory, Rylee, and I met for drinks at a Ruby Tuesday’s close to 

our apartment. Rylee and I became instant friends and we had rekindled our friendship when she 

moved to Rome. Rylee helped me move out when Patrick and I were separating, and she had 

been an amazing support on the occasions we could meet for drinks or when I had to make late 

night phone calls crying about my inadequacies and failures. We were great at commiserating 

and laughing together. She had moved to Rome hoping to build a career as an artist but found 

herself having to work all the time to pay her bills, which left little time for imagination and art. I 

had met her parents once, they actually came to the Oglethorpe County house that I shared with 

Patrick a few years before when they were visiting Rylee for Christmas. I gave them a tin of 

homemade Christmas snacks, the kind you give out to your friends and neighbors as gifts to 

enjoy over the holidays. Daphne had loved helping me make the confections, her favorite part 

being when she rolled the orange balls in powdered sugar. Rylee’s parents loved me; they 
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exuded kindness and acceptance as they toured the garden and the sorry little house. They 

insisted I saved their lives with my tin of goodies because every restaurant was closed on 

Christmas Day, which was the day they had traveled back to Florida after their visit with Rylee.  

 One Saturday afternoon in October, I was at home by myself because Daphne was with 

Patrick. Rylee called me and said, “I have to ask you a huge favor. What are you doing right 

now?” I was reading a book, not doing much of anything and no plans to speak of. By this time 

Rylee had started shooting weddings and that had allowed her to quit one of her day jobs, but 

also occupied all of her Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays throughout the months of April until 

October. I told her I was just relaxing and didn’t have anything going on, and she said, “Can you 

do me a huge favor? I don’t have anyone else to call. My brother is in the hospital. They think he 

might have had a heart attack. My stupid brother is such a pain in the butt! I don’t know where 

the kids are. I don’t know who is taking care of them. I have a wedding to shoot. It’s not like I 

can just not show up to photograph a wedding. This is their wedding! I have to go, I can’t find 

anyone to sub in for me. Can you take care of my brother? Find out what’s going on with him? 

Find out what’s going on with the kids and where they are? Feed them and make sure they are 

taken care of? Pick him up if they release him? I will come over as soon as I’m done with my 

shoot, but it will probably be 10 p.m. or later.” I said, “Sure Ry, I’m on this. Don’t worry about 

anything; I will take care of it. I will keep you updated, I will leave messages on your phone so 

when you have a chance to check it you will know what’s going on.” Off I went to perform a 

“huge favor” for one of my closest friends.  

Passage 31: The Saga of Tim Pieniaszek 

 It might sound harsh for Rylee to call her brother stupid when he might have just had a 

heart attack, but you have to understand the saga of Tim Pieniaszek. If I had disappointed my 



 

 

 

205 

family for getting knocked up and myself for getting divorced, this guy’s entire life was a 

disappointment to his family. I had met Tim a few times: once at Rylee’s with Patrick after Tim 

had just moved in with her, twice I had watched his kids for an afternoon, and he had babysat 

Daphne when Rylee helped me move out while Patrick was vacationing in Hawaii. Tim had also 

watched Daphne one evening when I went out on a date. Daphne loved playing with his kids. He 

had two kids, one was his biological child and the other was his ex-girlfriend’s child who he had 

raised since she was two. She was now ten. Tim and his ex had been methamphetamine addicts. 

She rarely worked and he was a welder. If my divorce from Patrick was contentious, their 

breakup was a disaster. It had ended with Tim in jail on kidnapping charges (which sounds 

terrible, I know).  

 Tim and his ex had been together for many years. When Tim decided he had to quit doing 

drugs and asked her to do the same, she just couldn’t stay away from them. They decided it 

would be best to separate. She went on a bender. She started moving and lived wherever she 

could while still fueling her meth habit. One afternoon, Tim arrived at her current place, a 

dilapidated trailer, to pick up the kids. He noticed there was an extension cord run from the 

trailer next door into her trailer and learned upon entering that it was because the electricity had 

been turned off. He walked in and found the kids dirty and hungry and sitting in filth, and asked, 

“where is your Mom?” Tiffany responded, “in back with the neighbor.” He went to the bedroom 

and found them in bed together. She began raging at Tim, and he raged back. He picked up 

Gavin because he knew that legally he could not take Tiffany because she was not his biological 

child. He planned to get Gavin, his son, out of the situation and call child services and the police 

about Tiffany. He put Gavin in the backseat and the neighbor ran outside yelling and screaming. 

Tim started the car and the guy jumped in the passenger side window, which was down, and half 
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of the guy’s body was in the car and the other half was outside of the car. Tim didn’t stop. He 

tried to push the guy outside of the car while driving away. He eventually succeeded but had 

made it about a half a mile or so before relieving himself of his unwelcome passenger. 

 Tim drove to the nearest gas station and went to the pay phone to call the police and child 

services about Tiffany, and to calm down for a minute. He took a few deep breaths and tried to 

comfort Gavin who was crying in the backseat. Within minutes, the police surrounded him. As it 

turns out, the guy who had jumped into the window was a minor. A neighbor had called the 

police and the young man was pressing charges; he claimed Tim tried to kidnap him. Tim was 

arrested and put into jail. He was charged with kidnapping, which is a federal charge. He was 

denied bail and was in jail for six weeks before his case was finally dismissed for lack of 

evidence. Apparently, none of the witnesses could be located and would not show up for 

depositions so the prosecutor could not move forward with the case. 

 During those six weeks, Rylee was Tim’s lifeline and she was still angry with him for it. 

She had to hire a lawyer for him and put money in his commissary account. She had to drive to 

the jail on countless occasions and send him things like socks and underwear. Rylee was 

profoundly disappointed in her brother, and this was not a new feeling, Tim had been estranged 

from his family since he was nineteen and quit the University of South Carolina. Rylee had heard 

the ballad Tim’s mother sang about Tim for fifteen years: “Tim was so smart, he was so smart, 

he could have been anything. Instead he married the stupid woman, divorced her, and then 

knocked up an even stupider woman. He can’t escape the power of the punani and it has ruined 

his life. He lives in a trailer for goodness sake! I just don’t understand how this happened. I don’t 

know what I did wrong...” and on and on it went.  
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 So, now you understand a little history about the saga that was Tim Pieniaszek. Now to 

understand what that saga has to do with Daphne and me. When Rylee called me to pick Tim up 

from the hospital, I knew that was my day to be a good friend to Rylee. She had helped me 

through my divorce and she needed me, so I was going to be there. She called me back as I was 

putting on my coat to walk out the door and said, “Okay, update. He did not have a heart attack 

and they are releasing him right now. The kids are with a neighbor for now but she has to work 

tonight. She’s a nurse. So, if you’ll go pick him up and then take him home and get the kids, that 

would be great.” I just replied, “Got it!” and went to complete my mission. 

Passage 32: A Bit of Backstory by Gavin Pieniaszek in (mostly) His Own Words  

 After getting out of jail, Tim moved to Rome and in with his sister. He didn’t have a job, 

but wasted no time finding one. They moved from a two-bedroom duplex on the east side to a 

two-room shotgun house in Normaltown. After they had lived together about six months, Tim 

got a call from social services on a Saturday night. He needed to come as soon as possible and 

pick up his son and his son’s half-sister. Child welfare protective services had taken custody of 

Gavin and his half-sister Tiffany after a S.W.A.T. team had raided a residence in which they 

resided with their mother and others. Gavin remembers the incident vividly even though he was 

only five (but about to turn six) at the time. He’s even written about it. Here is what he says:  

 The Calm before the storm 

The aroma of biscuits spread throughout the house on the hill as my sister of nine 

years old began cooking breakfast. 

         “Go play your video games while you wait for your breakfast,” my mother told 

me as I stood in her room full of friends. I scanned the room looking at everyone while 

they laughed hysterically at their own conversations. An unfamiliar smell entered my 
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nose the way a burglar enters a house, so I shut the bedroom door and ran happily to the 

living room where my play station and my favorite racing game was. A few minutes 

passed by. I looked over at my sister, Tiffany, as she pulled an egg out of her apron and 

cracked it on the side of the frying pan. I stared closely at the yellow yolk that slithered 

its way out of the shell onto the hot pan. I was almost mesmerized by the way the egg 

white bubbled and danced as it was being cooked. Then, I quickly became distracted 

when three booming knocks on the front door roared throughout the house. 

         “Who’s that, Mommy?” I asked my mother as she walked out of her bedroom and 

started towards the front door.           

         “I don’t know son,” she told me while she unlocked and opened the door. My eyes 

were peeled wide open when I saw a S.W.A.T. team of five burst through the door and 

tackle my Mom like a stampede of angry rhinos. My mother hit the hard and landed on 

the linoleum ground with force that would have topped the Richter scale. Two more 

S.W.A.T. members followed after their team with firearms locked and loaded. They 

scanned the area, pointing their guns as a warning. A tall, muscular black man turned in 

my direction and looked me right my eyes. For those few seconds of my life, I was staring 

down the barrel of a black pistol with a finger over top of the trigger. The finger quickly 

left the trigger once the man saw my young age and innocence. Like a deer in headlights, 

I stood in front of that officer for a second. Then, I hit the floor faster than a football 

player doing up downs. The officer left me to search the rest of the house. I looked over at 

my sister who was lying in egg yolk from the crushed eggs in her apron. I crawled over to 

her as fast as I could and surely, the carpet left its tender, red marks on my knees and 

elbows. When I made it over to my sister’s side, we held each other tight, reassuring that 
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all was going to be ok. We both looked down and closed our eyes to escape whatever 

reality we could, but that was mission impossible. 

         It seemed like time was moving in slow motion, but that couldn’t be. By the time I 

looked up from the floor that had grown warm underneath me, every adult in the house 

was sitting in the hallway with their hands cuffed behind their backs. My Mom was 

crying. I watched as her tears fled slowly from her eyes and crashed onto her dark, 

almost black, jeans. I still wasn’t sure what was going on, but I cried for a second too. 

Then, I realized it was doing no good, so I wiped them up. 

         A heavier set woman with blonde hair showed up at the house. Her name was 

Bridget. She was wearing all black and was dressed up rather nice. Her hair was in a 

tight ponytail and it bounced back and forth with every step she took. She walked up to 

Tiffany and me and picked us up off the ground. She was very nice and had a way of 

making all of our surroundings just disappear. She talked to us about school, our favorite 

TV shows, and our parents. 

         “Where is your Daddy?” Bridget asked us. 

         “Mommy and Daddy don’t love each other anymore. He lives in a place called 

Rome,” I replied to her. 

         “I’m sure they still love each other sweetie. Sometimes grown ups just need some 

time apart, even if it doesn’t feel right at the Moment,” she said while patting my back 

and smiling. “Do you know his phone number?” 

         I knew it like the back of my hand, but Tiffany beat me to it. Bridget stepped out of 

the room and called my father, who was at a Christmas party for work. 
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         While Bridget was outside, the house seemed to empty out one by one. The only 

people left in the house were my sister, my mother, a few policemen, and I. The police 

allowed Tiffany and me to go into the bedroom with our mother. I opened the door to see 

my mother’s red, puffy face. Her eyes were raccoon like because of all the mascara that 

was lost during all the tears she had shed. She smiled at us and pulled us both in close 

and tight, as if she would never see us again. 

         “What’s going to happen Mommy?” I asked her as a lump began to grow in my 

throat.  I looked over at my sister. She must have been feeling the same thing I was. 

         “I have to go away for a while kids,” she said to us as a diamond of a tear traced 

down the side of her cheek. 

         “But why? For how long?” my sister asked. 

         “I.. don’t know.. But I.. I love you both very much. I’m so sorry I did this to you,” 

my mother replied in between sobs. 

         I lost it. The lump in my throat grew bigger and bigger with every breath I took. 

The tears in my eyes built up like a giant water balloon, then it exploded. I clinched on to 

my Mom for dear life. She held me back as tight as she could. That’s when the cops came 

in and pulled me away from my mother. They put her in handcuffs for the last time and 

began to walk her out the door. I ran after them through the house. I passed the living 

room and saw the lit Christmas tree and for once, I felt no cheer. I found myself running 

out the front door yelling for my Mom the whole time. I stopped in the grass once they 

made it to the police car. My mother looked back at me as she was being put into the 

back seat. 
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         “I love you,” she said, but no sound came through the glass window. I looked her 

in the eyes as her car began to pull off. I felt as if my whole world was taken from me.  I 

was five years old. I wondered what I did to deserve that. 

         That’s when Bridget walked up to me and said, “C’mon sweetie, let’s go.” 

         “Where are we going?” I asked her, sounding pitiful. 

         “Your new home,’” she replied. 

By Gavin Pieniaszek 

According to the police reports and case manager’s report, the S.W.A.T. team had found 

a lab for producing methamphetamines in the basement of the residence. The mother was 

charged with producing and possessing methamphetamines, child endangerment and intent to 

produce and distribute methamphetamines. The children were in emergency foster care until Tim 

could get there (which was late the same night that he got the call). A judge would award him 

temporary custody of Tiffany and the case manager and him would work together to create a 

permanent plan for her care. Tim and the kids lived with Rylee for a few months, but the space 

was much too small for four people. When Tim got his tax returns, he moved into a two-

bedroom duplex where Gavin and he shared a room and Tiffany had her own. I hadn’t seen Tim 

since he had not lived with Rylee. He made me nervous. He was always nice, but I knew from 

Rylee the baggage that he had and the burden he had been to his family. He had been in jail, for 

goodness’ sake! He had done meth! I hung out with many questionable people, and Patrick with 

even more, but I avoided meth and coke addicts like the plague. I was not “that type” of person. I 

might have lived in a house across the street from a trailer, but I always lived in a house (even if 

the trailer was nicer than the house). Tim looked tough, and when I imagined what people who 

had been through that experience were like, I felt uncomfortable. I had entrusted him to take care 
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of Daphne because he was a single parent, like me, and because I knew Rylee was always around 

when I left her at their place. Daphne loved playing with his kids and always seemed to have fun. 

She was an only child and lonely often, so I enjoyed hearing her joyfully tell stories about what 

Tiffany or Gavin did during her visits. She called Rylee “Ciocia Ry” because that is what Gavin 

and Tiffany called her. On the rare occasion you needed someone to watch your child, why not a 

single father and “Ciocia Ry”?   

Passage 33: Tim Pieniaszek 

 After Rylee’s frantic calls, I picked up Tim. He was waiting outside of the emergency 

room with his arm in a sling. He explained that his arm had drawn up and was paralyzed and he 

was scared that he was going to die. In actuality, the doctor said it was due to stress. They gave 

him a sling to help support his arm, prescribed him muscle relaxers, and told him to take it easy 

and possibly visit a therapist. He asked if I could take him to the liquor store and to get his 

prescriptions filled and I agreed. He was obviously having a tough time. I asked about the kids 

and he said, “Well, Amani was going to spend the night tonight, but now my other neighbor 

Dianna has all three kids and is going to take them to the movies and out for pizza.” I replied, 

“Okay, great. I’ll make sure you get something to eat and get settled.”  

 We went to run our errands and then I went to drop him off at his place. I went in 

intending to stay until Rylee got there as she had requested. Tim poured himself a vodka and 

soda and asked if I would like one. I agreed. Why not? Daphne wasn’t home and I didn’t have 

anything to do. Tim and I started listening to music. I didn’t know this, but he played drums in 

two bands and loved music. I was also a bit of a music connoisseur, and I didn’t have cable 

(couldn’t afford it) so the radio was my main source of entertainment. We discovered that we 

had the same taste in music and one drink turned into a few, and a music conversation turned 
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into a conversation about single parenting and relationship trauma, which turned into 

conversations about family and on and on it went. The neighbor popped her head in about nine 

and asked if the kids could spend the night at her house. Tim enthusiastically agreed, and we 

kept talking. At ten Rylee called and I gave her the update. She said, “I’m surprised you’re still 

there!” I replied, “I told you I’d wait for you. But the kids are taken care of and your brother is 

doing better. He says he’s fine and you don’t need to babysit him.” Tim and Rylee talked for a 

few minutes and then Rylee got back on the phone with me and profusely thanked me. I told her 

it was not a problem. At 1 a.m. I decided it was time to go home. Tim asked if there was 

anything he could do to repay me. I had told him how my house had cinder block walls and that I 

hadn’t been able to hang any artwork up on them. He said, “Why don’t you let me come hang up 

those pictures for you? It’s the least I could do?” I agreed. The next weekend he was there on a 

Saturday with the kids and hanging pictures. We made dinner for the kids and they called it an 

early night, off to bed and home, while I was left to admire his work in my home. 

 Tim then offered to watch Daphne when I had to work late the next week because of 

parent teacher conferences. I went to pick her up and found her already showered and in her PJs, 

happy as could be playing Barbies with Tiffany. I also found a dinner plate made for me; Tim 

said, “I thought you might be hungry.” I was starving. When we were cleaning up the dinner 

dishes, he asked me out on a date. He said, “you know, like a real live date, without the kids. 

What do you think?” I agreed. Before I went to collect Daphne so we could get home and to bed, 

he stopped me and kissed me. Just planted one on me. I had heard people telling stories of their 

knees feeling like they’re melting, or becoming flush from being kissed, but I had never 

experienced that. The relationships I had were first friendships so physical contact was usually 
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cuddly and comfort and not very hot and steamy. The more times I saw Tim, the more I knew 

that he was dangerous, and not in the way that I had expected him to be.  

Passage 34: Who Woulda Thunk It? 

 Things were going along for Daphne and me. We had a few bumps in the road, but we 

made it through. I worked and managed to get home in time to get her off the bus. Although one 

day I was late and found her tiny little five year old self in the carport crying. After that I spoke 

to the bus driver and she agreed to keep Daphne on the bus and drop her off last, which bought 

me about a 30-minute cushion in case I ever ran late again. One Saturday morning I walked out 

of my bedroom and found Daphne was already awake. I looked over at the TV/VCR/DVD 

combo that Dad had bought us for Christmas and noticed that there was a wet substance dripping 

down it. I asked Daphne, “What are you doing?” She said in her sweet still present lisp, I’m 

cleaning, mama!” I was enraged because I thought our new asset was ruined since it was soaked 

in Windex. Instead of thanking her for trying to help, I berated her for her cleaning work. In 

actuality it was my fault that she was using a poisonous substance to perform a job that was not 

age appropriate for a five year old. I should have been awake before she was. To this day she 

hates to clean and I am constantly nagging her to pick up after herself. Definitely one of the 

many “parent fails” on my part.  

Tim Pieniaszek and I had been dating for about four months. Dating a foster parent is a 

challenge. There are many rules that need to be followed to ensure the child is in a safe 

environment and well cared for. There are classes that have to be taken and regular inspections 

that must occur. I had to be vetted and meet the caseworker, as well as have a background check 

performed. I know that social workers receive a lot of “bad press,” however, in my experience it 

is a job that involves many agencies and many people, and they perform that job with 
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professionalism and care with the child as the center of concern. Tim and I decided to get away 

without the kids one weekend and rented a cabin in Hunting Island, South Carolina. It was where 

they filmed the Vietnam scenes for the movie Forrest Gump, which gives you an idea of the 

scenery. We spent our first night going out to eat at a dive bar we had read about and that was 

recommended by the locals. We were discussing love and being in love and marriage over beers. 

I told him, “I don’t ever think or expect to ever fall in love again. I've already fallen in love 

twice, possibly three times, and every time it hasn’t ended up where I had hoped. I’m done. And 

marriage? That is an archaic institution that I never want to be part of again. I really don’t. I’m so 

thankful to have met someone that I just enjoy spending time with and that seems to GET me.” 

He told me, “I NEVER thought I would fall in love again either. You and I have separately had 

some hard relationship experiences. I just want to be able to enjoy spending time with an adult.” 

We cheered and clinked our beers together. “HERE, HERE,” we toasted. And then he said, “I 

never thought I could actually say that I love anyone ever again. That’s until I met you.” 

WHAT? I thought for a minute I had misheard him. I didn’t know how to reply. I stammered a 

little and told him I enjoyed his company more than any other person I had ever met, more than 

any other person on the earth, besides my daughter. We spent that weekend in the bliss of him 

and I, isolated in a jungle like environment, eating well, enjoying great company, enjoying 

nature, enjoying the moment, which as single parents we had a rare occasion to do. I never told 

him I loved him in return that weekend. He wasn’t discouraged. He just kept being him, thankful 

to be with me, kind, gentle, thoughtful.  

 We dated for another year, and Tim asked me to marry him. I hated the idea of marriage; 

I did not want to go through a divorce again, I was in no hurry to experience relationship demise. 

You should know by now that self-control and rational thinking are not my strongest qualities. 
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However, I was happy in my relationship with Tim and the time that we spent together 

separately and with the children. My friends call Tim a feminist. He calls himself one too (now, 

after years together). When my friends said that at first, I was like, “What? What does that even 

mean??” Tim knew and knows I have plans and dreams. He doesn’t expect me to cook, clean, 

work and care for him and the kids. Ours was and is, the only one I have ever known, a rarity 

that I know of: a partnership. He is my partner. While I’m writing this, as I’ve embarked on the 

seven years of graduate school that have gotten me to this place, we have raised two children 

together and worked and done what we do, and he’s making dinner. And doing laundry. Which I 

know that sounds really trite, like it’s a tribute to him as a human being where it wouldn’t be to 

me because I am a woman. The reality is, even today, that expectations are still different for 

women and men. However, people are working to find a balance in their home spaces and family 

routines. We work every day to maintain that balance, which is sometimes out of balance, and 

then moves back toward equilibrium again.  

 So, as I’ve been sappily confessing my love for one Tim Pieniaszek, I’ve given the 

illusion that things have been super easy. When we first started dating, Tim still had custody of 

Tiffany, Gavin’s half-sister. He intended to raise her. We intended for her to be a part of our 

family. We messed up. Or maybe we didn’t mess up, per se; sometimes there is nothing you can 

do to bend a situation and make it conclude in result you want. A year after we started dating, a 

year and a half after Gavin and Tiffany’s Mom had been raided by the S.W.A.T. team, after Tim 

had been to three months of classes to certify him as a foster parent, after...whatever. The court 

decided it was in the best interest of Tiffany to be returned to her biological mother. Since the 

only biological tie to Tim that Tiffany had was through Gavin, they courts decided when she was 

thirteen that it was time for her to go back. Her mother was pregnant again and they were living 
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somewhere in Dalton, Georgia. Tim is Gavin’s biological father, and given the mother’s history, 

the courts decided that it was in Gavin’s best interest to remain in the full custody of Tim. I have 

to say; one of Tim’s biggest regrets (and mine as well) is that we lost touch with Tiffany. She 

feels like we abandoned her. We didn’t know where she was most of the time, but these are only 

excuses. The only time we heard from her was when she needed money, which sometimes we 

gave her and sometimes we did not. Tim took both Tiffany and Gavin to visit their mom when 

she was in jail as often as he could because he had learned in foster parenting class and through 

the social worker that it was important the children maintain contact with their mother. However, 

maintaining contact with a woman who had not demonstrated that she ever had the best interest 

of her children in her heart and mind was difficult. Gavin’s mother was a strong presence; he 

always wanted to see her, he hated my guts, he said that I “stole” his mother’s place and Daphne 

“stole” Tiffany’s. One thing I could understand about Gavin’s relentless desire to have a 

relationship with his mother was that through the years, I always had a burning desire to have a 

relationship with mine, no matter what Grandma told me about her. Despite what had happened 

in my childhood and how her decision to move out and live with her lover affected me, I was 

more interested in being a part of her life than I ever was in being angry with her. Now, as an 

adult who had gone through a divorce and being a single parent, through all of those things, my 

Mom was my biggest cheerleader. We talked and visited often and I was and am thankful to have 

her in my life. As a child I wanted her to be what the television and society told me a mother 

should be and what the people around me who mirrored the ideas that motherhood was all about 

warm cookies, clean houses, goodnight kisses and chicken soup. However, my mother was 

incapable of this. She was actually way more interesting in many ways. Gavin wanted his Mom 

to be what I had wanted my Mom to be. He would never have it, but that doesn’t quash the desire 
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for it. So I tried to fill that void as best I could. Throughout the young years of Gavin and 

Daphne’s life and the beginning of my life together with Tim, we tried to glue back together 

normalcy from what had been anything but normal. In some families plate licking is normal, in 

others mom working and dad staying at home is normal, in others both parents working is 

normal, in some living with grandparents is normal, and the list goes on. All of us were slowly 

learning that we are the ones who define what normal is for ourselves.   

Passage 35: Nuclear(ish) Family Memories 

 I know I started this memoir and stuck to a chronological timeline and now this section is 

just messing that all up, but bear with me. Life is often viewed in chronological timelines, but as 

you get older and hit the ages where you raise children and own homes and do your thing day in 

and out, chronology starts to run together and it all gets jumbled in your memory like a painting 

with a lot of vibrant colors and highlights. A lot gets lost in the day to day, but there are always 

highlights.  

 Tim and I married and went on a honeymoon to Mexico. After that, our trips were 

partitioned out as family vacations with a few adult getaways stolen when the timing was right. 

Raising children and paying bills is a day-to-day struggle unto itself, much like the struggle of 

teaching when you stayed up too late the night before or the struggle of standing in line for 

Medicaid and admitting you were one of “those people” your parents had warned you about. 

Although now Tim and I were fully (mostly) functioning adults; bona fide members of society 

that held professional jobs and had two children, one a boy and one a girl, the haunts of our past 

were always close behind us, reminding us how easy it was for us to mess that up. The children 

were particularly adept at being this reminder. One night when Tim and I were still dating and 

Tiffany still lived with him, Tim picked up dinner for me and the kids. On this particular night, 



 

 

 

219 

we had inherited a few extra kids, one a neighbor and one I don’t know from where. Daphne was 

about six years old. Tim had gotten us Arby’s, and he was settling the kids at the table with 

sandwiches and fries as I grabbed drinks and condiments out of the fridge. Tim was preparing 

Daphne’s sandwich and she was ready and hungry. She asked Tim, “what is that?” He replied, “a 

roast beef sandwich, that is what your Mom says you like.” She said, “I don’t like roast beef, I 

like ham.” Now I’m stubborn, but Tim has me beat when it comes to that character description. I 

am stubborn, but he is tenacious. Daphne kept insisting she liked ham, he kept insisting her Mom 

had told him to get her a roast beef sandwich, and when I entered the room with arms full of 

drinks and ketchup she said, “Mommy, what is this?!” I told her it’s a ham sandwich, like she 

always gets. Tim, not in on the deception and thinking about how he was right and the six-year- 

old was wrong exclaimed, “that’s not ham, that’s roast beef!” Daphne looked at me with her big 

blue eyes full of tears and yelled, “YOU LIED TO ME! MOMMY! YOU LIE!” She ran out of 

the dining room and into the bathroom incredulous that I had the audacity to lie to her. I had just 

always wanted her to eat her dinner. I thought right then and knew it was true, “I am such a 

jerk.” 

 Once Tim and I got married, we rented a house in Summer County, Georgia. It was a 

suburb of Rome, a place where many of the professors and professionals from Rome moved to 

ensure their children didn’t have to go to school with the other brown children of Rome who 

populated housing projects and seedy parts of the small Southern town. “Separate but equal” is 

still the motto in the South, and it is easy to observe if you live here for any period of time and 

you know a bit about little history, sociology and current events. You also have to be willing to 

be honest with yourself and examine your own prejudice, which seems to be the hardest part for 

most people. Dad’s words come back and back again, “I JUST WANT YOU TO BE ABLE TO 
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SUPPORT YOURSELF AND PROVIDE FOR YOURSELF IN THE WAYS IN WHICH YOU 

HAVE BECOME ACCUSTOMED!” The last part is particularly applicable to living in Summer 

County because it was viewed as the area of Rome that had “the best schools” and “the best 

neighborhoods” which also was code for “better than inside the city.” After we lived there for a 

year and a half, we decided we needed to buy a house. Tim was in his mid-thirties, I was in my 

early thirties and we never thought that we could afford to own a home. As luck would have it, I 

met a woman at open house for Summer County elementary school. We instantly bonded as we 

witnessed an argument about who was going to be room Mom when the teacher was trying to 

describe the school supply list and duties of a room mom. I don’t know what gave me away as 

someone who could be an ally, perhaps it was the bags under my eyes or the shock on my face, 

but a woman leaned towards me as we watched the two moms tout why they were uniquely 

qualified to be the room mom and she whispered to me, “these women obviously don’t have a 

job.” We became friends, and our sons became great friends. She happened to be the vice 

president of a bank and her husband was the vice president of the mortgage division of the same 

bank. They were kind people. Tim, Gavin, Daphne and I were way out of our element living in 

Summer County. We lived in what I call “the ghetto” of Summer County, which in actuality was 

a four-bedroom, two-story house in a quiet neighborhood. I called the “ghetto” because in 

contrast to most places in Summer County, our house and neighborhood didn’t have more than 

3,000 square feet and was not brand new. Luckily the vice president helped us through the 

process of buying our first house. They put us in contact with a realtor friend who was obviously 

doing them a favor by letting us be his client. Quickly realizing all we could afford in Summer 

County was a trailer on some land or a home that was too small for a family of four, we widened 

our search to neighboring counties. We found a dilapidated house in a neighboring county where 
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Tim’s parents had moved to from Florida to be closer to the kids (yes, I have an unexplainable 

thing for houses that need serious work). We managed to purchase the thing from the bank. It 

was 2008 and the financial crisis was coming to a head. The day before we closed on the house, 

Tim lost his job. I was determined that we would be fine, that we would make it through. We 

did. It took him six months to find another full-time steady job, but he worked as a temporary 

employee doing whatever he could to keep us afloat in the meantime. 

 It’s funny how everyone in a family remembers things differently. After living in the 

house we purchased for two years and replacing flooring and drywall and toilets and paint and a 

pool liner (yes, the thing had a pool), we were finally in a place to take a family vacation, thanks 

to Tim’s parents. We had secured a place in Florida right on the beach via the gift of use of time 

at Tim’s parent’s timeshare. We also borrowed their conversion van because the kids always 

complained about not having enough room in our family sedan. In the van, they each had their 

own seat—actually their own entire row of seats--and they had a black-and-white TV equipped 

with headphones and a VHS player. This was 2009. The IPod was released in 2001. So the 

technology was a bit out of date, but it was more than the 2003 family sedan could offer. The van 

didn’t have a CD player, just a cassette player, and Tim and I were delighted to find his parents 

tape collection included Air Supply’s greatest hits and Kenny Rogers greatest hits—anthems of 

our own youth and family vacations past. We would pop those babies in and sing along at the top 

of our lungs, much to Gavin’s annoyance. Gavin was annoyed by everything: he didn’t have 

enough room, the music and our singing was too loud, Daphne wanted to watch something he 

didn’t, we ate lunch at the restaurant he didn’t pick. In his defense he was prepubescent, but that 

doesn’t make incessant complaining any easier to endure. When we finally arrived, we emerged 

into our one bedroom and pull-out couch in the living room condo at the Driftwood Inn. Gavin 
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said, “Is this it? This is tiny. This place sucks.” That was when I ran into the bathroom crying, 

Daphne sat silently trying to figure out why she was so annoying to Gavin, and Tim yelled at 

him for being so difficult. During that vacation, I had to visit the hospital for a staph infection, 

Daphne got so sunburned she had to wear a long-sleeved t-shirt to go outside and Tim ate ice 

cream everyday trying to hold his frustration together. Now, when sitting around and 

reminiscing, Daphne, Tim and I name that as our “worst family vacation ever.” Gavin insists it 

was our best. How does that happen? 

 Once Tim and I bought our house and as he worked temporary jobs in an effort to 

become gainfully employed, jobs that required him to work night shifts and day shifts and any 

shift in between, I became in charge of the day to day at our house. I managed to forge a 

friendship with a neighbor that lived behind us. She was a single mom that had four kids, teenage 

twins who were hellions, and then a boy and a girl that were each one year younger than Daphne 

and Gavin. Her and I made a deal: I left for work too early to get my kids to the bus. She came 

home to late to ensure her younger ones were doing homework and eating dinner. So I got my 

kids up and sent them to her in the morning and she made sure they ate breakfast and got to 

school. In turn, when the kids got off the bus in the afternoon they came to my house and I was 

in charge of them doing their homework, eating dinner, showering and getting ready for bed. In 

the summers I watched the kids all day long. Our families were entwined for years. When you 

multiply your household by two children (essentially doubling the responsibility you’re used to), 

all sorts of fun and crazy adventures occur. One summer afternoon, Daphne had a friend over 

and we had the standard five at our house: Gavin (13), Seth (12), Daphne (10), Haylee (10) and 

Grayson (9). The girls were playing in Daphne’s room, the boys were playing outside. I ran up to 

the store (which is one mile away) to pick up a few things and entrusted them to behave for the 
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30 minutes I would be gone. When I came back, upon entering the house, I noticed a strong 

smell of air freshener that took my breath away. I walked in and yelled, “What in the world is 

going on?!” The girls came running out to explain, Daphne their designated spokesperson, “well 

Mom, we were minding our own business. Then Luke kept throwing rocks at my window. I 

opened it and told him to stop. Then he threw a balloon through the open window and IT WAS 

FULL OF PEE! It busted all over my carpet and it stunk so bad, so I used some air freshener to 

clean it up. It smells so much better now, seriously.” I could barely breathe through the strength 

of Febreeze ocean air that was making my eyes water. I asked as calmly as I could, “Where did 

you put the air freshener?” She brought me to her room and showed me, and of course she put it 

in the most logical place possible to her, DOWN THE AIR VENT IN HER ROOM. Her 

reasoning was, “that way it would make the air coming out of the vent smell fresh.” She also 

decided the carpet needed extra special help, so she broke open another air freshener and poured 

it on the carpet. These are the air fresheners that go into Glade Plug-Ins, so they are concentrated 

scented oil like substances. It smelled so intensely of chemical air freshener in the house that my 

eyes were watering. 

 I called the boys to the carpet and said, “Guys, what have you done? A PEE balloon? 

Why in the world would you think that was a good idea?” They averted their eyes and finally 

Seth spoke, “Well, we didn’t MAKE the pee balloon. We just found it.” I stared him down in my 

best Mom stare that intended to communicate, ‘I’m calling you on your bull, kid’ and inquired, 

“You found it where?” He stood his ground and kept his eye contact and said, “I found it just 

lying on the ground next to the woods. I didn’t know it would be filled with PEE. I mean, who 

does that? That person must have been some kind of sicko to leave a pee balloon hanging 

around. People are crazy. Maybe it was crazy Teddy, Annie’s son, you know he’s had a lot of 
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problems. Or Jason, you know he’s the one who breaks into cars and lives on the cul-de-sac 

behind you. Honestly, it could have been anyone. I really could have never imagined it was a pee 

balloon. I just thought it was a water balloon and would be funny to throw at the girls.” I sent 

them to Gavin’s room to think about their punishment. I needed to use the restroom and went 

into the kids’ bathroom to relieve myself. I sat down on the seat and as I sat down a brown, 

sticky substance shot all over my legs and nether regions. I was still reeling from the idea of a 

mysterious pee balloon and slightly high from the strong stench of concentrated air freshener 

pumping through the vents. The air freshener was so powerful that I could not identify the smell 

of the brownish, orange-ish liquid all over my naked bottom. I cleaned up as best I could, got up, 

lifted up the toilet seats, and found about twelve Taco Bell packets underneath the toilet seat. 

Thank god only half of them had exploded on me. During the next inquisition designed to 

discover the culprit of this next amazing prank, the girls admitted they placed the packets there to 

get back at the boys. When Tim got home and complained about the horrible smell of air 

freshener, I said, “oh buddy, you don’t know the half of it.” He was reeling with laughter as I 

tried to recount the day's events. 

 I can recount a bajillion times when as a parent I wondered, “what in the world were they 

thinking?” I can also recall a bajillion times when they reminded me that no one has this 

parenting gig right, no matter how hard you try. As a teacher, I get a double dose. From being 

puked on, cussed out, lied to, confessed secrets to, and called out on making mistakes myself, 

kids are always there to remind you of the insanity and playfulness in which we exist. In between 

there are the times when you hug them when their first love dumps them, or you tell them (or 

maybe yell) that they are smarter than their grades reflect, or you help them fill out their first job 

applications or tax returns. The devil is in the details, the struggle is in the day to day. Kids will 
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always remind you at the moment that you forgot that we are all just crazy, messed-up beings 

trying to figure it out, and that no matter how much any of us profess we have, the moment we’re 

faced with a pee balloon we have no words. A pee balloon. Seriously, WHO DOES THAT?  

Passage 36: Sometimes You Just Can’t Anymore 

 Just like I knew when I couldn’t stay married anymore, I knew when it was time to leave 

my first teaching position as an ESOL teacher. It was not a decision I made lightly, it was one 

that I came to after much thought, soul-searching and conferencing with my mother, friends, and 

Tim. The November after Tim and I got married, I had a bit of an accident. I had joined the local 

roller derby team with Rylee in hopes of finding an exercise I could enjoy and hanging out with 

some cool ladies. During practice one night we were in a pack skating the track, and the new girl 

next to me lost control of her footing and fell down. On her way, her skate slammed into my 

ankle joint and I went down as well. She got back up, and I tried to, but for some reason my leg 

just crumpled right underneath me. I fell down again, and looked at my foot. It was surreal. I saw 

my leg lying there straight, but my foot was not attached to it! It was attached by flesh but the 

skin was contorted in an unnatural way. I assured myself the ankle was fine, it was “only 

dislocated” (even though this isn’t possible for an ankle) and Rylee and some other ladies helped 

get me up and into the car. Rylee took me to the emergency room, where they made me walk in 

the door, because wheelchairs were for patients only and could not go past the ER doors. I 

hobbled inside the door on the one foot I could put on the ground with much support from my 

friend. I filled out the paperwork and waited for what seemed like forever to be seen.  

 After some x-rays and pain pills (I swore I didn’t need them, but the nurse insisted that I 

was in shock and when that wore off I would thank her), I heard the news. I needed surgery to 

screw my anklebones back together because the bone was broken on both sides. I probably 
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would not be able to work for six or more weeks. I just sat there and cried. You never realize the 

fragility of your body until something like this occurs. One minute I was at roller derby practice, 

skating and having a good time, the next I had to have surgery and was out of work for six 

weeks. What were my students going to do? They put a soft cast on the ankle in the emergency 

room, told me to call the orthopedic doctor first thing in the morning, gave me a prescription for 

pain pills, tutored me on walking with crutches and sent me on my way.  

 I spend the first few days in a complete blur. I don’t know who scheduled my doctor 

appointments, who made food, who made sure the kids were fed and went to school. Three days 

after the incident, Tim had to leave me to go play a gig, and I was at home in the soft cast and 

responsible for knowing where our children were. Someone called on the phone, and he said, 

“Hey, we haven’t talked before, but you know my wife Lisa? The kids told me about your 

broken ankle, and I was wondering if I could help and take them off your hands this evening? I 

was going to take them to the park and then grab something to eat.” I replied from my drug-

induced fog, “You’re Lisa’s husband, the police officer?” He responded, “Yes, that’s right.” I 

said, “Do you promise not to harm my children? I couldn’t pick you out of a lineup, but I know 

you work for the sheriff’s office. I’m so confused, and I probably shouldn’t be taking care of 

children.” He laughed and said, “I had surgery about six months ago, and you probably don’t 

remember this but you took my son Josh for the weekend. I’m happy to return the favor. “ I 

agreed. The kids came home later that evening and recounted the great time they had.  

While the kids were gone, I noticed I didn’t smell good. I hadn’t showered since the 

break, and I couldn’t submerge my ankle. I tried to get up, them promptly fell over hitting my 

foot against the floor. Laying on the floor and crying, I managed to call Rylee and asked her to 

help me. She rushed over, and held my foot out of the water as I took a bath. I’m not known for 
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asking for help, but I realized in my drug-induced fog that I was lucky to have good people in the 

world willing to help care for my children and an amazing friend to help me wash my lady bits. 

It takes a village--even if you couldn't pick some of the villagers out of a lineup. I had the 

surgery and spent six weeks at home in blur induced by pain pills. I remember a few things. My 

Dad and June came down for the surgery. The night after I was released from the hospital, Dad 

came in and asked, “Are you hungry?” I answered, “I think so?” He fed me strawberries since I 

was still too drugged on Lortabs and morphine to stab the strawberry and navigate it to my 

mouth. He rubbed my head and assured me I was going to be fine. Other than that memory, and 

the memory of trying to carry anything in your hands while you’re on crutches, mostly I stayed 

in bed, and sometimes I would hobble to the couch. When all three other limbs are occupied with 

just trying to support you, menial tasks like having a drink of water become monumental 

challenges. It was extremely painful all the time. After lying in bed for a few weeks, the pain was 

not limited to my ankle. My back hurt from laying down all the time, my leg and ankle hurt from 

the trauma, my other leg hurt from having to support all my weight, my armpits hurt from using 

crutches. I tried to read books but the pain pills made it hard to focus. All I could do was survive 

and all I saw were the walls of my house, the yard outside of the kitchen window and the smiling 

and sweet faces of my family.  

 I still had to use a cane when I returned to work after eight weeks. It was hard to stand, so 

I had to sit most of the day. My long-term substitute had been a guy who preferred to take the 

kids outside to play soccer instead of following my lesson plans to read novels, have unit 

vocabulary lists and grammar practice, and to work on essay writing,. The students talked about 

how they missed him and how much fun he was. Getting them to work for the rest of that year 

was a battle. We had also had a change in administration that year. The new principal, Silvanus 
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Jenkins, was an African-American man in his mid-thirties. During my annual review, he called 

me in and spoke with me about the ESOL program and what Molly and I were doing in our 

classrooms. I offered to show him my lesson plans and explained the basic philosophy that we 

had—that I supplemented the English Language Arts curriculum and focused on the acquisition 

of the English language, and Molly taught the Social Studies curriculum and modified it for 

language learners. He then posed a question that I did not expect and that made me think long 

and hard about my position at the school. He said, “Just what do you, as a White lady, really 

think you can do for these brown children? What type of connection to you even think you can 

have with them?” I stammered for a minute, then did my best to conjure up a response, “Well, I 

speak their language. I’ve been here four years now. I have been to many of their homes for 

dinner. I have taught a lot of their brothers and sisters. I work with them on learning English, but 

we also discuss how race and language and prejudice will play a role in their lives, their paths, 

and their choices. I know I’m not Latina, but I try my best to offer them what I know and 

advocate for them as much as I can.” He stared at me sternly and suggested, “Perhaps someone 

that was more like them could be more effective.”  

 I had standardized test scores to “prove” my effectiveness, which educators were all 

obsessed with at the time. We also had two teachers, which made our program the bigger than 

any other middle school in the county. In addition, we had created a curriculum, and we had won 

a technology grant that brought $50,000 worth of computer equipment into our program. We had 

been on the news after we won the grant. The program was a far cry from the rat-infested trailer 

out back with nothing inside it but determination and idealism, which was where we started.  

However, it wasn’t just the meeting with my principal that made me uncomfortable about 

continuing work at the middle school. It was the hardness of it all. The gang activity. The 
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reporting to the counselors about terrible things students had disclosed in cries for help. One 

thing in particular hit me hard that spring was that one of my 7th grade students, Patricia, got 

pregnant. Now, I was not so naive to believe that some of the students were not already having 

sex. The idealistic childhood many people like to envision is always short, but many of the 

students I worked with dealt with experiences beyond many people’s years, which meant their 

childhoods were even shorter. Many were already working to help support their families or had 

significant responsibilities at home to help support their working parents. It wasn’t simply that 

Patricia was pregnant, which was a tragedy. She was twelve. Even more tragic was that she was 

carrying her stepfather's child. She was convinced she was in love with him and that she was 

going to keep the child and move back to Mexico with him.  

Passage 37: Baby with Baby 

 I spent the last semester at Colin Middle School experiencing different levels of 

brokenness and healing. Like most of us, things are not all right or all wrong at the same time. 

There is a give and take. A balance. For example, as I was getting ready to go back to university, 

I learned I was pregnant. Not that either of these items in isolation was bad, I was thrilled about 

both developments, however, them happening simultaneously presented a...challenge. Now, I 

was married to the love of my life, which I know is the most cliché thing in the universe to say. 

However, the truth was my home life was going well. Stable. Surrounded by children, a secure 

home, people that I wanted to come home to at night. I went home to a beautiful little boy, who, 

granted, struggled with the cards life had already dealt him. I also went home to a beautiful and 

loving daughter who smiled and sat on her Mommy's lap and who hugged Mommy and held her 

hand. We filled our evenings and weekends with karate practices and home improvements and 

discussions of family summer vacations and dreams for the future. I had a partner who was kind 
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and supportive, and although having a blended family was sometimes stressful, my partner and I 

had each other to share the stress, which brought with it a security that neither of us had felt since 

we were children ourselves.  

 Then there was teaching. The job I used to love, used to willingly spend sixteen waking 

hours a hundred and ninety days (actually more) thinking about, working at, relentlessly and 

doggedly determined to be my best at, dreamed about, smiled about and cried about: suddenly, it 

had become a chore. I hated going to work. I left early and came late. I only had three colleagues 

that were still there from when I started four years before. The feelings of working together and 

virtue and interest and perseverance had turned into feelings of hopelessness, boredom, and 

frustration. The students were still wonderful young people with goals and dreams and ambitions 

of their own. However, honestly I don’t really know them much anymore because I stopped 

seeing and hearing them. They became whiny and apathetic, no doubt mirroring the behavior 

they saw in their teacher. Tolerance became more and more of a chore. Home visits became a 

chore. Speaking with families and translating for parents to guidance counselors, bus drivers, and 

other teachers became a chore.  

 Now there was Patricia. I was on the outermost circle of people doing anything for her. I 

became her hospital homebound teacher because I felt so deeply devastated for her situation. She 

never was a particularly bright child, more naive and often careless, but she was a baby. A child 

who was violated. She was put on bed rest because she was having regular contractions and the 

doctors were concerned about her going into preterm labor. She was under an undue amount of 

stress because her stepfather was arrested for his crime. She was being inundated with 

caseworkers and police officers and a profound guilt for causing her and her stepfather's 

circumstance. Her mother was angry with her, deeply angry, infuriated in fact, because “NOW 
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WHO IS GOING TO PAY THE BILLS?!” She was a small girl dealing with many adult and 

criminal problems, severe problems, problems no one she knew could relate to.  

 I went to visit her in the hospital a few times. I would ask her who had come to visit her, 

and she would look down and reply, “no one.” I would continue to probe, trying to be uplifting 

and share an aura of love and acceptance to a person who needed every crumb of humanity 

anyone could throw at her. “When was the last time you saw your Mom?” Her eyes would divert 

from mine, she would cast them towards the floor and say, “I don’t know. Maybe a week?” What 

do you say? What do you say to this small person who never had a chance to be whole and 

possibly never would? I would ask her if she needed anything, if there was anything she missed 

while she was in the hospital. She would reply, “papusas.” I tried to visit her every day, but I 

didn’t. I am flawed. It is one of the most difficult things to do to look at all that brokenness day 

after day and think about how lucky you are, have been and will continue to be. She was so 

young, beautiful and broken in heart, mind and spirit, and she was going to be a mother (which I 

knew would fill you up one second and bring you to your knees the next). I would cry the whole 

way home for her, and I know my crying was a mixture of pity for her circumstance and shame 

in myself for not knowing how to help her more. Which sounds so self-centered, because I had a 

life that was a long cry from days in the welfare line.  

I’m sad to say I don’t remember if Patricia had a boy or a girl. I don’t remember what she 

named it. I did visit her after the baby was born. She was planning to go back to middle school 

for the next school year. Her stepfather was convicted and was going to serve many years in jail. 

She said she knew now that he had taken advantage of her and that she did not love him, 

however she expressed thankfulness that he gave her a child. She and her mother had reconciled 

and her mother was going to watch the baby while she went to school. That was the last time I 
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saw her. I finished out the semester at Colin and went into summer looking forward to the new 

teaching job I had secured for next year. When you feel pity for students but can’t feel empathy, 

when you feel defeat and lackadaisical about the gang initiations and arrests and deportations of 

your students, when you feel resentment towards them for the hard circumstances they inherited 

from society, when you feel numb, it’s time to move on. Perhaps I am just a coward, a selfish 

bitch, or perhaps a little of both. I have been selfish to the core many times in my life, and this 

was one of them. I knew I couldn’t take another year or another Patricia. That was not her fault; 

that was mine.  

Passage 38: On and On 

 I noticed something when I started the next school year at a high school in a suburb east 

of Atlanta almost halfway between Atlanta and Rome, Georgia. It is situated so “in between” a 

few towns east is called Between, Georgia (because it is exactly between Atlanta and Rome). It 

was a community that had experienced unprecedented growth over the previous fifteen years. It 

had once been farmland as far as one could see, now it was a stark mixture of farmland, strip 

malls, and newly constructed neighborhoods. Drive a mile North, South, or East of the school 

and all you would see are fields, cows and crops. Drive three miles east and it felt like you were 

in the middle of any nondescript suburban area of Atlanta, a four lane highway running through 

it with a Chili’s, a Home Depot, a Wal-Mart, a Kroger, a Ingles, a Publix and a Starbucks. At the 

staff meeting at the beginning of the year, the principal was giving his welcome-back speech and 

puffed up his chest as he announced that he had graduated from Lutherville High School, his 

wife had graduated from Lutherville High School and their children had graduated from 

Lutherville High School. Then he asked, “Anyone else in here that graduated from this high 

school, please stand up.” I looked around and half of the people in the auditorium were standing. 
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Then he said, “If your spouse graduated from Lutherville High School please stand up.” Half of 

those who were previously seated stood proudly. I gawked and thought to myself (with a smile 

of wonder and political correctness plastered on my face), “what the heck? That’s weird? Isn’t it? 

Is it just me?” He then directed us all to clap loudly and proudly for a community that “is so 

successful and such a wonderful place to live that most people never leave because we know 

there is no place better to be.”  

 I had another experience the first day at Lutherville High School that made me think in 

my mind, “that’s weird? Isn’t it? What the heck?” I was trying to get students settled down and 

into their seats so we could start. I felt very nervous. As an ESOL teacher, I had students that 

came with some challenging behaviors, but I only had 11 students in a classroom at a time. As a 

Spanish teacher at Lutherville, I had thirty-plus students in the room. They were not little either; 

most of them were taller than I am (I’m a whopping 5’3”, although people often think I’m taller 

because I’m stocky.) They were swarming, the energy was high, everyone seemed to know one 

another and seemed happy to see each other, it was loud, and I mustered my best and biggest 

swim cheer voice and yelled, “EVERYONE! SIT DOWN AND SHUT THE HELL UP!” My 

Yankee sensibility thought nothing of raising my voice, saying shut up or including the emphasis 

of hell in my demand. Instantly, everyone in the room turned eyes to me. The looks on their 

faces were a mixture of shock, offense, and confusion. They sat down and shut up. They 

regarded me with a mixture of fear and interest. After I had introduced myself in Spanish, then 

English, distributed the syllabus and began going over the overview of the course, I paused to 

ask if there were any questions. One of the students raised their hand and asked the question that 

I had heard a million times since I had moved to the South. With their best Southern drawl, the 

student asked, “Ma'am, where you from? You ain't from around here are yeh?” To this question I 
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heard snickers and saw downcast glances. I also noticed something else. There was only one 

student of color in my class. I had never taught in a room where there were not only brown eyes 

staring back at me with curiosity. Now there was a sea of snickering, White, obviously tight 

faces looking at me. I realized my missteps instantly. These kids weren’t used to a Yankee accent 

(which I still don’t think I have, but apparently everyone else still hears). They were not used to 

people yelling at them. They were wearing outfits I couldn’t afford on a good day; I was wearing 

a thrift store dress and blazer I had picked up at Ross for $9.99. We all regarded each other with 

interest, confusion, and maybe the tiniest bit of intrigue. 

 During the first year at Lutherville High School, teaching invigorated me again. I was 

excited to plan lessons and dove into the new role of learning about students, working on a 

curriculum, and finding techniques that worked best for me. It was totally different from teaching 

ESOL, there was a lot less paperwork but a lot more students. This wasn’t a “failing school” 

according to No Child Left Behind, instead it was considered a thriving school. Most of the 

students walked in with the same ability level in Spanish: they had never had a language class 

before. It was interesting and completely opposite from being at Colin.  

Although I enjoyed working with the students, my colleagues were a different story. It’s 

not that they weren’t kind or supportive in their ways, it was just apparent that our worldview 

was very different. At lunch one day, while discussing the noises one of the teachers heard from 

the self-contained autism room, the teacher commented, “I don’t understand why they don’t just 

round them all up and put them in their own separate building. They don’t belong in a public 

school. They’re gross and their behavior is out of control, they scare other students, and frankly, 

they make me nervous and are distracting with their screaming and banging their heads up 

against the wall.” I silently chewed my sandwich that was getting stuck in my throat on the way 
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down. I was choking down the sandwich along with shock and disdain for what my colleague 

was proposing. My sister by this time was an autism specialist for Metro Nashville Schools. Her 

role was to advocate for autistic children and consult with their classroom teachers to create 

behavior plans. The plans aimed to modify behavior with the goal of including these students as 

much as possible in the regular classroom. The underlying belief in the work my sister did was 

the belief that autistic children could lead a life that was fulfilling and meaningful and that they 

could contribute to their community. Faced with the lunch table of colleagues that were 

grumbling approval of the suggestion that “we shouldn’t have to see these kids,” I did what I 

often do and hate myself for: I sat there in silence. I didn’t question. I didn’t issue a rebuttal. I 

just sat there chewing my sandwich and munching on my potato chips.  

 Although this lunch conversation was frustrating, I continued to join my colleagues for 

lunch in fear of isolating myself even more than I already felt isolated from adults in the 

building. One day I had an issue with a student refusing to sit in her seat or follow directions, 

which culminated in her challenge to me, “make me, bitch.” I was taken aback, this was not the 

type of behavior that was common in classrooms at Lutherville High School and it had been over 

a year since I had been stared down with such disdain and defiance as this young lady held in her 

glare. When I shared the experience at lunch, another colleague (not the one who made the 

comment about autistic children) explained, “It’s the damn Black Yankees coming down here 

thinking they can do whatever they want. Did you know they put up a billboard in New York 

City that encourages those hood rats to move to Lutherville for a better life? That’s why we have 

so many more Black students now. They come down here with their Yankee mouths and nasty 

attitudes. They’re probably all drug dealers or gang members. I don’t know what this school is 

coming to.” Again, I sat there, experiencing a myriad of emotion but unable to form an argument 
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in fear of retribution from what was obviously the popular prevailing opinion of the staff that I 

associated with. I decided after that it would be best if I had only working lunches and suspended 

lunching with the ladies.  

Passage 39: Family 

In the fall of my second year at Lutherville we learned my stepfather had leukemia. I 

don’t remember exactly the type, I believe it was Acute Myeloid Leukemia. I don’t know for 

sure and asking would dredge up those memories with my family. Most likely, if I don’t 

remember they probably don’t either. Sometimes details get lost, but you still wear the 

experiences that go along with them like an open sore. I received the announcement on a mid-

summer on a day when it was still warm and I was wearing Capri pants and sitting outside on our 

back deck one afternoon after school. My dog of ten years had died recently, a blow that was still 

raw and that our family was still suffering from. As Mom explained the situation, I did what I do 

with most news of this magnitude, I did what I do with expertise, I deflected. As my mom 

sobbed on the other end of the phone line I comforted her with, “don’t worry, I’m sure there are 

treatments that will work. Danny is strong; he’s one of the strongest people I know. He’s going 

to be fine.” I continued with these generic reassurances until she calmed down enough to tell me 

the plan. They had to see some specialists, an oncologist and hematologist; they would run more 

tests and then form a treatment regimen. The process would take a few weeks and even up to a 

month.  

I went up to Michigan for Thanksgiving break to help my Mom as Danny underwent his 

first round of chemo. He was in the hospital and we had to wear masks and gowns to see him and 

squirt hand sanitizer foam on our hands as we entered and exited the room. He was surviving. He 

was throwing up constantly and as white as the sheets he laid on, but he would put a big smile on 
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his face and act okay as I visited day in and day out. I spent the week cooking and cleaning and 

making trips back and forth to the hospital. My mom was not doing well. She often seemed more 

drugged than Danny did. I forgave her these indiscretions; who was I to judge when I went back 

to their condo every night armed with a bottle of vodka and sadness weighing heavily on my 

heart, mind, and body? At the end of the week, I returned home and Danny came home a week 

later, his first round of chemo complete. I did all I could do once I returned home, which mainly 

consisted of harassing his doctors on long distance phone calls at all hours of the day and night in 

hopes of understanding Danny’s condition so I could research it, put it in plain speak, and relay it 

to the rest of my family. Although there were always undercurrents of resentment about the 

divorce of our parents and the switching of partners that had been the result, my family still 

spoke to each other civilly and even celebrated holidays, graduations, and births of our new 

members as a unit. After another round of diagnostic tests, doctors decided Danny needed 

another round of chemo. Like a soldier, he marched back into the cancer ward of the hospital 

three weeks later ready for battle. It was the week before Christmas.  

The Friday before Christmas break, the students and I had a great day. I drove home 

ready to rest, relax, and prepare for the festivities of the holiday. About 7 p.m. I got a call from 

my Dad and he sounded panicky, “Ang, you have to get up here. June and I flew up this 

afternoon. They are telling us to gather family.” He was met with my silence, then a litany of 

“what the fucks?!” from me. In retrospect, I should have known that I might have to go back up 

there. I had missed Thanksgiving with my own family to serve as the good daughter, which was 

a title I had been working slowly to regain since my younger years. I selfishly thought my duty 

was done, but on the Wednesday before the Friday phone call Danny had contracted necrotizing 

fasciitis, otherwise known as flesh-eating disease. He had endured two surgeries a day since 
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where the surgeons were cutting away the infected flesh, applying a wound vacuum to the 

freshly opened wound, and he was being pumped full of every broad-spectrum antibiotic the 

hospital had available. I knew this from talking to Mom and the doctors. I knew Danny was not 

well. I was just trying to wish it away in the hopes of everyone enjoying a restful and peaceful 

Christmas vacation, no matter our geographical location. No one could ever accuse me of having 

a poor imagination or the superpower of wishing away pressing problems. On this Friday, the 

third day Danny was suffering with this condition, he was becoming increasingly weak and in 

need of blood transfusions. The doctors feared that they were not getting the infection under 

control fast enough, so they wanted family to gather because they didn't’ know how many more 

surgeries they could perform before they would have to amputate his leg. If they had to amputate 

his leg, with his compromised immune system, they didn’t know if he would survive it. 

I took a few deep breaths and said, “okay Dad. Okay. I’m going to check flights. I don’t 

think my car will make it up there; both Tim’s and my cars have over 100,000 miles on them. I 

don’t know if I have enough money to pay for a flight, we’ve been Christmas shopping for the 

kids. Oh my God.” My Dad calmly replied, “don’t worry, I can pay for your ticket. Just see if 

you can get a flight out tonight.” I called the airlines and was met with even more bad news. 

There were no flights leaving for Lansing that night. There had been a winter weather system 

that had dumped a large amount of snow in the Snow Belt and flights were grounded until the 

morning, and they weren’t even sure if it would be safe to resume flights then. I said, “I don’t 

have until tomorrow afternoon! Can’t you do anything?!” I was stonewalled with a no. No. and 

resounding NO in addition to a few “I’m sorry, Ma'am(s).” All this time Tim and I were ping 

ponging phone calls with Dad and my sister, trying to figure out how to make it work. My sister 

was in Florida with her in laws and was having the same issues finding a flight. My Dad finally 
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offered this plan, “Ang, drive to my house in Tennessee. Get the BMW. You can drive it up here. 

It only has like 15,000 miles on it and the tires were just checked and it just had its first oil 

change. It should be good to go. I’ll give you instructions for how to get past the front gates into 

my neighborhood and then how to get into the garage. I’ll call the guard now and tell him you’re 

on your way.” I was crying, scared, confused, overwhelmed, but managed to croak out, “Dad, are 

you sure?! That’s June’s new car! Are you sure? I don’t know about this.” He said, “We need 

you up here as soon as possible. June is fine with it. Just do it. Call me when you leave.” With 

that I packed a suitcase, kissed my children and husband goodbye, and took off to answer the call 

of my family in crisis.  

I drove all night. In Indiana, I slipped and slid down the dark ice coated highway, too 

tired and scared for my stepfather to think about the dangers of black ice for myself. Never mind. 

Just had to keep going. Keep going. Keep going. I got to Lansing around 6 a.m. and went to 

Mom and Danny’s condo. Danny had made it through the night with my Mom standing vigil by 

his side, as she had throughout his entire chemo treatment. Maybe standing strong isn’t quite the 

right way to depict her; she was standing wobbly and in fear but with the look of a warrior on her 

face. I slept for a few hours then went to the hospital to be with the rest of the family. My 

stepbrother, stepsister, their spouses, my sister and her husband, and my dad and June peppered 

the waiting room looking tired, looking scared and confused and staring blankly at each other. 

There were tear stains on the women’s faces and strong-set jaws and tense shoulders on the 

men—the only thing saving them from developing the same stains the women bared. We were 

awaiting the news; did Danny have to have another surgery today? Could he have another one? 

Was he going to be able to walk when this was over? Was his leg going to survive? Could he 

survive without a leg? Danny was a 72-year-old man who had run five miles a day most days of 
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his life. Would he be able to handle it if they needed to take his leg? Would he think it was worth 

it? Would he let them? Did he have the right to say no?  

Finally, the doctors graced us with their presence in the waiting room with news. They 

would do one last surgery. He would most likely need one or two blood transfusions when they 

were done, so if anyone in the family was a blood match they asked that we go down the hall to 

donate. My dad and stepbrother immediately got up and went mumbling that at least they could 

do something. The doctors told us if they did not get all the infected tissue today, they would 

have to amputate tomorrow. Danny was in a lot of pain. His chemo had been stopped and 

wouldn’t resume until he could recover from the surgeries and get the wound closed back up. We 

could see him two at a time and had to continue the regimen of masks and gowns. But now we 

had to amp up the precautions to include covered shoes, covered hair, and latex-covered hands; 

no touching; no hugs or kisses or forms of physical comfort or contact. Any germs you take in 

the room must leave with you as well. We were given 15 minutes a pair. If he was up to it, we 

could visit him after he left the recovery room later that afternoon. They would know more after 

surgery.  

We each took our turns, trying our best to convey love, understanding and support 

through our gazes because we couldn’t show physical affection. We didn’t know if this was the 

last time we would see him. He didn’t know much of what was happening, his eyes were clouded 

with drugs and pain and fear. My Mom was fretting over him, “are you cold? You can’t eat, but 

do you want ice chips? Are your feet okay? Do you need more pain medication? Do you want 

me to call the nurse?” Her litany of questions was exhausting, but tolerated by him and anyone 

else in the room. When Mom is scared or nervous, actually when she’s in just about any situation 

at all, she can’t stop talking. They wheeled Danny back to surgery and we waited.  
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We were met hours later with good news. The doctor’s thought they had gotten all of the 

infected bacteria. Danny’s heartbeat was strong and he was recovering in the ICU where he 

would remain overnight. The doctors recommended we all go home and get some rest. They 

would re-evaluate in the morning. Everyone dispersed to their corners, heading out in the snowy 

evening breathing sighs of relief. I convinced Mom to go to her house with me. She had not slept 

a night away from the hospital since Danny had been admitted. Her hair was stringy and she was 

slurring her words. I couldn’t tell if that was the result exhaustion or anti-anxiety medications, 

which she was always in favor of taking whether she needed them or not. We got something to 

eat and showered and cried and visited. She recounted how scared she was and how she didn’t 

know what she would do if Danny didn’t survive this. At 3 a.m. we received a phone call from 

Danny. He was crying. He said, “Angela, your Mom doesn’t have to come, I know she is so 

tired. But can you come back? I just want someone to sit with me. I don’t know what day it is, 

what time it is, I don’t know. I’m scared. I’m seeing things. Strange things. I don’t know what 

they are but I think they’re after me. I can’t stand up. I can’t move. I just have to lay here and 

they’re coming after me.” I assured him I was on my way. I managed to convince my Mom to 

stay home, that she needed to try to sleep, if nothing else she needed to lie in bed and rest 

restlessly.  

When I got to the hospital I rang the button for the ICU and was granted admittance. I 

still had to wear the getup, but I could hold his hand. He actually looked a little better than he 

had that morning. There was some color in his cheeks and life in his eyes. He was crying. He 

was looking around wildly. The nurse said he was having hallucinations due to the pain 

medications. He confirmed her assessment by talking about the dragons on the ceiling. I grabbed 

his hand and mustered all the confidence I could stuff into my voice. I had experienced some bad 
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LSD episodes before and a bad trip is scary as hell. Who would think a bad trip experience could 

come in handy when comforting your parent? I just whispered to him, “it’s the medication. It’s 

the medication. You’re okay. They can’t get you. It’s your mind tricking you. Don’t be scared. 

Don’t be scared. Just breathe. Take deep breaths, very good, just keep breathing. You can look, 

but imagine you are seeing beautiful birds or the beach or a golf course of the most wonderful 

things you can think of. You’re going to be okay. Tell me what you are seeing. Describe them to 

me. That’s right. You’re okay.” After about two hours, he fell asleep. I waited until seven that 

morning and went home to get Mom. She was ready and waiting for me, itching to move back to 

her post by his side. I dropped her off and went home to get a few hours of sleep. 

Danny survived necrotizing fasciitis. He lost half of his thigh muscle, but he survived and 

still had his leg. I spent the entire Christmas break in Michigan. Again I cooked and cleaned and 

played taxi driver. I spent Christmas Eve in the hospital and Christmas Day at my stepbrother 

and sister-in-law's house along with the rest of the family that was there. There were about 

twenty people there, most that I didn’t know well because I hadn’t lived in Michigan or really 

connected with this part of my family for more than thirteen years. At least my dad and sister 

were there too. My sister had come up her husband and we stayed at Mom and Danny’s condo. 

We prepared meals, cleaned, visited with family and friends that were still in the area, and we 

visited with each other. She had bought me Christmas presents at the few stores open the day that 

her and her husband drove up. We ate Christmas morning breakfast at Denny’s before standing 

vigil at the hospital. The entire experience is surreal in our minds; the prevailing emotions we 

recollect are fear and uncertainty. We have collectively named the experience “The Worst 

Christmas Ever.”   
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Danny finished his chemo, which was again unsuccessful. He enrolled in a trial at the 

University of Michigan and quit halfway through. He said he just didn’t want to do it anymore. 

He wanted to enjoy the time he had left doing things he took pleasure in and spending time with 

his family. He had a hospice service that visited every day. About six weeks after he quit the 

University of Michigan trial, he was dead. We got the call midday the first day of my summer 

vacation and the last day of my kids’ school year. We made plans to make the trek up for the 

funeral, with less urgency in the need to get there than the Christmas trip but urgency just the 

same. My mom didn’t really have a strong support system; Danny had been her whole life. 

Although my step siblings attempted to offer support in the best ways they knew how, they were 

grieving their father. And let’s be honest, do the uneasy feelings of a blended family ever get 

completely resolved? Emotional wounds heal but they leave scars. Mom and Danny’s 

relationship had left some deep scars on my stepsister and stepbrother, although both did their 

best to mask them.  

When I received the phone call that Danny was gone, Dad was in Tennessee, Tim was 

working, and the kids were in school. Gavin was in middle school, and we couldn’t check him 

out of school because he was taking finals. I still can’t understand why the school secretary felt 

so resolved and confident that Gavin’s final was more important than the fact my parent and his 

grandparent was dead. I was frustrated by this, but it actually took most of the day for us to make 

arrangements for our dogs, our fish, pack clothes, and for Tim to get time off work. We set off 

late in the afternoon knowing we would have to battle Atlanta rush hour traffic, emotional 

exhaustion, and a long night ahead. We got to Dad’s around 7 or 8 p.m. and loaded up in his 

Chevy Tahoe for the rest of the ten-hour trip. At least the weather was good this time. We drove 

about forty minutes and traffic stopped. There was an accident ahead of us with fatalities. As if 
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the universe needed to remind us even more than we already felt in that moment that life was 

fragile, we witnessed people being carried off on stretchers and sat impatiently in an effort to get 

to our victim and our survivors. We sat in the parking lot of the interstate for two hours with 

hungry and tired children and full bladders. We decided to forge ahead. Dad wanted to be there 

for his wife who was struggling to comfort her children and I wanted to be there for Mom. On 

the way Dad, Tim and I took turns driving. When it was my turn to drive, Dad got in the 

backseat with the kids. He said he was too tired and he needed some sleep. The driver shuffle 

awoke the children who gazed at us with sleep-filled eyes, confused about where their dad went 

and why their grandpa was so physically close. Dad kept moaning about how he was “sooooo 

tired…the lights are keeping me awake...I’m sooo tired!” He then proceeded to put a pillowcase 

over his head and continued moaning, and the kids; Tim and I couldn’t help but burst out in 

laughter. We drove all night and got there about 7 a.m. We slept until the afternoon and then 

learned about the double tragedy my sister was dealing with. She had received two calls the 

previous morning. One informed that her mother-in-law had a brain aneurysm and was on life 

support in a hospital in Florida. The other came about an hour later informing her that Danny 

was gone. Stacey and Chris (her husband) were in their late twenties; Chris’ Mom was in her 

fifties. She had been a healthy, cheerful, joyous woman enjoying the first years of retirement 

with her husband. Now she was on life support showing no signs of brain activity. She went to 

bed and never woke up. She would never see the two amazing grandchildren my sister would 

give birth to, she would never send the odd collection of interesting items she had picked up at 

the dollar store and packed up in a care package, her last care package was sent. Stacey and Chris 

came up for Danny’s funeral, then flew to Florida to witness when they took Chris’s Mom off 
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life support. My sister was dealing with two losses at once, two funerals and two grieving 

families on opposite ends of the United States.  

By this time, I had lost both of my grandfathers and my grandmother Matinee, who I had 

lived with my first year in Atlanta. As with any death, I don’t remember many details of funerals, 

grieving, or the aftermath. Always there is lots of crying, sadness, and regret that you didn’t see 

them that one last time. That you didn’t say x, y or z. That you wouldn’t talk to them again. I’m 

not a religious person. To describe myself as agnostic would even be a stretch. I still haven’t 

taken the time to sort out ideas of spirituality, life, death, afterlife, god, hell, and heaven. I don’t 

know if belief in those things brings comfort in times of grief. All I know about grief is that it is 

acute pain that fades as you return to your daily routine. Then sometimes, usually often at first, 

then waning after time, you might see or hear something that reminds you of what and who you 

are grieving. The acuteness of the loss rushes back, then fades again. Eventually you remember 

with love, acceptance, kindness, even excitement, humor and joy who and what you have grieved 

and carry with you. At least you hope you make it to that point. 

Passage 40: Mom and the Aftermath 

 After Danny died, Mom decided to move South. Her entire family was here and her 

support system in Michigan was limited. She decided to move close to me so that she could help 

with the kids and be a daily part of their life and mine. It was a secret dream I had been harboring 

since I was young, that my mother wanted to be not only a part of my daily life and wanted to 

support me, but that she wanted to be a part of my children’s lives and shower them with 

grandmotherly love. I hadn’t known what it is like to have a family member close 

geographically, much less one that I could call and that would be close enough and willing to 

help with all the daily chores of living, or one that I could share dinner and a movie night 
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laughing with. Mom packed up her stuff with the help of my stepsiblings and down she came. A 

few months after Danny died, she rented a house less than a mile from mine, a cute little two-

bedroom ranch that she set about decorating and making home. Although Mom was determined 

to make a new life that included her grandchildren and daughters, she was struggling with her 

demons. She couldn’t seem to keep away from the medications. The anti-anxiety, anti-

depressant, muscle relaxant, or opiate painkillers like Lortab or Oxycodone. She would sequester 

herself in her house for days at a time, her only contact with the outside world incoherent phone 

calls to family members or the home shopping network at all hours of the day or night. She was 

spiraling. Stacey came down to help me confront her in the winter of that first year. We planned 

to sit with Mom and talk to her. We were going to insist that she had a problem with taking too 

many medications and that she needed professional help. Perhaps a hobby or volunteering would 

get her out of the house and help her want to stay sober enough to show up? We told her we 

loved her and that we were concerned for her emotional and physical wellbeing. We were 

worried about how she was living her life and sure that she would feel better if she got her 

prescription medication intake down to a reasonable level that was supervised by one doctor, 

preferably a psychiatrist. Although we were well-intentioned, we were naive to believe that 

Mom’s issues could be solved with a stern talking-to from loved ones. Instead of acceptance or 

gratitude, Mom met us with anger and resentment and insisted that “she only took medications 

prescribed to her” and that she “needed them to help her with her knee pain and her back pain 

and all her pain.” She had originally gone to the same family doctor I used but didn’t like her 

because “she won’t write my prescriptions, I’ve been taking them for years, I don’t know who 

she thinks she is.” In the interim she would visit the emergency room, becoming a frequent flyer, 

which helped her secure extra medications to help with all her alleged pain. Although Mom was 
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furious with my sister and me, Mom agreed to see a therapist at the very least after many tears, 

much pleading, and probably guilt and a need to placate us.  

 Her therapist hooked her up with a new doctor, and she began to get worse. I was scared 

about her driving. She regularly had problems sleeping, so she would stay up all night and then 

go to McDonald’s or some other such needless location. She ran into the trees lining my 

driveway. She showed up at my house a couple of times at 3 in the morning where the whole 

house would be woken up by barking dogs and harsh words about how I was ignoring her. She 

would start yelling in the driveway, then proceed through the garage into the laundry room and 

eventually directly to my just woken, exhausted, and confused face. The truth is, I had started 

ignoring her most of the time. Watching a drug addict spiral down to the lowest points is like 

watching a train wreck you feel like you should have the power to prevent, but all you can do is 

just stand there frozen. She would call me ten times in a row and then try to talk with nothing but 

incoherent unlinked words stumbled out of her mouth. I was tired of her whininess, her 

dependence, and her whimsy and irresponsible behavior. I forbade her from driving the children 

anywhere or to even see them unless Tim or I were present. We fought about everything, 

including her excessive purchases from mail order catalogues and other all-night shopping 

television stations or commercials. She was relentless in her defense of her actions, any action, 

no matter how erratic or unexplainable.  

 One Sunday night at about 9 or 10 p.m., she called me and asked me to take her to the 

emergency room. I hung up on her because I was angry and tired. She was constantly asking me 

to take her to the doctor or the emergency room, and I always felt it was her way of acquiring 

more medications that she did not need. I did not want to play good daughter on a Sunday night; 

I wanted to go to sleep, wake up and go to work, and hope that I prevented her from getting high 
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for at least one night. However, she is a tenacious personality and didn’t give up, so she kept 

calling and calling, insisting she couldn’t breathe well. Finally, I relented and begrudgingly got 

out of bed, threw on some clothes, and headed over to her house. She got in the car and 

immediately started screaming at me, and I screamed back. She told me to stop the car, which I 

did, and she got out. I followed her, and she yelled something I don’t clearly remember. In my 

memory, it sounds like, “ungrateful little selfish bitch. Who do you think you are talking to me 

this way or treating me this way!” I hurled hatefulness back at her, throwing pill bottles from her 

purse across the car hood at her face. Someone stepped outside their house and threatened to call 

the police. I told her to get her butt back in the car and she angrily complied. She slammed the 

door to let me know she was still fuming, and I told her I was dropping her butt off at the ER and 

leaving her there. I was sure this was another of her episodes in which she intended to procure a 

prescription. I hated her in that moment.  

 I walked her into the ER, as usual, not following through on my threat to abandon her 

there. I was so mad I wanted to physically assault her and I couldn’t in that moment remember if 

I had ever loved her, or if she had ever loved me. I mostly just had a voice screaming in my head, 

“typical Mom! She thinks everything is always about her all the time! Doesn’t give a crap about 

anyone else! Wants to feel good more than she wants to be present or responsible or helpful to 

anyone else! Doesn’t think about the fact I have to get up at five am to go to work! Doesn’t even 

know how to hold down a job! Spoiled brat!” While I was stewing in the waiting room, they 

were taking Mom’s vitals and checking her in. Immediately the nurse came out and asked me to 

step in the tiny room that contained the blood pressure cuff, thermostat and scales. She calmly 

explained, “Your Mom’s blood oxygen level is 74 and we like it to be 95 or above. We will be 

immediately admitting her to the hospital. First, an ER doctor will check her out, then we will 



 

 

 

249 

determine what unit she will be in. She will at least stay overnight.” I shook my head, only 

mildly understanding what was happening. Not fully understanding the scope of the issue, I told 

Mom I was going home and to call me when she knew more. At 2 or 3 a.m. she informed me that 

she was being admitted to the Intensive Care Unit. I secured a substitute teacher for the next day, 

lay awake and fretted about her condition, still angry with her for her foolishness. I was sure that 

this was her fault, whatever it was, and went to the hospital early the next morning. As I sat in 

the waiting room crying and reading the posted signs, I burst out laughing. There was a sign that 

said, “No se permite ninos que tienen menos que 18 anos en el ICU.” Whoever made the sign 

forgot the tilde in años and anos meant anuses—buttholes! The only other family in the waiting 

room glared at my inappropriate response to a very stressful and scary place and time as I 

doubled over in laughter with tears of fear rolling down my face. I called my uncle, my aunt, and 

my sister and Dad. After contacting the family, I talked to the doctor about mom’s condition. 

The doctor didn’t quite have a diagnosis yet, but mom was to be assessed by a neurologist and 

pulmonologist for more information.  

 Mom was in tiny little Marrow County Hospital in the ICU for three or four days. My 

sister came down and my dad did too, to offer support as the doctors tried to figure out why 

Mom was not improving. My sister and I had several conversations with the doctors about the 

amount of medications mom was taking. Tim and my brother-in-law, Chris, cleaned out Mom’s 

house of medications and liquor in hopes that when she got out she could get clean. The main 

doctor for the ICU speculated that Mom had taken too many medications and aspirated on her 

own vomit, causing infection in her lungs that was creating the breathing difficulties and low 

blood oxygen level. After no response to the treatments that the local hospital had to offer, they 

decided to transfer her to Rome Regional Medical Center, which had a pulmonary unit and a 
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team of pulmonologists. After several hours of reviewing records, taking blood work and 

examining evidence, it was determined that Mom suffered from ARDS, acute respiratory distress 

syndrome. The treatment was to put her on a ventilator that would breathe for her for an 

undetermined period of time, which would let her lungs heal and rest. There was a sense of 

urgency about everything in the situation, and the doctors shoved paperwork in my face to sign 

as her power of attorney. I hesitated in signing the paperwork and I asked for a moment to think 

about this, because my mom had put in her paperwork that she did not want any heroic measures 

such as ventilators or feeding tubes if she was ever sick enough to need one. The young doctor, 

bold and brazen and full of confidence with ego flying high, stared at me in bewilderment and 

said, “Don’t you understand? Your Mom will die if you don’t sign these papers. She might still 

die if you do, but she is young and relatively healthy, so I expect her to fully recover. If you 

don’t give us permission to do this you will be signing her death certificate. You need to do this 

now.” My sister, Tim, Chris and I looked at each other, and I signed the papers. How could I 

not? The last thing I had told my mother was that she was a selfish woman and that I was sick of 

her shenanigans. I felt like I had no other choice but to sign on the dotted line. 

 Six weeks after being admitted to the hospital, Mom was released. She had agreed to let 

Stacey and I drive her to a rehab in Greensville located at North Georgia Medical Center. We 

drove up to the building that instructed us to go to the emergency room. Mom had a walker and 

still had to use an oxygen tank, but she shuffled into the ER committed to get the help she was 

now convinced she needed. She was assessed in the ER and it was determined that since she was 

not suicidal she needed to attend an outpatient treatment facility. This assessment presented 

many challenges for Stacey, Mom and me. I did not want Mom to come to my home. As relieved 

as I was she was alive, I was just as angry with her for the situation and skeptical of her intention 
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to remain clean and sober. Lucky for Mom, her brother and his partner agreed to take her to their 

house for a week, after which we could reassess her living situation and attempt to get her into an 

inpatient drug rehabilitation facility. After a week of exhaustive searching by Stacey, our uncle 

and me, we could not find a place willing to admit her while she was on oxygen and recovering 

from her medical condition. Against my better judgment, I brought her to my house. She stayed 

with us for a week or two and was finally strong enough to return home. She seemed to be doing 

much better overall. I was administering her medications, and for the first time since Danny had 

been diagnosed with cancer, you could hold a cohesive conversation with her any time of the day 

or night. Everyone in the family was hopeful for her recovery. Mom decided she wanted to buy a 

house and launched a search for the perfect place. Mom got stronger and no longer required 

oxygen, and most importantly, Mom was sober. Things remained stable, Mom bought her house 

and moved in, and all was well—for a while.  

Passage 41: Here We Go Again 

 By the time the kids were a little older, 7th and 9th grade, Mom seemed evened out, Tim 

had a good job, and I had transferred to Sunny Grove High School from Lutherville High School 

and had assumed the position as the Foreign Language Department Head. I was working with an 

amazing teammate that I actually knew from my days at Colin, so I decided it was time to pursue 

my long-term schooling plan for myself. I enrolled at the University of West Georgia to pursue 

my degree in Instructional Technology. After that, I planned to enroll in an Ed.D. program or 

Ph.D program and go all the way. I loved going to school despite the challenging circumstances 

in which I worked through my undergraduate, and I wanted to finish and secure the highest 

degree possible. Perhaps a part of me also wanted to show all the people who said I would never 

finish my undergraduate that I could do whatever I put my mind to. I also wanted to model that 
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for my children. That’s a much more noble reason than wanting to say, “I told you so,” but 

honestly, I think a lesser one. It’s probably also what I told myself to assuage the guilt of 

working full-time and being a graduate student, which in reality took a lot of time and attention 

away from my children and family.  

 I worked through the two-year program (which also included summers) and graduated 

with a 3.9 GPA. My undergraduate final GPA had been 2.9, but it included the 4 classes I ended 

up taking an F for my first semester when Daphne was born as well as two classes I had 

attempted to do off campus via VHS taped lectures the first six months of her birth. All in all, 

although it doesn't look good on paper, I’m happy with that 2.9—I scrapped my way through my 

undergraduate like a bullied kid in a back alley, and now I was shining. Mom was holding 

steady, she bought a house, had a knee replacement, and seemed okay. After the knee 

replacement, the falls and the cuts and the accidents started piling up. She started making visits 

to the ER more regularly and also to emergency clinics, but she had learned from her first 

experience of spiraling down the dark path of addiction not to let me get to close or suspect too 

much. We kept our relationship pleasant and to the point, she would tell me about the guys she 

hired to work on her lawn or the pest control man that were taking care of the ants in her kitchen, 

and I would complain about graduate school and having to pick Gavin up from wrestling meets 

at 12 and 1 in the morning on Friday nights. We kept our conversations easy, attempting to 

maintain calm waters. 

 I made it through my master’s program, kept teaching and raising children, kept going 

about the business of life. I didn’t walk at my undergraduate graduation because my sister 

graduated from the University of Tennessee the same day, so I went to witness her passage that 

she had struggled for in different ways, but just as hard as I had. She had failed out of UT her 
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second semester and had a bout with drugs and alcohol overuse. She came to terms with her 

mistakes and came clean with Dad about bad checks and bad decisions. Dad helped her clear up 

her financial messes and she went back to community college. Upon completing several classes 

at community college successfully, she reapplied to UT and was accepted again, and she never 

looked back. She had dated the same guy for several years, Chris, and they were married two 

weekends before Tim and I married the same hot summer. When it came time to decide about 

walking for my graduate degree, I decided again that it wasn’t worth it. I wanted to wait because 

I knew I was going to go all the way. So, Tim and I went to New Orleans for Jazz Festival 

instead.  

 We had family beach vacations for a week during the summer, attended swim meets and 

wrestling meets, track meets, and football games. We did a lot of homework. We made family 

dinners and we watched the neighbor’s kids and they watched ours. I decided to apply to an 

Ed.D. Program because it was my ultimate goal to accomplish a terminal degree. After much 

consideration and counseling from friends who had been through the experience, I applied to 

Georgia Southern and was accepted. I took students to Spain the first summer of classes at 

Georgia Southern. I will never forget trying to read Deborah Britzman on the flight over and 

thinking to myself, “What have I gotten myself into? I don’t understand a word of this!” After 

being home from Spain for three days, I went to Statesboro for my first round of classes. Before 

going to the hotel I stopped at the local Burger King to grab something for lunch. There was a 

family of three in front of me: a wife, a child of about three or four, and a guy in camouflage and 

a bright orange hat. I could overhear their conversation, but the weird part was—I couldn’t 

understand anything they were saying. Not a single word was comprehensible to my ears. I 

thought to myself, “maybe they’re not speaking English.” They got up to the counter and the girl 
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behind the counter took their order with ease. Still, I couldn’t understand any words in the 

exchange. I got up to the counter and the girl asked me something. I assumed it was what I 

wanted to eat so I told her my order. She uttered the familiar words, “you ain't from around here 

is ya?” No. I’d lived in Georgia for 18 years at this point, but I guess I was destined to forever be 

an outsider when it came to the vernacular of standard Southern speech. Ironically, I had spent 

two weeks in Spain yet while I was there I not once had the experience of not understanding the 

conversations occurring around me. Standing in that Burger King line, I thought to myself, “we 

barely even speak the same language.” I had secured a hotel to stay in online and was slated to 

stay a week. The place was a bit dated, but I just needed to sleep there, so it would work for my 

purposes. On day three, while sitting on the loveseat and reading a book for class, the ceiling 

caved in on me. One minute I was quietly sitting in my underwear focused on The Death and 

Life of the Great American School System, the next there was wet drywall all over my face and 

hair and eyelashes, shoulders, arms and legs. I put on some pants, went down to the desk, got 

reassigned another room, moved in, settled back down with Ravitch (again in my underwear), 

and someone walked in the room. They just stuck that key card in and gained entry. Apparently, 

the front desk had made a mistake and assigned us both the same room. Thank goodness it was a 

woman, which at least for me eased the embarrassment of being caught unsuspectingly in my 

underwear for the second time in two hours--once by collapsing drywall and the second time by 

this woman who hadn’t expected to find me in her room. 

 I worked harder than I ever had in my entire life at school. I tried my best to keep up, 

sacrificing the wrestling meets and swim meets, family dinners, and friends. I was experiencing 

an awakening while reading and writing and attending classes, an awakening about my teaching 

practice and my understanding of schooling, what teaching meant, and how and what I taught 
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said about who I was. It was the first time in my university experience where I wasn’t inventing 

perfunctory lesson plans and unit examples or presenting information on a regular basis. We 

were discussing ideas that were changing the ways I thought about teaching and learning. As I 

became more entrenched in graduate schoolwork and less available to those standing in front of 

me, I started getting phone calls from Mom in the middle of the night again. Actually, at all 

hours of the day or night. One day she begged me to come because, “there are bunnies, Angela! 

There are bunnies dancing on my bed! They’re really cute but I know they are evil. They are 

trying to kidnap me! HELP ME!” She called with elation and joy in her voice to proclaim her 

victory to me, “I got him! I got the little sucker!” I replied baffled, “Mom, what are you talking 

about?” “The rat of course! He thought he was smarter than me and I bashed his brains in with 

my shoe. Now the problem is there are rat brains all over the carpet.” Her neighbor called to let 

me know she was wandering the neighborhood one afternoon and wandered into someone’s 

home, laid down on the couch and fell asleep. The kind neighbor was not going to press charges 

but they did call the police. Then the DUI’s started. There were phone calls proclaiming, “Ang, 

someone stole my car! Right out of the garage! They stole it! You have to help me find it!” After 

several calls to wreckers around the area we found it in an impound lot. The owners of a local 

gas station had found it in their parking lot running, lights on, radio playing The Eagles. They 

didn’t know who the vehicle belonged to. I have no idea how my Mom got home from that gas 

station and neither did she. Then, the calls from jail started. I refused to bail mom out of jail, 

thankful because I thought she was safe there, but she bailed herself out. Then, she started 

needing money. She couldn’t pay her electric bill; her water was shut off. Could she just come 

over and take a shower? I talked to my sister, my uncle (who I had grown very close to), and my 
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dad. We tried to talk to her about the medications. About the broken hand, the broken foot, the 

stitches in her head.  

Passage 42: Going Down Hard 

 My mom was increasingly under the influence of prescription medications. She was 

getting to the point of non-functioning. She was having hallucinations regularly. She was 

wandering around her neighborhood at all hours of the day or night. She was not paying bills. 

She would go missing for days at a time. I just turned a blind eye and endured, as did my 

husband, my children, her brother, and my sister. On Mother’s Day, Tim and I had our mothers 

over for dinner. There was my mother-in-law, Tim’s mother, who is a hard-working “good” 

Catholic woman who had endured her own hardships; in contrast, there was my mother, who 

could barely hold her head up. My Mom passed out in the middle of dinner, her face falling right 

into the mashed potatoes. I shoveled her up and took her home and waited for her to sober up 

enough to know she was going to be okay, at least for the night. My mom got 3 DUIs in 48 

hours, two of them in the same day (she rammed into a cop car right after she had bailed herself 

out of jail her car out of impound). The police car she hit belonged to the arresting officer from 

the night before and Mom insisted “he had it out for her.” After being arrested four times, and 

escaping arrest on other occasions, Mom found herself with no driver’s license in a place where 

everything was five miles away. She also found herself with little support from me and Tim 

because we just couldn’t anymore. We didn’t know how to help her or what to do, and an addict 

always needs something. Mom had no friends, and she was broke from legal bills and too many 

emergency medical visits. Of course, the reality is that the root cause of her troubles was 

pursuing the pills. Mom got it in her head that she needed a roommate, so she invited her lawn 

guy to move into her house with his two children and wife. I tried to tell her, “Mom, this is a bad 
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decision. Who does this? It doesn’t make any sense! Are these nice people, good people? Don’t 

you think it’s strange a family wants to move into a retiree’s home? There are only three 

bedrooms and there will be six people living there. I don’t feel good about this. I don’t support 

this.” After the lawn guy and his family moved in, Mom and I didn’t talk as much. We saw each 

other sporadically, and I noticed she started to smell bad. Like she had wallowed in dog poop 

and urine; there were now three dogs living there, too. She always looked dirty but she insisted 

she was fine. She insisted the people were wonderful and the kids were a joy, and she said she 

was better than ever.  

 After the family lived there for three months or so, Mom ended up in the intensive care 

unit once again. Again, she recovered, and I don’t know what was wrong with her because the 

wife of the family had been there at her admittance and Mom had changed paperwork to list her 

as the emergency contact. I was allowed to visit, but Mom did not list me as a person with whom 

the doctors could discuss her medical condition. Even though at this point I had limited contact 

with Mom, her neighbors kept calling me. One neighbor insisted to me, “the people living with 

her are taking advantage of her. You have to do something. You can do something.” I called 

lawyers, asked friends, called doctors, the police department and all of them told me the same 

thing: “The courts will not let you do anything your Mom doesn’t want. Courts are very stringent 

on this point, they will not take away individual freedom of choice unless the person is a threat to 

themselves (says they want to commit suicide) or others (threatens to kill someone).” Every time 

I broached the subject with Mom, her answer was the same: “I will not let you take control of my 

life. I will not. I know what you want to do; you are trying to take away my right to choose to 

live how I want. Angela, it’s my life, and I’m fine.”  
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 The family who lived with Mom during this time consisted of a wife, a husband, and 

three children. They had been “down on their luck” and been evicted from their previous home 

and were left with nowhere to go. Mom allowed them to live with her under the premise that 

they would pay all the utilities and some rent, but it didn’t really work out that way. Instead, 

Mom ended up paying for everything plus some. Mom was asking me for money for groceries or 

gas (by this time she had lost her car, so it was gas for their vehicle), their utilities would be cut 

off and she would ask to come over to my house for a hot meal. I obliged for a while, but as she 

went deeper and deeper into the hole of poverty and drugs, she asked me more and more 

outrageous favors such as, “Do you want to buy food stamps? We got food from the food bank 

and we can sell the food stamps and have money to pay the electric bill.” Or “can you come take 

us to the store? Can you take the kids to school? Can you?” As she became more entangled with 

this family, I became less interested or more accurately, financially or emotionally less able to 

continue speaking with her. I have to assume that the family was also involved in drugs in some 

way. Perhaps I am wrong, but from the outside looking in, I knew that something was off. I had 

lived in relative poverty myself, and I could not understand how instead of Mom improving with 

having people around her, she seemed to be getting worse all the time. She seemed more 

incoherent, dirtier, hungrier, and more in need of money than ever before. I called the 

Department of Child and Family Services, as did my sister, concerned for the children living 

with my mother. When Mom would call me, I would ignore her calls and sometimes wouldn’t 

hear from her for weeks at a time, not until she needed something. I felt like Mom was being 

taking advantage of by the family that was living with her because before they lived with her, at 

least she seemed to be able to pay her bills most of the time. The family seemingly had control 

over her actions, her transportation, and most important to her, the ability to get her next fix. 
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However, I know Mom played a role in this just as grave as all those involved. She was an 

addict, and perhaps so were the other adults living with her. She was unwilling to seek 

professional help or admit that she had a problem. She was a women who had means, although 

they were not unending means, but she had a fixed monthly income that was healthy enough to 

afford her a relatively comfortable lifestyle. Instead, she was involved in who knows what too 

high to be aware of what was happening. The family that lived with Mom moved in during the 

summer. By fall of the next year, about fourteen months later, Mom lost everything.  

 It seems like just when you think you are going to have a break things blow up. The 

Friday before my Thanksgiving break, it was an insanely busy day. The students had “food 

project day” at school; they had researched Spanish-speaking countries and prepared traditional 

recipes from the countries to share with their classmates. I believe this is the most surface way of 

teaching students about culture, but it is fun and they always cite it as their favorite thing we do 

as a class. I work to teach students regularly to present culture in deeper and more meaningful 

ways. For example, I often ask them to compare and contrast their culture with values of Latin 

culture. Culture is complicated and individual, and simply eating tacos does not in any way 

imbue any deep understanding of Latin culture. However, students do love to eat, so we examine 

food culture more deeply by learning about eating schedules of Latin countries and searching for 

authentic ingredients and recipes of Spanish speaking countries. It had been a joyous day, 

everyone essentially waiting for the clock to tick down so we could leave and not come back for 

ten days straight. As I was finishing the dishes from the day, exhausted and eager to walk out the 

door, I get a phone call from one of Mom’s neighbors. “Oh no,” I thought. My sentiment was 

correct. The neighbor said, “Angela! I don’t know where your Mom or the people she lives with 

are, but the sheriff’s office is here with a crew and they are cleaning out your Mom’s house. All 
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her stuff is in the front yard. The sheriff wanted me to call you because the cleaning crew found 

some ashes and he felt that they might be important. The ashes are laying here to be hauled away 

by the trash collectors. Are they important? He says you have an hour to get here if you want 

them or anything else.” I sat down in shock. I knew Mom was in a bad place. I had no idea she 

was in this much trouble.  

 My reaction on the forty-minute drive to Mom’s house included tears, frustration, and 

periods of yelling at the top of my lungs, “I HATE HER!” I pulled up, and just as the neighbor 

had described, all the furniture and clothes and dishes and everything my Mom had possessed 

was piled up in the front yard. I met the sheriff, a man with kind eyes who said, “Do you know 

where your mother is?” I replied that I had tried to call her several times but got no answer. He 

showed me to where the ashes were and said, “I don’t know what they are or if you want them, 

but I just felt really bad throwing them in the trash.” I thanked him and picked them up. I 

informed him they were probably my stepdad’s. The head of the cleaning crew came outside and 

I asked if I could go in just in case there was any other important family memorabilia or items I 

needed to salvage. He asked me, “Ma’am, how long has it been since you’ve been inside?” I 

stammered, “I don’t know…(I thought for a moment)…maybe a year?” He averted his eyes and 

said, “Ma’am, there are cockroaches dropping from the ceiling onto us as we are clearing things 

out. There are bugs everywhere. There were two dogs left in the house, we had to call animal 

control to come get them. There is urine and feces everywhere, the carpet is soaked with it. We 

are wearing suits and masks the conditions are so bad. I don’t know how anyone lived in there. I 

can’t let you go in, the place is a health hazard and you probably don’t need to see how bad the 

conditions are anyway.” I thanked him, gathered up the ashes and left. His parting advice was, “I 

wouldn’t take that into your house. It might still have bugs on it or in it. I would spray it down 
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real good with bug spray then clean it real well before I ever brought it in my house.” The 

neighbors circled around me in support, offering kind words of, “we’re so sorry this happened. 

Your mom is a real nice lady and we tried to help her. We didn’t want this to happen.” Fighting 

back tears, I offered my gratitude, climbed in my car, and drove away. 

Passage 43: Rock Bottom 

 The next few weeks consisted of intermittent phone calls peppered with insults and 

accusations between me and Mom.  There were also discussions between the rest of the family 

and me about how Mom had gotten in this bad of a place. The first time after I discovered the 

truth about the eviction, Mom called me, high as usual. She tried to convince me not to worry, 

that she and the family had rented a house and she was going to continue living with them. One 

Saturday morning about three weeks later, she called me to share that they had been evicted from 

the new house they had rented, but not to worry because she had given the adults in the family 

$1,500 to put a deposit on a new place. They had dropped her off at the Jetson Inn, a shady 

locally-owned motel in our small town. She was planning to stay there until Monday or Tuesday, 

and then they were all going to move into their new place, which was even better than the old 

one. She said they had prepaid for her to stay there and she assured me she was comfortable and 

happy. All throughout this I was communicating with my sister about Mom, and with the person 

who had really been my rock through the last several years dealing with her antics, my uncle. It 

might sound strange that out of all people my Mom’s brother was a rock of support for me in 

dealing with the disaster that was my mother, but in actuality we had been each other’s rock. He 

is my mother’s youngest brother and he had assumed responsibility for my grandmother 

O’Shunn when my grandfather O’Shunn had died suddenly. Grandpa O’Shunn fell out of the 

shower the day before his 80th birthday and never got up again. My grandmother O’Shunn had 
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since been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and her condition had proved to be difficult in many 

ways. Throughout my mother’s decline and my grandmother’s, my uncle and I had formed an 

alliance. We had formed an alliance of family members who stood on the front lines of our 

matriarch’s disasters.  

 My uncle is a brave, self-made man. A man who came out as gay to his working-class, 

beer-drinking, painting, military, patriarch, racist, God-fearing, transplanted-to-the-South family 

at a young age, around nineteen years old. He left home to find himself, and he understands what 

it feels like to stand on the outside of a family looking in. He also understands that despite the 

hateful words family might hurl at you about your lifestyle or life choices at any given time, 

many of them don’t show up when the things get hard, like when mothers have to be committed 

to “behavioral health hospitals” or funeral bills need to be paid and arrangements need to be 

made. My uncle always shows up to help however he can, often taking the responsibility of 

managing and creating a plan. He shows up with resources, intelligence, and management skills 

matched by none. He and I joke that we should start a business to help families in crisis since 

collectively we have seen a rainbow of crises. In an effort to help his sister, he began researching 

rehabilitation centers for Mom. He was clear headed where I was miserable and angry, and as 

always, he got down to the business of drafting a plan. My uncle helped my sister and me 

prepare for the inevitable result of the Mom disaster while we collectively waded through a fog 

of emotions and helplessness. My sister tried to help as much as she could from Nashville where 

she lived by making countless phone calls to rehabilitation centers and keeping in touch with 

Mom, my uncle and me. We were all overwhelmed with what was happening, but we felt the 

pressure of impending disaster creeping up on us.   
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 Now back to the Jetson Inn. The timeline went like this: seven days before Thanksgiving 

Mom got evicted from her house; three weeks later, about seven days before Christmas, Mom 

called to assure me she’s okay and at the Jetson Inn. The next day, six days before Christmas, 

Mom called to ask me to come get her. I know she can’t come to my house. My uncle had found 

a rehab that we could afford. The first thing we had to do was to get Mom to admit she had a 

problem and be willing to seek and accept help so we could get her into a detoxification 

program. After the detoxification program, we would drive her directly to a 90-day program we 

had found that was run by a ministry 100 miles away in a small north Georgia town. We had 

coordinated with the rehabilitation center and they had advised us about the process and their 

program. When the time came and Mom called for help, we had to make the conditions of help 

clear to Mom. My sister, Chris (my brother in law), Tim, my uncle, Mom’s sister, my 

grandmother, and anyone else who my Mom might turn to for help were consulted and we all 

agreed upon the following conditions:  

1. She cannot live with any other family member. 

2. She must seek professional help at an inpatient rehabilitation center. 

3. She must sign over power of attorney to one of us. 

4. She must admit to having a problem that she cannot control or handle on her own. 

5. She must submit to our (my sister, my uncle, and my own) conditions of contact and 

respect the boundaries we must enforce for the safety and stability (physical and mental) 

of our families and ourselves. 

After one night at the Jetson Inn, Mom called me to come get her. My uncle and his partner had 

moved my grandmother to a senior living home close to where I live and happened to be visiting 

that day. I called them immediately after hanging up with Mom. I made excuses for Mom (as all 
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enablers do), “She can just come here, I can let her stay here tonight.” They said, “NO. We will 

meet you at the Jetson Inn.” In the meantime, Mom had called my sister in hysterics and 

threatening to kill herself. My sister was calling me, my uncles were calling me; mayhem 

ensued. I arrived at the Jetson Inn and my uncles were already waiting. They gave me a pep talk 

before going in. My uncle took my shoulders in his hands, looked me straight in the eye, and 

said, “this has got to end. Your mom needs help. Take her to the emergency room. Do not let her 

talk you into going to your house. Under absolutely no circumstance should you stop anywhere 

except at the emergency room door. Do not walk into the emergency room with her. You take 

her. Make her go there. Make it clear she is not allowed to come to your house tonight, or 

anymore until she gets help. She has threatened to kill herself. Tell her to tell the emergency 

room doctors this. Advise her she has nowhere to go. None of us will pick her up and bring her 

into our homes. Her options are to seek professional medical help or to go to a homeless shelter.”  

One of the hardest things I’ve ever done, beyond shaming my father, beyond getting 

pregnant and deciding I was going to have the baby no matter what, beyond birthing that child, 

beyond breaking bones, beyond admitting defeat to the world by divorcing my first husband, 

beyond pee balloons and Taco Bell sauce packets, beyond fighting my way through school, 

beyond facing my fears and insecurities in front of one hundred students every day, beyond 

having no heat or electricity, beyond paying with my milk, bread and eggs with WIC vouchers, 

beyond watching Danny die, beyond watching a twelve-year-old struggle through rape and 

pregnancy, beyond it all, or maybe with it all, one of the hardest things was dropping my mom 

off and not knowing if I would or could ever see her again, not knowing what she would decide. 
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Passage 44: Hope 

 Mom tried to convince me to let her come to my house to shower, but with the words of 

my family echoing in my ears, I stood strong and told her no. I dropped her off at the emergency 

room and drove away, with all the feelings of frustration and emotional exhaustion and 

unknowing that came along with that decision. I wish I could say that I hated her or blamed her 

or wanted to never see her again. This drop-off was not like the others. It was scarier because I 

drove away this time, and it was scarier because despite the dire circumstances of other times, I 

knew that this time something had to change. As much as I was able to hold onto my anger the 

other times, this time sorrow and fear were the only emotions present. The truth is, I loved her. I 

loved her and hated her at the same time. I wanted her to be okay; in fact, I needed her to be 

okay. I had needed her my whole life. Even though she wasn’t there to bake cookies, she was my 

Mom. I drove away wondering, “was she going to be okay?”  

 Mom called me at 3 a.m. and left a message. I was sleeping better than I had in the last 

few years: I knew she was at least safe for the night. I received her 3 a.m. message about 7 a.m. 

In her message she said, “Angela, they have asked me a lot of things. I am safe for the night. 

They asked me if I think that I need psychological evaluation, if I think I am an addict. I told 

them I think I am. I told them I wanted to kill myself earlier today, right before they kicked me 

out of that hotel. If they hadn't have kicked me out, I’m pretty sure I would have done it. They’re 

going to transfer me somewhere sometime tomorrow.” They transferred Mom to a behavioral 

health institute the next day, Monday. She was admitted and I didn’t hear from her for 24 hours. 

It was now four days before Christmas. The way Christmas works in our family is: Christmas 

Eve we celebrate Wigilia (pronounced Velia)-a Polish Christmas tradition that included a 13-

course meal, sharing of a blessed wafer, and exchanging presents at my in-laws. My Mother-in-
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Law decorates the most beautiful table and makes the most delicious traditional Polish foods. We 

play games, we eat, and we share the blessed wafer, a little piece at a time, and tell each person 

present how important they are to us, and what we wish for them in the coming year. We 

celebrate Christmas Day at our house. Every other year June and Dad come too, and this was 

their year to come. So, in three days I would have 20 family and friends at my home for 

Christmas dinner, and in the meantime my mom was in a mental institution. My mantra was, “it 

is okay. Mom is safe. We can make this work.” 

 I couldn’t see my mom the first day she was at the behavioral health institute. I dropped 

off underwear, changes of clothes, and toiletries at the front desk along with a note that said, 

“I’m proud of you and I love you. I’ll see you soon.” I saw her the next day, Wednesday, and she 

seemed okay. I talked to her on the phone everyday at least once, if not more. On Christmas day, 

my uncles met me at the institute. I arrived there first and signed in. When the receptionist gave 

me the visitor's sticker, she jokingly said, “make sure you don’t lose that-if you do we won’t let 

you out! HaHaHaHa….” she jeered. I thought to myself, “Awesome.” This was four days into 

Mom’s detox, and I was led through a series of doors that locked as soon as the group of five 

visitors walked through, all pressing our stickers to our shirts the entire trip to make sure they 

had adhered. When I got to the visitors’ area, it was full of people. I sat down at the only table 

that was free and observed the woman across from me at the next table complaining, “they won’t 

let us smoke, they won’t let us do anything. Last night some guy put his head through the 

window. It was crazy! He broke the window with his head! Luckily, he was the only one hurt. 

They took him to the emergency room but he’s back here today, and he has a lot of stitches.” At 

the table behind me a burly three-hundred-pound man was rocking back and forth was saying to 

his family, “Do you see that lady over there? She’s looking at me. She’s listening to me! She 
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wants something. She is making me nervous. I don’t know why she keeps looking at me. I’m so 

glad you’re here. I love you. I’m so glad you came.” (I’m not sure who the man thought was 

looking at him, but I think he might have been talking about me looking at him. I kept trying not 

to look).  

 My mom entered and hugged me as well as thanked me for being there. I gave her 

meager Christmas gifts of coloring books and markers because she had said they made her color 

during group therapy and that it helped make her calmer. She told me they were playing with her 

meds and the psychiatrist had told her she might be bipolar. She was very shaky and she told me 

that was a symptom of her body detoxing.  She had tears in her eyes as she asked about the kids 

and the family and our Christmas Day plans. My uncles came in (smashing their stickers onto 

their shirts) and we all hugged. We sat down and they laid it on the line. They told her, “Nannie, 

we all want you to get better. We’re so proud of you. Angela, Stacey, and we have come up with 

a plan for when you leave here. Can we talk about the plan? My mom looked at the three of us 

and said, “yes.” “This is the plan,” my uncle began, “you have to go to rehab. We have found a 

faith-based rehab in Draton that Angela has spoken with and we have spoken with. We have 

worked out the financials, and they are ready for you to come when you are discharged from 

here. You cannot come stay with any of us. Also, if you want us all to help you, you have to sign 

over power of attorney to Angela or to someone else in the family. We will front the money for 

the rehabilitation program, but someone besides you has to be in control of your finances so we 

know we will be paid back. We will help you however we can. We’re just so proud that you are 

here and have taken this first step.” Mom, at her best and worst at the same time, put on her 

charming smile and said, “I will do whatever you want, whatever Angela says, whatever. I know 

I need help. I know I have no place to go. I know. I’m so sorry, and I know it’s Christmas Day. 
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Ang, who is at home? Don’t you have a bunch of people coming over?” I affirmed her 

assumption, “Yes Mom, I do. Tim is doing everything. He’s cooking, he cleaned yesterday, 

we’re fine, don’t worry.” With tears in her eyes, she looked at all three of us and just said, “I’m 

so sorry. I’m so thankful. I’m so thankful for you. I’m so sorry. I love you. I love you so much. I 

love you. I’m so sorry.” We were all struggling not to have an emotionally tearful outburst, 

because this was the moment. The moment we had been waiting for. We were a collection of 

humanity: pieces of a family together in a locked-down facility for mental patients and addicts 

on Christmas Day, feeling a glimpse of hope for one of our own. For this one member of our 

clan we felt in hope for the first time in a very, very long time.  

 My uncles and I got up to leave the facility together. I had to get home and finish 

preparing a meal for a group, even though my partner assured me he had it under control. My 

Uncles were going home to their dogs and have some peace and quiet; they had been dealing 

with my grandmother and the demands of her care along with the demands of Mom’s drama. We 

all just wanted some peace, and felt like what we sought might be in our sights sooner than we 

had thought. As we were walking out, in a group of about 12 people, again the doors opening 

and closing only with keys and cards, all of us clutched our visitors badges, fearing that if we lost 

them it would be assumed by the staff that we were as crazy as the people we were visiting and 

could be trapped in this behavioral institute. We all had looks that were mixes of fear, love, and 

hope on our faces and in our hearts, and then we heard the call over the walkie-talkie of our 

escort, “Code 99! Code 99! Secure! Secure!” Trapped between two locked doors in a hallway, 

we all looked at our escort with questioning eyes. He reassured us, “Nothing to worry about here 

folks. Nothing to worry about. We’ll have you out of here in a minute.” About five minutes later, 

we were granted access to fresh air and the outside world.  
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 As my uncles and I enjoyed a moment of tears and hugs in the parking lot, we were all 

hopeful. My uncle said, “She looks so much better than she did five days ago. She has color and 

seems like she’s eaten. She is making sense when she talks. This is a major step forward. It’s 

going to get better.” I drove home in tears, wondering what I could have done differently, 

wondering what we all could have done differently. When I arrived home, I dried my tears, 

stepped out the car, and put on my “I’ve got this” face. I walked in, found out where we were on 

dinner preparations, and assisted in any way I could to get ready to feed my friends and family 

and celebrate with fun, games, good food, good drink, and quality time together.  

Closing: Distracted Again! 

 I told you when this started that my mother has an uncanny ability to know when I am 

talking about her or thinking about her. I’m trying to write about her and the phone rings. I 

ignore it. It rings again. Ignore. And again. DAMNIT! It’s her every time and I know she won’t 

give up. Finally I relent and answer. “Hey honey, what are you doing?” I sigh and say, “Mom, 

I’m trying to write.” She inquires, “Are you writing your paper? Are you still in the second 

part?” I answer, “No Mom, I’m well into the third, in fact, I think I’m almost done.” She quickly 

moves on, “That’s great honey. So...you know I had to meet with Brother Roger today about that 

girl who ran on my watch last Sunday right? Well…I was so afraid that he was going to fire me 

on the spot. I’ve seen him belittle so many people in front of others; I thought he was going to 

kick me out. But guess what? He was really kind and I’m shocked! I still have a place to live, 

and although I want to move out in July I feel so much better about being here. And guess what? 

I was supposed to go to a Bible study today but then Clara asked me to watch the house. So it 

looks like I’m a substitute house Mom still, even after that girl ran with her dealer or pimp, 

whoever he was. I just feel so bad about that. But he could have had a gun in that truck so I 
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wasn’t going to chase him and put myself or the girls in danger. You know how people on drugs 

are, and heroin was her drug of choice, so God knows what either of them was capable of. 

Anyway, they found her and she’s back in rehab, isn’t that wonderful? I’m just so thankful she is 

okay. I’m also thankful that Brother Roger was nice to me. He can be such a jerk; I really 

expected to be in big trouble. So honey, when you’re done with your paper, you have to edit it 

and then what?” I answer, “I have to write the first and last passages. I’ve written the first but it 

needs extensive revisions. I’m going to have to study a lot to finish them. I’ve been reading but I 

feel like I’ll have to do a lot more to get it right. I think they will be the hardest to write.” She 

responded, “Well honey, you are just like your Uncle Teddy. You are best in writing. It’s really 

just in the last 12 or so years you’ve been able to be verbal. You never were very verbal. 

Especially not with your anger or your hurt. You just carry it around inside. Maybe it was Tim 

that helped you figure out how to express your anger or draw boundaries. Maybe it is being a 

teacher for so many years. What do you think? You can write it out though! You’re good with 

words. It will be fantastic. I can’t wait to read it.” I thought about what Mom was saying, and I 

resented her a little for assuming my husband was the reason that I was able to write and think 

about my feelings, or the reason that I have learned to draw boundaries. Surely all my 

relationships have helped develop these skills, personal, professional and my search for 

meanings through self-study. I quickly responded, “Okay Mom, I’ve got to get back to it!” We 

hung up, and I think she’s right; it’s taken me a long time to be able to draw boundaries and lines 

in the sand in my relationships. In fact, I still haven’t mastered the practice at all. If I had I 

wouldn’t have answered her call, but for those that I love and for what I want to do, I always do. 

At least I try to. If you ask them, they might say that I answer half the time. Or 90 percent of the 

time, but 40 percent inappropriately or not in a way they need. At any rate, we’re all always a 
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work in progress. A messy, hard at it, always imperfect but always doing what we can work in 

progress. Always. 
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Postlude 3: Teaching Choices Meet a Teacher’s Life 

Teaching Our Children  

 This last section, the largest of the memoir, contains a lot of information that focuses 

largely on family, but also how personal life collides with a teaching life. The beginning of this 

section reveals my first experiences as a teacher, one who teaches in the rural South in a program 

federally funded by the United States government that is designed to give children a “Head 

Start” in their education. The second teaching position I held was as a teacher of children in a 

program that also received federal funding in an urban(esque) setting in a university town. Both 

positions challenged me to think about race and class in the context of the school system and 

larger societal system. Mrs. Ruth challenged me, “don’t look at these children colorblind. That is 

not honest or true. Be honest and true about the fact that they are Black and they are going to 

have a harder road than you have ever had.” Delpit (1995) reflects, “One of the most difficult 

tasks we face as human beings is communicating meaning across our individual differences, a 

task confounded immeasurably when we attempt to communicate across social lines, racial lines, 

cultural lines, or lines of unequal power” (p. 66). As I attempted to assimilate into my first two 

teaching positions, one as a White teacher in an all African-American classroom, and one as a 

White teacher to an all Latino classroom, I was challenged to communicate across “social lines, 

racial lines, cultural lines, and lines of unequal power” (Delpit, 1995).  

 Like many young teachers, although I had the privilege of a university education and the 

uneven experience of living with uncertainty and as part of the “underclass,” my experiences of 

living a low-class existence did not alone guarantee my success in teaching students who had 

very different backgrounds from my own. As the principal at Colin Middle School, Silvanus 

Jenkins, pointed out, “Perhaps these students need a teacher who looks more like them.” 
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However, as one who was once a teacher of Native Spanish speakers, and poor Black African-

American students, I must agree to disagree. I only taught for the Head Start program for a short 

time, but during that time I learned (with the guidance of Mrs. Ruth), that my whitewashing of 

the world was not the way that people of color live in the world. As I moved to Colin, I walked 

in thinking that I would be able to relate to students through language; only to find that my 

second language was formed through academic experience, and thus, again, whitewashed, 

whereas their language(s) were acquired naturally. At first my instinct was to “prove” them 

wrong about their own native tongue, until I realized that was not my place. How could I, an 

imposter of their language with a gringa accent, improve on the language they spoke in dreams? 

Instead, we worked toward negotiating a space in which our languages mutually benefited each 

other. Delpit advises teachers, “Not only should teachers and students who share group 

membership delight in their own cultural and linguistic history, but all teachers must revel in the 

diversity of their students and that of the world outside the classroom community” (p. 67).  

 However we worked toward mutual understanding in the classroom, outside forces of 

teaching in a stratified system came to play, particularly when teaching at Colin. Colin Middle 

School was considered to have a disadvantaged population. It was a Title One middle school, 

where the students were 76 percent African-American and 24 percent Latino, with 99 percent of 

the children receiving free or reduced lunch. Although the facility was in no way what Kozol 

(1991) writes about the facilities he visits in Savage Inequalities, I would be lying if I said that it 

wasn’t challenging to work in an environment where children were getting beat into the Latino 

gang after they got off the bus after school, or children were getting shot in their homes, or going 

to jail for various crimes. Thinking about Kozol’s (1991) Savage Inequalities and writing about 

my experience at Colin Middle School reminded me of the sadness and regret I have about my 
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time teaching there, and about where I teach now. After the experience with Patricia, I felt that I 

could not handle working in that environment for my entire career. I loved the students and my 

colleagues, but watching kids get hurt and make decisions that hurt themselves, despite my 

awareness of their reasoning and circumstance, was grueling. Knowing that only 50 percent of 

them would graduate from high school was difficult. In Kozol’s (1991) description of the 

students he works with, I see the students I taught at Colin. Kozol (1991) writes, “Eighth grade 

graduation, here as elsewhere in Chicago, is regarded as a time for celebration, much as twelfth 

grade graduation would be celebrated in the suburbs. There are parties, ball gowns, and tuxedos, 

everything that other kids would have at high school graduation” (p. 47). The students I worked 

with at Colin were English Language Learners, and many of them did not plan on attending 

school after eighth grade. Many planned on going to work with their families or returning to 

Mexico. Therefore, for the majority of the students I worked with, 8th grade was their graduation. 

 Compounding the challenges English Language Learners faced at Colin Middle School 

were the physical conditions in which they were expected to learn. Although there are many 

parts of this memoir where the “names and places have been changed to protect the guilty” 

(Lawson, 2015), the story of the rats was not one of these times. In actuality, the English 

Language Learner classrooms were located in the back of the school, the building doors were 

locked for security, and there actually were rats (okay, maybe they were mice, it is possible I did 

embellish a little), in our classrooms. The fact that our classrooms were outside, and that the 

students and teachers were literally locked out of the school building was a message to the 

English Language Learners in the school. The message said, “you are Other, you are less, and 

you and your teachers can and will be locked out of the school.” Kozol (1991) discusses even 

more deplorable conditions in our nation’s largest urban area schools. Kozol (1991) points out 
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that New York City has systems to ensure its Wall Street brokers receive any and all information 

necessary to perform their jobs in the most efficient way possible, whereas school systems 

struggle to ensure learning conditions are adequate for children. Kozol (1991) explains 

 Efficiency in educational provision for low—income children, as in health care and most 

 other elementals of existence, is secreted and doled out by our municipalities as is if it 

 were a scarce resource. Like kindness, cleanliness, and promptness of provision, it is not 

 secured by gravity of need but by the cash, skin color and class status of the applicant. (p. 

 114) 

As a teacher in the trailer in Colin Middle School, at the time I saw the injustice of separating a 

population that was already isolated by its language and culture; which is how my reaction to the 

rats in the trailer came to a head. However, it wasn’t until I began my work in my doctoral 

studies that I began to understand more fully the systematic powers at play in the challenges 

towards teaching in schools like Colin Middle School. Nowhere in my undergraduate education 

nor in my master’s program did we discuss inequality in schools and systems; to the contrary; we 

were going to save the children! We love the children! In my role now as a mentor teacher, I 

work to ask teachers and students what it means to advocate for students and for ourselves, 

beyond loving children or the subject we teach.  

 I now work in a Title One school, but I would be remiss to claim that it is diverse. 

However, the previous schools I worked in were not diverse either. Reading about the poverty 

and sadness Kozol (1991) describes, as well as how power, race, and class plays out in the public 

school system, was painful. Kozol (1991) states, “About injustice, most poor children in America 

cannot be fooled” (p. 56). This is something I find exciting about working with young people. 

Even though many have perceived injustices because of their position in society and lack of 
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power in their decisions at a young age, when it comes to issues of injustice, often their eyes are 

wide open. They can feel when injustices are imposed upon them. In my view, it is the school’s 

responsibility not only to fight for equality in funding and opportunity for students, but also to 

recognize and acknowledge on a very personal level the injustices students face and feel, and 

work with them to help them develop possibilities to overcome them. 

Teaching in Contested Space 

 My first four years in the role of teacher, I taught students of color in schools whose 

student populations were comprised of students of color. However successful or unsuccessful I 

was in navigating those spaces, the transition to teaching in a predominately a rural White school 

brought with it some culture shock for myself and my students. As I attempted to adjust to the 

norms of polite southern society, I struggled to find common ground with my colleagues’ 

viewpoints on teaching and learning as well as with the predominant norms of the space in which 

I was teaching. In contrast to teaching at Colin Middle School, teaching at Lutherville High 

School was a paradigm shift of monumental proportions. Colin is located in a university town in 

one of the two counties that consistently voted for liberals in the last four presidential elections. 

In contrast, Lutherville is located in what is known as the “red” part of Georgia, and people in 

this area show their Southern pride with pick-up trucks and by patronizing Confederate flag 

sellers.  

 The location of Lutherville High School is in the same county where the “last mass 

lynching in America” took place (Wexler, 2003). The violence of this lynching is still felt in the 

county today. Two of my colleagues, one who was born and raised in the area and another who 

married into a family that had been in the area since its establishment, have the same reaction 

when I ask them about the lynching. They say, “people don’t like to talk about that around here. 
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You better stop asking questions about that.” I am lucky enough to know both of these people 

well and so I simply ask them the question, “What do you mean?” The one who was born and 

raised in the area replies, “That lynching is the strangest thing. I’ve asked my dad about it, you 

know he worked in law enforcement for years and was always interested in that case. We’ve 

talked about it a little bit. He says no one that he has tried to interview about it will say a word.” 

My other colleague chimed in and said, “I tried to ask my partner’s grandmother about it. I asked 

her if she remembered when it happened and she turned her entire body away from me and 

ignored the question. I repeated the question, and she just kept looking away. Later my partner 

told me not to ask about it, because people are really strange about that incident around here.”  

 Lillian Smith sheds light on why people in the South, especially people like the 

grandmother asked about this particular lynching, are reluctant to discuss the history of racial 

violence in the South even today, in the year 2017. Smith (1949/1994) explains: 

 These things you knew as you knew your own name. But Southern Tradition did not 

 think it enough. One day, sometime during your childhood or adolescence, a Negro was 

 lynched in your county or the one next to yours. A human being was burned or hanged 

 from a tree and you knew it had happened. But no one publicly condemned it and always 

 the murderers went free. And afterward, maybe weeks or months or years afterward, you 

 sat casually in the drugstore with one of those murderers and drank the Coke he casually 

 paid for. A ‘nice white girl’ could do that but she would have been run out of town or 

 perhaps killed had she drunk a Coke with the young Negro doctor who was devoting his 

 life in service to his people. (p. 97-98) 

The generation that were children when the last mass lynching occurred would be the generation 

of my grandparents, which means that for my students it would be their great-grandparents’ 
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generation. Violence such as this, no matter if you are Black or White, still lives in the 

community in which I teach, and those who dare to question this are often met with resistance. 

The people who committed the “last mass lynching in America” were never discovered, and 

most likely the mystery will never be solved. Wexler (2003) finishes her book about the 

lynching,  

 When I began this project, I hoped to solve the murders, hoped for prosecution of the 

 lynchers. But now, after years of investigation, I believe we’ll never know who fired the 

 shots in the clearing. …I wonder if that unanswered question, that hole where the center 

 should be, isn’t the truest representation of race in America. (p. 267) 

 As a woman who did not grow up in the South, and one who was and still is not privy to the 

codes of silence that Smith (1949/1994) describes above, teaching in the contested space of the 

rural South brings about yet another set of challenges unique to its place, space, and history. I 

identify with Ross (2013) as she describes her drive to work, “…Two versions of the 

Confederate flag loom high to my right with their frayed edges blowing unapologetically in the 

wind. These symbols of a White supremacist social order insult my humanity as I drive to work” 

(p. 144).  Yet, I still drive to work and I still teach the children within the walls of the school 

building that reside in the county where the last mass lynching in America took place. 

 The implications this history and this place have on my teaching are insidious; they are 

far under the surface and unapparent and particularly difficult for those who were born and 

raised here to conceive exist. Many of my colleagues were born and raised in the place where 

they teach, which was evidenced in the pride the principal of Lutherville High School took in 

saluting staff members who had graduated from the same high school that now employed them. I 

have been asked by many, “how do you survive teaching in the rural South?” Teaching anywhere 
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presents its own unique set of challenges, just as my experiences at Head Start, Collins Middle 

School, and Lutherville High School demonstrate. What matters is what teachers do and how 

they ask themselves and their students to explore, poke and prod at spaces and in the experiences 

that we occupy together. Through study, I have found comfort and developed understanding by 

searching for answers to questions such as, “how can I teach in the rural South?” Reading books, 

writing, and studying are all acts that help me realize answers to this question.  

Sharing the Storied Lives We Live 

 One of the most difficult parts of writing the memoir portion of this project was sharing 

the experiences of my family. I am proud of my family and my life, even if I am not always 

proud of the decisions we have all individually made at given crossroads in our lives. I chose to 

share those stories not because I wanted to be hyper-confessional in this project, and not because 

I needed a form of therapy. (If anything, I will need it after recounting those personal 

experiences.) I chose to share not only stories of my educational experiences in the classroom, 

but also include experiences outside of the classroom, in an effort to demonstrate how all of us, 

students, teachers, administrators, humanity, live storied lives. Beech (2014) talks about the 

beginning of our education,  

 Nonetheless, the very value and belief systems, the very language that is used around us, 

 the very stories we are held to overhear, begin our implicit education—an education that 

 is either reinforced or contradicted later by the formal schooling that we encounter. (p. 3) 

I share my stories of family as a way to develop a deeper understanding of my value and belief 

systems, as well as to connect to other students and teachers. I included the stories of my 

stepfather’s death and my mother’s addiction in an effort to recount a personal experience of loss 

that many people, regardless of race, class, gender or place have experienced. As I researched 
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deeper, it became apparent that the challenge that my mother’s addiction presents my family is 

not isolated to my own family unit.  

 According to the Bosman (2017), “Public health officials have called the current opioid 

epidemic the worst drug crisis in American history, killing more than 33,000 people in 2015. 

Overdose deaths were nearly equal to the number of deaths from car crashes” (para. 3). In 

looking to understand the lives of students more deeply, it is important to shed light on a 

multitude of areas that often remain hidden. Including my mother’s struggle as seen through my 

own eyes, her daughter, and a teacher and a parent, I work to shed light on how the crisis that 

afflictions such as drug abuse cause for families. In addition to drug abuse, family members who 

suffer with mental health conditions also deeply impact family life. It is not polite to answer to 

someone who inquires about your day honestly. If someone asks, “How is your day?” the 

expected response is, “Good” or some other similar affirmation. As our students and possibly 

ourselves suffer with addiction and mental health, or as we watch them suffer alongside their 

family members, it is paramount that educators go deeper with our students than requiring 

expected, intended, and polite responses. Mental health and drug addiction are two conditions 

that are not limited to race, class, gender, or place; in reality, they are serious issues that have 

little bias in who are afflicted with the crippling and devastating effects they have on families. 

Access to proper treatment for these very serious health issues are affected by class and race, 

however, many families have had to deal with the challenges these conditions present and the 

disruptions that they cause in individual lived lives.  

 There are many points of entry and commonalities we share as human beings living in the 

world. When we step into our classrooms each day, teachers and students bring with them the 

joys and the burdens of the days and years behind them as well as their hopes for their futures. 



 

 

 

281 

Family is an integral part of the systems and experiences that compose our lives. From the time 

we are born, they shape our language, our world viewpoints, and our understandings of the world 

in which we live, far before a student ever steps into a classroom. Many times, our students walk 

into our classrooms with predetermined labels such as, “special needs,” “gifted,” “remedial.” 

These labels increase as teachers are asked to examine data of “subsets” of our students; 

“African—American,” “English Language Learner,” “Special Education,” “free and reduced 

lunch recipient.” The truth is, when it boils down to it, these labels tell us nothing about the 

children they are attached to. Just as teachers’ stories and lives are intricate and complicated, and 

the demands on teachers’ hours, work, and quality say nothing about the individuals themselves. 

I am thankful to now work with a team of teachers who are close enough to share our struggles, 

hopes, and fears about our own personal lives and the world we live in. As a result, we have also 

discussed how interesting it is that certain students (that we share) are drawn to a particular one 

of us individually because we impact them all separately while teaching them the same subject. 

Ayers (2010) discusses the importance of seeing our students and ourselves:  

 All conscientious teachers need to ask themselves what they need in order to be 

 successful with this kid and with this one and with that one. Surely knowledge of subject 

 matter and the curriculum and disciplines is an important part of the answer, and, of 

 course, knowledge about the school and its expectations. And don’t forget knowledge 

 about yourself. But no less important is knowledge about the child, and more: knowledge 

 about the contexts and circumstances of his or her life—family, community, culture, and 

 on and on—knowledge of the society and world we’re initiating youngsters into. (p. 44) 

The memoir portion of this project is an effort to not only gain knowledge about myself, but a 

larger effort to shed light on conditions of the world which not only I inhabit, but that is shared 
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with our students. My singular experience is one of a woman who grew up in the Midwest, 

moved to the South, and made a lot of mistakes and had a lot of successes. All the while I was a 

member of a family who was working class, middle class, upper class, Northern and Southern, 

male and female, gay and straight, God-fearing and God-loathing, drug-addicted and afflicted 

with mental health issues, and suffered loss and tragedy along with great joy, forgiveness and 

love along the way. In the reflection upon this singular life lived, I see in my students all the 

conditions and more than I have experienced, and I hope to work for and with them in order to 

share with them that we will all persevere. The conditions of our lives are temporary and at the 

same time fixed; however together we can work to push and pull to shape our lives into the 

visions we have for ourselves and our loved ones, as students, teachers, and citizens of this 

world, and cohabitate and support one another in this journey.  
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CHAPTER 5: OUR LIVES ARE MANIFESTOS 

 In this last chapter, I make meaning of my experience and I illustrate why my life is a 

manifesto. Building on the works of critical theorists such as (Apple, 2004; Ayers, 2004; Delpit, 

2006; Freire, 2005; hooks, 1994; Kincheloe, 2004; Kincheloe & Pinar, 1991; Kozol, 1992; and 

Watkins, 2001,2004), autobiographical studies (He, 2003, 2010; Miller, 2005; Pinar, 1994; 

Schubert & Ayers; 1990), and memoirs (Angelou, 1993; Ayers, 2001; Barrington, 2002; Karr, 

2015; Lamott, 1994; Lawson, 2015; Sedaris, 2000; Walls, 2005), I demonstrate how the 

autobiographical recounting of my life and experiences as rich, as poor, and as a teacher relate to 

curriculum, imagination, the arts, autobiography, place, class, and gender. I use memoir as 

methodology to recount passages that occurred during three distinct phases of my life: my life as 

a rich girl, my life as poor trash, and my life as a teacher. I illuminate how my personal 

experience of moving between socioeconomic classes, geographical places, and roles o 

womanhood shaped who I was and how I become who I am as a teacher. Throughout the 

experience of writing this memoir, I have realized more deeply the impacts that class, place and 

gender have on the process of becoming educated. 

 I entitled this work My Life is a Manifesto because manifestos work to uncover dominant 

power structures and to inspire the reader to think differently about the world upon the 

completion of their reading (Rich, 2005). The goals of writing this dissertation in memoir format 

align with the goals of manifestos: to work to uncover, discover and explore dominant power 

structures such as race, class, place and gender that affect the life of a teacher who is from the 

North and the South, who has been a rich White girl, poor White trash, and is now a teacher. 

Five major meanings have emerged from my dissertation inquiry: (1) My life manifests that 

class, place, gender and race help us understand who we are and how we become who we are but 
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cannot define who we are in a constantly changing and contested world. (2) My life manifests 

how education could be catalyst for greater understanding of ourselves, the power structures that 

dominate our everyday lives, and our choices in the world. My life manifests how being poor, 

being a woman, and being privileged in the United States carries a very different set of 

opportunities and challenges. My life manifests how my experience of being rich, being poor, 

and being a teacher influences the ways I learn, teach, and work against injustice in a contested 

Southern place to make a better life for my students and myself. (3) My life manifests that 

teaching is personal and political. My life manifests the importance of taking things personally 

and acting creatively to shed light on the conditions of learners, teachers, and the system of 

education. (4) As I further dive into the contradictions of my life, I have realized that writing 

one’s life is a manifesto. It takes courage to write, engenders pain to remember, and evokes 

emotion to reflect. Crafting this memoir transgresses the traditional dissertation format and 

creates possibilities for dissertation work to move beyond epistemological, disciplinary, and 

methodological boundaries to dive into life and write into contradictions. (5) My life illuminates 

that life curriculum is a manifesto constantly in the making. This memoir embodies a pedagogy 

of liberation (Shor & Friere, 1986) that illuminates the power of liberating personal narrative for 

disenfranchised and dehumanized individuals and demonstrates how personal experience affects 

the process of becoming educated as a student, a teacher, and a critically engaged member of 

society (Ayers, 2004b; Freire; 2005; Kincheloe, 1999).  

 In his speech entitled, “A Talk to Teachers” Baldwin (1963) observes, “The paradox of 

education is precisely this—that as one begins to become conscious one begins to examine the 

society in which he is being educated” (p. 1). In working through this project, I examined the 

society in which I am educated. I have realized that if educators move past looking at curriculum 
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as a prescription for our jobs and instead look toward the personal, we have an opportunity to 

improve the chances and choices in our student’s lives and in our own. As educators and 

students, we must work every day to make our own lives our manifestos. We must do as Baldwin 

(1963) describes, to become conscious and examine the society in which we are educated and in 

which are educating children. I have scribed three points to discuss the challenges that children 

and teachers who inhabit public schools in the United States face. Educators, curriculum workers 

and students, our lives and the lives of our students are our manifestos that are enacted everyday 

inside and outside of the classroom. We must be inspired in our lives to work towards a 

curriculum of hope, justice and understanding for all people of the world (Freire, 1994).  

 My life manifests that class, place, gender and race help us understand who we are and 

how we become who we are but cannot define who we are in a constantly changing and 

contested world (Meaning 1). During the events that occurred in the first section of the memoir, 

Rich Girl, I had not developed a formal understanding of what it meant to be privileged, 

materially, emotionally, by gender or sexual orientation, by class, place, or by race. As I worked 

into the second part of the memoir, in which I discuss becoming pregnant out of wedlock and a 

welfare recipient while simultaneously being a university student, I develop a deeper 

understanding of what privilege means in the context of my personal experience. This particular 

experience was not only difficult because I felt isolated from my family and friends, it was 

difficult because I felt like I had become “one of those people,” which was contrary to all I had 

been brought up and socialized to expect in my younger years. “Those people” were the problem 

with America. “Those people” made a series of bad decisions that created their circumstances; 

“those people” are solely at fault for their circumstances and the conditions in which they live 

because their condition is the result of the bad choices they make. “Those” were the people 
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politicians talked about, “those” were the people discussed in hushed tones at dinner tables 

overflowing with food, and “those people” are the stain on America and the world. “Those” were 

the people discussed when enduring teacher trainings based on books with titles such as A 

Framework for Understanding Poverty by Ruby Payne (1996). I have been through the Ruby 

Payne (1996) training twice since I have been a teacher; I have two copies of the same book as 

souvenirs. In the training, teachers are asked to examine neatly scripted checklists about how to 

be the best teacher to underprivileged students. Teachers also listen to lectures that make 

countless generalized statements about people who live in poverty. Here is one of the many 

examples Payne (1996) offers as insight to help teachers understand poverty, “Often the attitude 

in generational poverty is that society owes one a living” (p. 47). There are pages and pages of 

charts and lists that graphically organize the differences between people living in poverty, people 

living in the middle class, and people from wealthy backgrounds. Payne (1996) describes 

students living in poverty, “Fighting and physical violence are a part of poverty. People in 

poverty need to be able to defend themselves physically, or they need someone to be their 

protector” (p. 24). The author, Payne (1996) goes on, “Also, individuals in poverty are seldom 

going to call the police, for two reasons; First, the police may be looking for them…” (p. 24). 

Reading these descriptions of people who live in poverty were belittling and frustrating for me. 

The challenges of poverty cannot be reduced to neat charts for educators to analyze. As I sat 

through two different occasions in which this book was the focus of professional learning, I 

again felt the shame of being one of the “those people.” The first time I sat through the training 

was the first year of my teaching, and I was still living in an old house in the country, and less 

than a year before my daughter was on the state children’s health care plan for low income 

children. No one around me realized that I was one of “those” people.  
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 bell hooks (2000) tells us, “To be poor in the United States today is to be always at risk, 

the object of scorn and shame” (p. 45). What is most assaulting about being ‘at risk’ is when the 

poor are asked to move between the worlds of the more and less affluent; the haves and the have 

nots every day, and are subjected to the scorn and shame of not being able to afford the life they 

see reflected in the media and in the conversations they hear all around them. If you watch 

television, see commercials, listen to the radio, all of these mediums assault the mind and 

encourage consumption. However, when you are poor your means and ability to consume are 

limited. In her memoir about her childhood experiences of living with parents who suffered with 

mental illness and addiction, Walls (2005) describes seeing her mother when she is an adult, “It 

had been months since I laid eyes on Mom, and when she looked up, I was overcome with panic 

that she would see me…” She goes on to say, “I could never enjoy the room without worrying 

about Mom and Dad huddled on a sidewalk grate somewhere. I fretted about them, but I was 

embarrassed by them, too…” (p. 3-4). Living poor is an existence that is largely suffered in 

silence and the poor are often taught and often accept that the condition of poverty is their own 

fault. Their poverty is of their own making. hooks (2000) reminds us, “The hidden face of 

poverty in the United States is the untold stories of millions of poor white people” (p. 117). 

When asked to think about the poor, the average member of the middle or upper class will 

largely employ visions of disenfranchised poor African-Americans living in the inner cities of 

the United States. During the 2016 presidential election, candidate Donald Trump stated during 

an interview discussing those that live in poverty, “We have to create incentives that they 

actually do much better by working. Right now, they have a disincentive. They have an incentive 

not to work” (para. 4). This sentiment is shared by many living in the middle and upper class in 

the United States and even mirrors what workshops like Ruby Payne’s (1996) A Framework for 
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Understanding Poverty tells teachers about students who live in poverty. I cannot recount the 

countless times I have heard educators express the sentiment, “I do not want to pay for other 

people” or, as they express pity for a student living in poverty, “well, you know, their parents 

must just not care or only care about themselves.”  

 My personal experience, however, directly contradicts the idea that poor people have no 

incentive or inclination to work. I worked, as hard, if not harder, when I was poor than at any 

other time in my life. I worked doing anything I could, waiting tables was my main job, but I was 

also a full-time university student and a mother, and I worked doing odd jobs such as caring for 

other people’s children or cleaning houses or anything in between. I learned from my time as 

poor White trash that poverty is not an existence of luxury. I was not sitting around waiting for a 

government check. Instead, I was just thankful to feed my child from the meager allowances of 

WIC and my earnings and weekly budget for groceries. I never felt proud or entitled; in contrast, 

I felt thankful for what I had and ashamed for what I did not. I was privileged to know there were 

other stations and other ways to live; other people do not have this luxury. Ensconced in the title 

of “Poor White Trash” is the abject reality: it is to be disposable, to be inconsequential, to be 

ugly, to be at the mercy of the systems of our lives, to be less, to have less—to be TRASH. This 

shapes our dreams, our chances, and our places in this world. 

 Throughout the experiences of living privileged and living poor in the United States, I 

have worked to take the biggest picture possible. I have pursued the study of a language that is 

not my own; I have pursued passing through multiple spaces, places, and classes. I have 

pondered the limits and limitations of places, I have longed for a place where I belong while I 

tried to create one in which I fit. It is always a disjointed effort; I can’t quite seem to master 

exactly where my place is, and it is an effort that I witness my students struggling to understand 
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as they move from their lives in the public school and grapple with what their lives do will look 

like after public school. Is it natural to be rooted in a place? For many, I think it is, for others, we 

seem to always keep searching for that place. Even those who seem firmly rooted in a place due 

to family, land, or perhaps a mixture of the two seem to be always grappling with the confines of 

their place while simultaneously insisting on the comfort and joy their rootedness provides.  

 As I think on this, and about our students who we work with to help them understand 

who they were and how they become who they are, I think about a recent podcast I listened to, 

called S Town (Reed, 2017). The podcast is called S Town; the s stands for shit, as in Shit Town. 

It is about a man named John and his struggles with understanding himself in the context of his 

place. John was from a small town in Alabama, and he calls the host of the podcast to ask him to 

investigate a possible murder in his small town. What begins as a murder investigation changes 

very quickly into an investigation of the life of the original caller, John B. McLemore. John B. 

McLemore is a horologist and a skilled craftsman and tradesman who restores antique clocks. He 

lives in the home where he was raised with his mother, which was also the home of his 

grandparents. John B. McLemore sounds like many of the students in my classes. He is White, 

lives on land in the house that belonged to his grandparents, and he is from a small rural 

community in the South. McLemore’s struggles are mirrored in my students, and he reminds me 

of the pride of the principal of Luthersville High School as he demonstrated how many teachers 

had graduated from the very high school where they now teach. Throughout the podcast, you 

consistently hear John B. McLemore searching for answers about what his home means to him 

and his identity, and you also hear him struggle with his feelings of being tied to his place. 

During the show the host explores the subject’s relation to his place, his family, and his life’s 

work. McLemore says to the host of the show: 
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 When I think about the end of my own existence I take the biggest possible picture. I 

 don’t just look at myself as a forty-nine-year-old semi-homosexual atheist living in a shit 

 town full of Baptists in buttfucksville, Alabama; I look at myself as a citizen of the 

 world. (Reed, 2017)  

Just as John B. McLemore takes the biggest picture possible, we all need to take the biggest 

picture possible when looking at our lives and the lives of our students. Although McLemore’s 

story mirrors the story of many of my students; I must remember that it is not their story, because 

they are individuals, and their stories are singular. Throughout the memoir I share the stories of 

one lived life, and as I stand at the end of the dissertation, I realize that all of the memoires 

contained within this writing are small yet large. Every one of us lays our head down in a place 

and wakes up in that place, wakes up with our geographical locations and our class and race and 

gender still imprinted on our physical bodies and on our psyches. All these imprints are socially 

constructed constraints that mold our spaces, our work, our relationships, and our possibilities. 

Sometimes we become ensconced in what we might perceive as limitations, sometimes we 

project our limitations onto our students or let these limitations dictate our possibilities for 

ourselves. We need to work to be aware of our limitations and also work to move beyond them 

in our daily lives and teaching work. As John B. McLemore said, we need to “take the biggest 

picture possible.” 

 My life manifests that education could be catalyst for greater understanding of ourselves, 

the power structures that dominate our everyday lives, and our choices in the world (Meaning 

2). My life manifests how being poor, being a woman, and being privileged in the United States 

carries a very different set of opportunities and challenges. My life manifests how my experience 

of being rich, being poor, and being a teacher influences the ways I learn, teach, and work 



 

 

 

291 

against injustice in a contested Southern place to make a better life for my students and myself. 

Education should not leave the student feeling lacking. Yes, there is always more to learn. Yes, 

there are acceptable ways to express oneself; there are acceptable ways to express ideas. Yes, 

there is a difference between well-informed, well-formed thought and random, tired, frustrated 

thoughts that are expressed from places of disquiet and misunderstanding. However, education 

is, or should be, the process of working though the latter in order to come to the former. Palmer 

writes about teachers, “When I ask teachers to name the biggest obstacle to good teaching, the 

answer I most often hear is, ‘my students” (p. 40). As I expressed in the last part of the memoir 

entitled “Teacher,” I often hear teachers discussing failures and expressing negative attitudes 

towards students. It is difficult to listen to teachers discussing their prejudices towards students 

who live in poverty, students that are not from the same geographical location as them, students 

with special needs, and students of color. It is natural for teachers to feel frustrated with people; 

teachers interact with countless numbers of students, parents, administrators, colleagues and 

community members each day. However, we must remember the moment we start blaming our 

students; we disconnect and disengage. Ayers (2004a) reminds us of our ethical commitments in 

the act of teaching; 

 We do not exploit or humiliate them; we resist especially the institutional working that 

 reduce or erase them, for we are on their side. We create in our classrooms an 

 understanding of the inestimable, irreducible value of each human life, and a sense that 

 each has the unique capacity to choose, to shape, and in concert with others to create 

 reality (p. 164).  

As we stand in front of our students every day, remember that we must stand with them. We 

were once in their position and they are our children; too soon they will be us, yet always we will 
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all be ourselves. Just like I have shared my story with you, encourage them to share theirs with 

you. Share your own story as well, so they know that you are human, even though you may look 

different, come from a different place, or be a different gender, race, class, or sexual orientation 

than they are. Do not let these circumstances divide you. Encourage them to unite together in 

their uniqueness and their sameness; search for common ground. There is always a common 

ground; remember, we all need to take the biggest picture possible.  

 Wake up every day refreshed and know that you have the potential to make a difference 

in the life of a young person. For many of you, that is why you decided to become a teacher. 

However, do not stop at this simple explanation of your act. Teaching requires kindness and 

understanding, awareness, thoughtfulness, and intention. It also requires you to search and 

stretch. If you do not search and stretch, how can you ask your students to perform this act? 

Search for meaning and understanding of the complex systems of our lives; stretch beyond your 

comfort zone and be willing to try new things and have new experiences. In the memoir, I 

discuss Mrs. Ruth’s advice to me, “Do not look at these children colorblind.” Resist the urge to 

sex, class, race and place your students—the world works hard enough to do that to them 

already. I couple that with the words of Dr. Martin Luther King (1963/1994) in his own 

manifesto, “Go back to Mississippi; go back to Alabama; go back to South Carolina; go back to 

Georgia; go back to Louisiana; go back to the slums and the ghettos of the northern cities, 

knowing that somehow this situation can, and will be changed” (p. 104). Of course, Dr. King 

(1963/1994) was discussing the situation of segregation and the unequal conditions in which 

African-Americans lived when he gave his iconic speech I Have a Dream in 1963. However, just 

as there have been unjust conditions for African-Americans throughout our history, there are still 

unjust conditions today. Therefore, I expand Dr. King’s (1963/194) call to educators and say: Go 
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back to the schoolhouse. Go back and know that situations of injustice and inequality can and 

will be changed. Be inspired to share this belief with your students; and inspire them to believe 

that justice is achievable. It is easy to become disillusioned. There is the daily struggle of 

planning, grading, attending meetings, calling parents, waking up early, and going to bed late, 

fulfilling your duties as a teacher to the best of your ability and trying to fulfill the duties we all 

have in our home lives to the best of our ability. Some days are better than others. Keep 

struggling. Keep moving. Keep searching. Model for your students that you “Demand the 

Impossible” (Ayers, 2016) and ask no less of them, as they are capable. So are you.  

 Boggs (2012) discusses in her book, The Next American Revolution, the importance of 

working within community to build a better world for all. Boggs (2012) calls on us, “What we 

urgently need are impassioned discussions everywhere, in groups small and large, where people 

from all walks of life are not only talking but also listening to one another” (p. 52). The 

schoolhouse is a place where people come together. Even when students look different or the 

same or come from similar or different neighborhoods and existences, there is difference in each 

and every one of their stories. There is also common ground in our stories. In the memoir I 

painted a picture of the multiplicity of experiences ensconced in one human experience; these are 

places where we can start. Schools are places where we can start modeling impassioned 

discussion, a place to model talking and listening to one another. Go back to the schoolhouse, 

teachers. Go back and commit to yourselves, your students, your community and your world and 

work to create educational experiences that enrich and develop our understandings of who we 

are, what we are doing, how we are connected to each other, how we can improve our conditions 

and the conditions of others, and where we could possibly go from here.  
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 The genre of manifesto is one that is widely varied: there are political manifestos, 

manifestos that are art, commercials, speeches and documents. In an effort to develop a better 

understanding of the genre of manifesto, I read one of the most famous manifestos ever written, 

The Communist Manifesto by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (1888/2005). I read through the 

masterpiece that explores the history of the rise of capitalism, and as a teacher and part of the 

working class, its assessments of the struggles of living in a capitalist society still ring true. As 

they discuss the occupations of the working class, they observe, “The bourgeoisie has stripped of 

its halo every occupation hitherto honored and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted 

the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, and the man of science into its paid wage laborers” 

(p. 32). I would add to that list: the teacher. The act of stripping away the teacher’s freedom in 

her curricular choices and replacing her with computers, scripted curricula, and mandated tests to 

assure that she is performing her job devalues her skills and experience as a professional. A 

teacher’s job description is often reduced to disseminator of information, and the system has 

transformed teacher focus from students to test scores, which has resulted in the dehumanizing of 

the profession. Teaching is a human act, after all. It would not exist without the interactions of 

human beings day in and day out of school, searching for understandings about their world. 

Today, society often reduces the act of teaching and learning to acts of paid wage laborers. As 

educators, we must always keep our eyes wide open; we must always resist looking at our craft 

and ourselves as one of paid wage laborers. We must do this by constantly paying attention and 

struggling in the systems that employ us. We must work for, in, and most importantly, against 

them. We have the unique opportunity to resist reducing education to an act to be completed as a 

means to earn a wage; we must push beyond this ideal and work towards education as an act of 

freedom for our students and ourselves. Ayers (2004b) tells educators, “Engagement, 
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thoughtfulness, connectedness, valuing youngsters as three-dimensional beings with their own 

hopes, dreams, and capacities to build on—these are the basics in teaching toward democracy 

and justice and care” (p. 18). Although the powers that be might want to reduce the teaching 

craft to one that serves the economic interests of the elite, we must remember Friere’s (2005) 

wisdom, “Education as the exercise of domination stimulates the credulity of students, with the 

ideological intent (often not perceived by educators) of indoctrinating them to adapt to the world 

of oppression” (p. 78). We must work to make our own lives our manifestos that constantly 

strive to become aware of this world of oppression and perceive it; we must work towards 

revealing to students there is a possibility beyond where we now stand; we must work to resist 

the world of oppression and work together to all become more wholly full and aware of our 

human condition.  

 In his manifesto, Demand the Impossible: A Radical Manifesto, Ayers (2016) asks his 

readers to demand the impossible and break open and away from the idea that our conditions in 

this world are unchangeable. Ayers (2016) writes:  

 Our common task is to face one another authentically and without masks, to tell our 

 complex and various stories candidly, to break the suffocating stranglehold of common 

 sense. ‘What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?’ asked the poet 

 Muriel Rukeyser. ‘The world would split open.’ This is a call to go to the root, to 

 question and seek evidence and to find alternatives, to speak our truths and join together 

 in the business of splitting the world wide open once more. (p. 22) 

I am one woman who told the truth about my life. I did it in an effort to do what Ayers (2016) 

asks of teachers, “to go to the root, to question and seek evidence, and to find alternatives” (p. 

22). I have search for the possibility of moving meaningfully in and beyond one’s place, one’s 
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class, and one’s gender in order to develop a more fully informed understanding of our world 

and to be conscious and examine the society in which we are being educated. Go back to the 

schoolhouse teachers, and make a commitment to work for justice and understanding of our 

world.  

 My life manifests that teaching is personal and political (Meaning 3). My life manifests 

the importance of taking things personally and acting creatively to shed light on the conditions of 

learners, teachers, and the system of education. In the introduction to his book Teaching the 

Personal and the Political, Ayers (2004b) discusses teaching as an ethical enterprise. Ayers 

(2004b) poses that in the act of teaching educators must keep their eyes open to their students 

and work to understand themselves in order to be intentional in their teaching choices (p. 11). 

Ayers (2004b) says, “Teaching as an ethical enterprise is teaching that arouses students, engages 

them in a quest to identify obstacles to their full humanity and the life chances of others, to their 

freedom, and then to drive, to move against those obstacles” (p. 13). As we look at our students 

we must also look at ourselves and look towards our world with a critical eye, always asking 

ourselves, “What do I stand for? What limits my freedom, my full humanity? What limits the 

freedom of people in this world?” We must ponder these questions daily and pose them to our 

students. Then we must move against these limits with intentionality in our practice, always 

returning to these questions as our world and our circumstances change. We must command 

knowledge of the subject we teach; we must also command knowledge of our world and what 

limits our full humanity in the world. We are living in a precarious time in the history of our 

democracy. Recently we elected Donald J. Trump to the office of President of the United States. 

In response to him taking office, millions of people around the world rallied in the streets and 

continue to rally to voice their concerns about our new president’s policies regarding class, 
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women, race, education, health care, immigration, and many other social concerns. Millstein 

(2017) shares estimates of the turnout of the women’s marches around the United States and 

writes, “…they collectively drew between 3.3 million and 4.6 million people. That’s more than 

the populations of Iowa—and 21 other U.S. States, according to census data” (para. 5). In 

addition to the Women’s March, there have been and continue to be protests in response to the 

policies of the new administration. When the Muslim travel ban was signed, an executive order 

banning travel from seven predominately Muslim countries, thousands of protesters rallied in 

airports and marched in cities across the United States and the world (Gambino, Siddiqui, Owen, 

Helmore, 2017). Even Earth Day, April 22, 2017, thousands marched in the streets to support 

science (Fleur, 2017).  

 Just as personal experiences affect our views on the world and education, the current 

political climate in the United States is impacting the classroom in ways I have not seen in the 

past fifteen years of teaching. The morning after the 2016 presidential election, my father sent 

my sister and I the following email: 

 Ang/Stacey - I'm as shocked as you are about the election. I actually texted Stacey and 

 said I hoped Trump won FL but lost the election. 

 Don't do anything stupid like move to Canada or something—I know you wouldn't 

 anyway. 

 Love you both and it will be Okay. Ang - watch your blood pressure!! 

My sister, who is an elementary school teacher, responded: 

 There were kids crying today in the cafeteria. Especially children who are  immigrants—

 we have a large population of Asian and Hispanic students. They are afraid. They are 

 scared that the president will send them back to their countries and away from their 
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 families and friends. There were groups of children that were asking why the bully 

 won. "How can somebody that says mean things be  president?" He says mean things. 

 Mean people shouldn't win." Today is a sad day. I am staring at the future of our country. 

 They are sad and afraid. So am I.  Love you too.  

I responded and shared my experience with them both: 

 I had a similar experience today—I walked in and 3 boys in my class were 

 chanting "Trump, Trump, Trump, Trump..." three Latina girls in the class got up & 

 walked out. The only Latino who is a boy, a Dominican, and who is good friends with the 

 chanting boys had his earphones in and his head down. The chanting boys don't know 

 that one of the girls who walked out is an undocumented immigrant—brought here when 

 she was 2. Another girl’s mom is undocumented. The third girl has an older sister that is 

 undocumented. When the pledge of allegiance came on no one of color in the room stood 

 up—instead they put their heads down. It was messed up and sad. These kids—the boys 

 chanting, the girls, everyone else—they are classmates and friends. Most of them have 

 known each other since they were 5 years old. They all wanted to talk about the election 

 but the staff was instructed not to allow political discussions about the presidential 

 election occur in our classrooms. Since emotions were high among students and they all 

 needed to say something, instead of saying things out loud they wrote their reactions to 

 the election. I wrote back to all the students, my own little way of letting them know that 

 their teacher is on their side and that she is listening to them. We will just keep our heads 

 up!  (I am not completely ruling out a move to Canada;).  

 Love you all, 

 Angela 
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The personal experiences that my sister and I share are mirrored in reports about the impact of 

the 2016 Presidential election on school children and teachers. Costello (2017) reports what is 

being observed in schools, “(67 percent) of educators reported that young people in their 

schools—most often immigrants, children of immigrants, Muslims, African-Americans and other 

students of color—had expressed concern about what might happen to them or their families 

after the election” (p. 8). As we continue to walk into our classrooms and teach every day, we 

must remember the importance of developing a deep understanding of our students’ lives and 

circumstances, as well as a deep understanding of the power structures at play in our lives and 

the lives of our students. The impacts of all work in tandem and if we do not recognize our 

privilege as educators, we cannot stand fully with our students. Regardless of where we stand 

politically, we need to be able to comfort our students and ensure them that first and foremost, 

we stand in solidarity with them.  

 To many, President Trump is a product of everything that divides this country and our 

world. When reviewing Trump’s comments on women, immigration, poverty, and race, and 

coupling these comments with the people he has surrounded himself with in the White House, it 

is easy to see that gender, class and place still largely divide America. Trump was recorded 

saying, “Just kiss. I don’t even wait, and when you’re a star they let you do it. You can do 

anything...Grab them by the p—y. You can do anything” (Trump as cited in Marcus, 2016). Yet, 

women still voted for Trump. Despite what the numbers of the women’s marches might show, 

large amounts of women voted for a man who thinks it is acceptable to “Grab them by the p—y.” 

According to Ely and Roberts (2016), “He [Trump] received the strongest support from White 

women without college degrees, 62 percent of whom voted for him” (para. 3). In light of 

Trump’s well-publicized comments about women, one might expect that women with higher 
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education voted for a candidate other than Trump. However, Ely and Roberts (2016) report, “The 

second largest contingent of women supporting Trump was White women with college degrees. 

Forty-five percent of them voted for him” (para. 4). These numbers are confusing because even 

though they show that many women voted for Trump, millions of others marched in the streets 

when he was inaugurated.  

 Any discussion of the 2016 presidential election would be incomplete without what the 

media often reports as Trump’s base voter: working class White Americans. However, if you dig 

deeper, the case is, as it always is, more complicated than it appears. Many in the United States 

believe that working class people are uneducated and unable to make informed decisions about 

their lives and the world that they live in and want for their children. Sarah Smarsh (2016) wrote 

an article entitled “Dangerous Idiots: How the Liberal Media Elite Failed Working-Class 

Americans.” In her article, she makes the case that the media reinforces the idea that the average 

Trump supporter is White, uneducated, and prejudiced. Smarsh (2016) discusses numbers, 

“Earlier this year, primary exit polls revealed that Trump voters were, in fact, more affluent than 

most Americans.” She continues, “In January, political scientist Matthew MacWilliams reported 

findings that a penchant for authoritarianism—not income, education, gender, age, or race—

predicted Trump support” (para. 8). Although popular opinion and media coverage might 

simplify the average Trump supporter, we must work to complicate and contest the idea that 

one’s place, class or gender predetermines one’s political views and one’s understanding of their 

world. Smarsh (2016) proposes a way to challenge the media’s depiction of the White working 

class, “We don’t need their analysis, and we don’t need their tears. What we need is to have our 

stories told, preferably by someone who can walk into a factory without his own guilt fogging 

his glasses” (para. 16).  
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 Reading Smarsh’s (2016) work speaks to me not only in the context of the media, but 

also in the context of teaching and learning in the public school system today. Students need 

teachers who can walk into the classroom without their own guilt fogging their glasses. They 

need teachers who are critical, coconscious, informed, and always searching for understanding of 

our world beyond what is easily packaged and delivered to them during professional 

development and teacher education programs. They need teachers who are willing to go beyond 

the focus of their own specific subjects and who are willing to broach subjects and work to better 

understand the human condition and how to improve conditions for all. They need teachers who 

work to do this every day, and they need teachers who impart on them the value of learning 

morally and ethically in order to move towards a more just world for all. They need teachers who 

inspire them to critically question their world and the power structures within it that limit 

chances, choices, and hopes for everyone. 

 Being a member of the working poor in the United States limits one’s chances to change 

to question their life, their world, and their place. When they write about poor White trash, 

Newitz and Wray (1997) observe, “Americans love to hate the poor” (p. 1). As I wrote this 

memoir, I realized more clearly the consequences and experiences of moving from materially 

privileged to what society would deem as the working poor, or even “poor White trash.” I wrote 

about these deeply personal experiences in order to share that teaching lives are not limited to 

our classrooms, just as student lives are not limited to our classrooms. In contrast, our classrooms 

are a small part of the everyday world we all work through. When we walk into our classrooms 

as teachers and students, we bring our experiences with us and leave with our experiences, and 

what we do in the time we are together has the possibility to shape our understandings of our 
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world, our identities and place in the world, and help make sense of both the personal and the 

academic. 

 The 2016 presidential election is one example of how the outside world affects teaching 

lives and the student lives. Looking to our world with a critical eye helps educators be aware of 

the social conditions our students navigate each day. Understanding more deeply the social 

conditions our students navigate uncovers reasons our students are entering our classrooms 

scared and confused. The 2016 presidential election also provides a multitude of examples about 

how we live in a world that is raced, classed, placed, gendered, and sexualized. We must be 

willing to examine ourselves as human beings and then connect our examinations to the world 

we live in collectively as human beings. We must do what Baldwin (1963) asks and “begin to 

examine the society in which we are being educated” (pg. 1). We must question the world for 

ourselves and with our students; we must model questioning and critique; we must ask them to 

question their world and themselves in order for us all to continue in this process of education. 

 As I described in the introductory chapter, autobiographical research works from the 

inside out and asks the researcher to make connections between their own experiences and what 

they learn and study in order to uncover deeper meanings of the storied lives we live. Educators 

ask students every day to engage in material that often feels disconnected from student lives and 

disconnected from teaching lives. It is not enough to ask our students to listen to us and engage 

with us, we must also encourage in them a passion for learning for themselves. Kohn (2004) asks 

the question, What does it mean to be well educated? Kohn (2004) tells us, “Dewey reminded us 

that the goal of education is more education. To be well educated, then, is to have the desire as 

well as the means to make sure that learning never ends” (p. 10). Such is our goal with students 

and ourselves, to create space and inspire desire for learning to never end. In order to work 
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towards creating this space, we must start with the personal. We must search for answers to the 

question, “What motivates Maria or Trey to learn?” or “What life awaits Maria or Trey when 

they go home?” or “What do Maria and Trey share with me, their teacher, about their lives, their 

experiences, and their understanding of the world?” When we start here, with the personal and 

with the individual, our world and minds open instead of close. Palmer (2007) reminds us 

“Behind the critic’s comment is a trained incapacity to see that heart and mind work as one in 

our students and in ourselves. They cannot be treated separately, one by the professor, the other 

by the therapist” (p. 66). As much as we try to make the work of the mind separate from the 

work of the heart, our teaching and learning experiences are filtered through the paradox that 

Palmer (2007) discusses. Our education, what we hear and learn, is filtered through our 

experiences; we cannot separate them. Even though we might think of education as a list of facts 

or information to be memorized, in contrast, it should aim towards working to understand our 

bodies and minds in the world and how we can make our lives and the lives of others as 

meaningful as possible.  

 In autobiographical research lies the potential for uncovering how class, gender and place 

play roles in the lives of researchers, teachers, and students. Uncovering understandings arms 

teachers with the ability to move back into the classroom and work with students to ask them to 

begin with their own stories in an effort to develop deeper understanding of the curriculums of 

their lives. In her article about the autobiographical narrative approach for educational research, 

Hamden (2012) makes the case that autobiographical research gives voice to researchers and 

sheds light on stories that can inform curriculum workers about the worlds of their students. 

Hamden (2012) states, “I argue that [personal narrative] is a significant form of knowledge 

because it provides an insider account and analysis of weaved power structures that an outsider 
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cannot dismantle” (p. 587). She continues, “Through exploring others’ narratives, one can 

deconstruct myths about unfamiliar terrain and explore alternative readings” (p. 600). For our 

students and ourselves we must identify the power structures of our lives and society and listen 

to each other in an effort to dismantle structures that limit people’s ability to live with dignity in 

this world.  

 In the memoir, I worked to shed light about what it means to be a White woman teacher 

in the South who was raised in the North; who has been a member of the upper/middle class, 

working class, and low class. I was a poor White trash university student living life in between 

poverty and privilege. All of these layers complicate the images of Teachers and students sitting 

in public school classroom and University classrooms today. If you are a teacher, I encourage 

you to wonder about your students, “What are their circumstances, their experiences, their 

stories?” I encourage you to ask them these questions and engage with them as they answer your 

questions. Don’t seek what is simply the right or wrong answer; move beyond. Beyond is where 

learning becomes personal meaning. Personal meaning can then move outward and develop into 

deeper understanding of the why and the how, and what we are learning about and who we are 

learning for.  

 Every year, my sister attends a teacher training retreat that her school does in the summer 

before the beginning of each new school year. This last summer, she returned and told me that 

she had the most amazing experience and training she had ever had at any conference, school 

training session, or previous retreat. I asked, “Why was it so great?” She said, “Angela, we 

started the first day doing an exercise I think the organizers thought would only last for the 

afternoon, but it ended up lasting for the entire retreat. We each had to stand up and tell the story 

of our lives. At first I thought people would hold back and be sterile in the descriptions of their 
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lives. They did not. They got personal. There is this one woman in particular; whom I always 

thought was difficult to deal with. After hearing her story, I now understand why she seems 

difficult to deal with sometimes. She has had a hard life full of personal triumph and tragedy. I 

learned that we all have. Now when I go to work I don’t just look at my colleagues as someone 

who I have to work with. I feel like I know them and they know me, and that we are all there for 

the purpose of working with students and working towards providing them the best education 

and opportunities available.” My sister went on about how important, meaningful, and moving 

the exercise was, and how she was going to try it with her students in her classroom.  

 What would happen if we asked our students to share themselves with each other and if 

we share ourselves with them? What does it change? What potential does it have for developing 

greater understanding about each other and our world? I was watching a show called Habla Ya 

(2008), and one particular story by a woman named Irma struck me. She said (and this is 

condensed version that is partially translated),  

 Where does the American phrase come from ‘don’t take it personally?’ …What do you 

 think, that I am a machine or a robot without thoughts and feelings? …[Americans say] 

 ‘Oh you Latin people, you take everything so personal.’ If you tell me that my accent is 

 too thick to do a particular news story, or that I am too this or that, you are not doing this 

 to the neighbor in front of me; you are doing it to me. If I express my emotions it is 

 because I am a human being. What you do to a person, you do it personally, so the person 

 is going to take it personally so please get you act together and stop saying nonsense. 

 (HBO) 

Irma’s litany about “taking it personally” reminded me of the movie Erin Brockovich (2000). 

After working hard to gather evidence in a lawsuit, the main character [Erin’s] boss sets up a 
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meeting with an outside law firm and neglects to invite Erin. Erin shows up to the meeting and 

says to her boss when he advises her that it is business, not personal, “Not personal! That is my 

work, my sweat, and my time away from my kids! If that is not personal, I don’t know what is!” 

I offer these examples and comments about the personal and the idea of “not taking it 

personally” to remind you that all of us need to TAKE IT PERSONALLY. When we face our 

students and they face us, we must be personal. When we see injustice in this world, we must 

take it personally. When think about how we interact, present information, and what we expect 

from our students’ day in and out, we must take it personally—and encourage them to take it 

personally too.  

 Making it personal can start with the personal stories of our lives. These stories can be 

used as a springboard to connect the personal to the academic. I mentioned in the analysis of the 

third section that the county in Georgia where I teach was the sight of the last mass lynching in 

the United States (Wexler, 2003). Yet, many of my students are unaware of this as they drive by 

the site that this tragic historic event took place. If the curriculum asked students to learn about 

this incident and investigate it in conjunction with the historical events occurring around the 

United States at the time, perhaps history would move from the abstract list of dates and 

presidents to the personal. The story of this lynching impacted the life of the people who live in 

the same place my students now live. Perhaps the lynching impacted their parents or 

grandparents’ lives. Asking students to share their stories with you and with each other, and 

tying content to personal places and spaces are just two small examples of how we can “make it 

personal.” When we take something personally it becomes a part of us and we derive greater 

meaning from it; it uncovers what was previously masked. Taking it personally means we 

develop a passion for our craft that extends to a passion to search for understanding of each 
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other, the world we share, and how we move in it. Taking it personally means that injustice does 

not roll off our backs, instead, we stand up for justice. Taking it personally means that we put our 

sweat and our time away from our loved ones into meaningful work that means something to us 

and to those we work with. Take it personal, educators. Take it personal, administrators. Take it 

personal, students. Take it personal, lawmakers. Take it personal, parents. Take it personal, 

curriculum workers. Take it personal, researchers. Take it all personally. Take it personally and 

make it personal, and then work to make the conditions of your education and your world 

meaningful for yourself. Work and take a stand against injustice, against isolation of the 

conditions in which we live, and in favor of making the world better for all those around you. 

Taking things personally is much more difficult than viewing the work of a teacher as labor that 

is neatly scripted and controlled.  

As I further dive into the contradictions of my life, I have realized that writing one’s life 

is a manifesto (Meaning 4). It takes courage to write, engenders pain to remember, and evokes 

emotion to reflect. Crafting this memoir transgresses the traditional dissertation format and 

creates possibilities for dissertation work to move beyond epistemological, disciplinary, and 

methodological boundaries to dive into life and write into contradictions. 

However, without examining where we have been, how can we know where we want to 

go? In order to be intentional in our life, in our choices, and in our practice, we must reflect upon 

the situations that we have experienced and that have brought us to the moments we are in now 

and the persons we are today. In the process of writing this memoir, I became more fully aware 

of my experience in light of the person I am today. It makes me think more intentionally about 

my teaching choices and teaching acts. When I look at my students, I work to find commonality 

with them. I work in my practice to create a space of kinship, kindness, joy, acceptance, hope, 
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and possibility. Writing one’s life makes one examine the complexity of each individual story. 

Writing one’s life helps place one’s life experiences in the context of greater social issues. 

Examples of this are Lillian Smith (1949/1994), who uses her writing as a White woman raised 

in the south to shed light on the issue of race, Whiteness and southern femininity. Another, more 

modern example is Lawson (2015), who shares her stories in order to make sense for herself her 

struggles with mental health. Yet another is one that is commonly taught in the high school 

curriculum today, Night, by Wiesel (1972/2006), who recounts his childhood in concentration 

camps in the contexts of the atrocities committed by Nazi’s against Jewish people during World 

War II. Yet another is the work of curriculum theorists such as bell hooks (1996), who recounts 

her personal stories and weaves them together with theoretical connections about the 

implications of class, race and gender. In her writing, Walls (2005) explores themes of addiction, 

addiction recovery, mental illness and poverty. All of these life stories are manifestos, they are 

aimed at uncovering and they are targeted against power structures such as neoliberalism, 

institutional racism, and patriarchy and poverty.  

 Teachers don’t necessarily need to pen their memoir, however they do need to write 

about, reflect on, share, challenge, and consider their own stories. Karr (2015) says, “For 

everybody has a past, and every past spawns fierce and fiery emotions about what it means. 

Nobody can be autonomous in making choices today unless she grasps how she’s being 

internally yanked around by stuff that came before” (p. xxiii). We as educators owe it to 

ourselves and are students to examine our stories in order to free us from stuff that came before. 

Write your life and reflect on it, examine it, make it a daily practice to think about your 

experience, your community, and your world. Let this practice inform your teaching practice and 

let it make you more intentional in the classroom and in your interactions with students. Ayers 
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(2004b) says, “Another basic challenge to teacher is to stay wide awake to the world, to the 

concentric circles of context in which we live and work. Teachers must know and care about 

aspects of our shared life—our calling is to shepherd and enable the callings of others” (p. 4). 

Write your life and think about what you stand for when you stand in front of students. Ask 

yourself the hard questions such as, “What makes people feel oppressed? What limits people’s 

freedoms? What has limited or continues to limit mine? What limits my students?” The answers 

will be different for every one, but it is important to examine them so that we can write our lives 

as our manifestos and enact what we stand for as we move through the world with intention. 

 Writing my own life as my manifesto makes me think about what I stand for inside and 

outside of the classroom every day. It makes me think about injustice in the world. It makes me 

think about how hard it is to overcome or move through obstacles and how we must not let 

obstacles and labels define us. It makes me think that I need to work in my teaching and learning 

to help students overcome their obstacles. It makes me think about how hard it is to make 

mistakes and own up to the consequences and take action when action you are unhappy in life. It 

makes me think about how hard it is to watch someone you love die, how hard it is to experience 

loss. It makes me think about how hard it is to experience and admit failure. It makes me think 

about how hard it is when someone you love is an addict. It makes me think about how hard it is 

when you do not feel supported by your family, or perhaps you do not have one. It makes me 

think about how sometimes when you do not know where you are going, life will show you the 

way if you are willing to take chances. It makes me think about the challenges of parenting. It 

makes me think about the students at Colin and how they impacted my life and my teaching. It 

makes me think about living in poverty and living in privilege and what that means for people 

and their perspectives on the world. When I walk into the classroom today, I look at the people 



 

 

 

310 

inside it and wonder about the circumstances of their lives. Writing my life has helped me think 

about how I want my life to be a manifesto that works in the world for justice, care, and hope.  

 As I continue to inquire into my life, it becomes increasingly clear that my life 

curriculum is a manifesto constantly in the making (Meaning 5). Life experiences are part of our 

curriculum; we learn more lessons outside the system of education than within it. Furthermore, 

we bring all the things we learn in the world with us into the classroom, we carry our life 

curriculums wherever we go.  My life curriculum is a manifesto that inspires me to study, 

question, reflect, work, challenge, and be intentional in my teaching and my life. Said (1994) 

says  

 The intellectual’s representations—what he or she represents and how those ideas are 

 represented to an audience—are always tied to an ought to remain an organic part of an 

 ongoing experience in society: of the poor, the disadvantaged, the voiceless, the 

 unrepresented, the powerless. (p. 113) 

My life curriculum is an organic part of my ongoing experience in society. As an intellectual 

who represents ideas to an audience, to students, I cannot forget the manifesto of my life 

curriculum. I want to keep writing my life as a manifesto, and reflect on what it means to be 

poor, to be privileged, to be a woman, to be White, to be northern, to live in the South. I want to 

expand what I learn from my life curriculum and share it with others, and I want them to share 

theirs with me. I want to read my students’ manifestos. I want to listen to and learn from them 

but not to indoctrinate them. I want to challenge them to question what their life curriculum has 

taught them today and what actions they can take to change their life curriculum for tomorrow.  

This memoir embodies a pedagogy of liberation (Shor & Friere, 1986) that illuminates the power 

of liberating personal narrative for disenfranchised and dehumanized individuals and 
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demonstrates how personal experience affects the process of becoming educated as a student, a 

teacher, and a critically engaged member of society (Ayers, 2004b; Freire; 2005; Kincheloe, 

1999). I sincerely hope that my memoir will speak to my daughter, my son, and other people’s 

children as they compose their lives in a contested and unjust world. 
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EPILOGUE: LETTERS TO MY DAUGHTER(S) 

May, 2017 

Dear Daughter,  

 I have one thing left to offer you at the end of this work. In her book, Letter to My 

Daughter, Maya Angelou (2008) writes advice and stories to her daughter in the form of letters 

and poems. She writes, “I gave birth to one child, a son, but I have thousands of daughters. You 

are Black and  White, Jewish and Muslim, Asian, Spanish-speaking, Native American and Aleut. 

You are fat and thin and pretty and plain, and gay and straight, educated and unlettered, and I am 

speaking to you all” (p. 1). Angelou (2008) writes her letters about her life and her lessons, and 

offers her experiences and advice to her daughters. In a way it is a manifesto, for she makes 

proclamations such as, “You may not control the events that happen to you, but you can decide 

not to be reduced by them,” and, “Try to be a rainbow in someone’s cloud. Do not complain. 

Make every effort to change things you do not like. If you cannot make a change, change the 

way you have  been thinking. You might find a new solution,” as well as, “Never whine. 

Whining lets a brute know that a victim is in the neighborhood” (p. 1). As I have described in the 

last chapter of this work, our lives can be viewed and lived as our manifestos. According to 

Caws (2001) a manifesto, “At its most endearing, manifesto has a madness about it. It is peculiar 

and angry, quirky, or downright crazed. Always opposed to something, particular or general, it 

has not only to be striking but to stand up straight” (p. xvix). Our lives have madness about them. 

They are always changing; every evolving; full of as many possibilities as there are limitations. 

We must work in them against injustices committed upon them and others. We must be striking 

and stand up straight. When we walk into the world every day and retreat every night, we must 

constantly act and reflect to make sense and find greater meaning in their contexts. Teachers 
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must work at this endeavor and include in their work with students an effort towards making our 

lives manifestos that stand for humanity and justice and work to uncover power structures that 

impede our humanity and perpetuate injustice. We must help each other discover what justice 

and humanity means for ourselves individually and our world collectively.  

 Modeling this epilogue on Angelou’s (2008) work of Letter to My Daughter, I offer the 

following letters to you, my daughter(s) and son(s). The letters take the act of teaching and 

learning personally. They contain observations, lessons and advice about teaching, learning and 

living. Most of all, they encourage us to be our own manifestos to work every day in the ways 

we know how in a world that is contested, raced, classed, and gendered towards a world that is 

peaceful, meaningful, kind, loving, and accepting of all. I addressed each letter “Dear Daughter” 

and closed each letter “Your Profe/Your friend/Your Mom.” Profe stands for professora; a title 

that my students honor me with daily and that is dear to my heart. I include “your friend” 

because I want you to know that I share my experiences in peace, love and friendship. I include 

“your mom” because to at least one child that I gave birth to, I am privileged to answer to this 

name, and although these letters are addressed to the world, they are also addressed to her. I want 

her to know that without her presence in my life, without her to work for, without her existence, I 

would not have found my path to teaching, I would not have pursued learning, and I would not 

be the person I am today. She truly did change my life, as have all the people and places and 

experiences I have shared. Although my own daughter is special to my experience, she is also a 

metaphor for all the daughters and sons I have been privileged enough to know, encourage, 

teach, and love. Without any of you I would not continue to teach and to learn, and without you I 

would not be the person I am today. Although the memoir section of this work discusses much 

about family, my hope is that is also sheds light on being a member of our human family. To my 
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human family, related by blood or by circumstance and everything in between, I share my 

experiences, I offer my stories, I work in my teaching and learning, and I work as a citizen of this 

world, and here are my letters to you.  

Your Profe/Your friend/Your mom 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

December, 2013 

Dear Daughter, 

 I have been working on my doctoral coursework for one year now. In this work, I have 

learned many things that have transformed my teaching. One of the biggest ways it has 

transformed my teaching is that it has encouraged me to share myself with my students, and to 

forge relationships beyond the material that I present to them every day. Today I received a letter 

from a student/daughter that touched me so deeply I feel moved to share it with you.  

 Señora P, 

  I put a bible verse right here on the cards of my four other teachers because I 

 knew it would get to their hearts the way I wanted it to, but I did not think that would be 

 true with you. I do not know the best way to tell you how much you mean to me and how 

 much you have done for me. When I got home from my last day at school, I cried my eyes 

 out—not because I was going to miss my friends, not because I was going to miss all my 

 teachers—but specifically because I was so upset to leave you. You have guided me so 

 much in the past few years. I hope and pray that I become someone that you will be 

 proud of. Your encouragement and advice will be with me always. Each Christmas I hope 

 you see this ornament and let the painted lights remind you that the light you have shown 
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 in my life continues to help me going and pursue my dreams every step every day of the 

 rest of my life. Your influence on me will not end until the day I die. 

  You were hands down the best teacher that I have ever had. Just between us, you 

 have been my favorite. I loved your class. You helped me better my Spanish in an 

 unbelievable way in just half a year. I also loved being your office aide. You seemed to 

 always be what I needed you to be whether that was a teacher, a mom, a friend, or 

 anything in between. I felt like I could talk to you about anything, and you were real 

 enough to relate. I felt loved in your room, and smart, and capable. You brought out the 

 very best in me as a student. You have changed my life in such an impacting way in that 

 you have lead me to a plan for my future. I was finally sure of what I wanted to do with 

 myself when I realized I wanted to be just like you one day. I look up to you so much. I 

 already miss you, so do not expect to get rid of me. I hope to see you at my graduation 

 from the University of West Georgia in just a few short years! I could never thank you 

 enough for simply believing in me. I love you. Merry Christmas! 

 With Love, 

 Your Student 

I share this with you not because I want to proclaim my awesomeness, but because it really 

demonstrates how much the work I have done studying, learning, and striving to improve my 

teaching practice and how my teaching life has been influenced by the experience I have had in 

graduate school. Often, people ask me why I teach. The textbook answer is, “I love my subject 

and I love to be a part of the lives of young people.” This is true, in a nutshell. However, this 

student hit the real reasons why I teach and brought them into the light for me. When she said 

she felt, “loved, smart, and capable,” my eyes welled with tears and my heart filled with joy. 
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Although this student says I taught her so much, I know that she is smart and capable, so much 

so that a monkey could probably teach her. In many ways she doesn’t need a teacher, because 

she is curious and thoughtful and interested and always trying to make sense of her world. 

However, I learned from my conversations with her that her world was not the same world as 

that of her gifted peers. Her world involved social workers and a transient home life filled with 

addiction and uncertainty and resulted in responsibilities placed squarely on her shoulders that 

most teenagers could never imagine. No one in her family went to college, and few even 

graduated high school. These were not the aspirations of her family members; many days the 

aspirations of the adults in her home life were to feed the children in their care, and hope that 

they could keep the lights on and the cars running. Yet this child persevered. She navigated the 

difficult spaces of her life, accepting her familial fate while asking her school and her teachers 

some important questions: Is there something else out there? Are there other possibilities? Can I 

change my world and my life; can I make a path for myself? How do I forge my own path? Can 

school help me in this endeavor?  

 I want you to know, daughter, that you are loved, that you are smart, and that you are 

capable. I want you to know this every day when you wake up and every night when you go to 

sleep. I managed to make one child feel that way and will continue to work to make others feel 

that way. I want you to give yourself and the people around you grace. I want you to know that if 

you don’t like something about your life you have the ability to change it in some way. I want 

you to know that I am here to help you and I will always be here, just as there are countless 

others like me in your school, your churches, and your community. Lucinda Williams reminds us 

with her lyrics, “You were born to be loved.” You were indeed born to be loved, and I love you.  

All My Love,  
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Your Profe/Your friend/Your mom 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

October, 2015 

Dear Daughter, 

 Today I went with you to the Center for Civil and Human Rights in Atlanta, Ga, merely 

45 minutes away from where we live. I have been on my own twice already and thought it was a 

powerful and moving experience. To sit at the lunch counter, and feel the beats on the tables and 

on the stools, to be surrounded by Dr. King and see his speech in panorama; to be asked to listen 

to voices of the Others in the kiosks that explain what they are doing to fight for human rights 

across the globe. It is all moving. It always moves me, viscerally and profoundly, and often 

brings me to tears. However, I was not prepared for how it would move you. I don’t know why; I 

should have known better, having been a first-time visitor myself in the past. I watched your 

faces as you listened to former politicians discussing “the state of desegregation” and making 

their arguments against it. The museum does an amazing job; you can turn a knob and see them 

over and over and over. I watched your faces as you saw footage of fire hoses and dogs being 

unleashed on protesters. You looked so confused. You looked like you had not learned this in 

your schooling, in your process of education. You looked like you were faced for the first time 

with the ugliness of injustice; like you had heard but never actually saw. You never actually 

witnessed. You need to know this world is complicated, contested, and hard; full of a history that 

is real and alive, a history your parents and grandparents remember. A history of oppression and 

hardship. In fact, the world is still full of this story. 

 This trip to the museum of Civil and Human Rights was particularly difficult for all my 

African-American students, based on my observance. I watched many of my African-American 
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students singing the freedom songs with tears rolling down your face; songs I don’t know the 

lyrics to, but you do. In your community you understand. You know what this is about, but I am 

an outsider to these things. I work to read, learn, and understand. I have endured the hardships of 

poverty, but I do not know what it means to be Black in America. I know what it means to be 

White and poor and I know what it means to be a woman, but I do not know what it means to be 

Black. I am sorry for this shortcoming; I work to understand this struggle. Strangely, I saw your 

beautiful face crying and singing, and I know you, and I know you have even more economic 

privilege than I ever could imagine at your age. You are beautiful and special, but you will never 

know poverty. You will never know what it means to be poor; what it means to want, long, or 

hope for material things. You have never had to and will never clean a toilet. This is okay; this is 

not your fault. However, I ask you to ask yourself—where do our struggles meet? Do they ever 

meet? I would never minimize your experience, I am not about that life, and I am not about that 

paradigm. However, I must ask you: if you are always privileged, do you truly understand the 

struggle of your people? The answer is, of course you do. You do because you are scared when 

you are pulled over, you are worried when your father or brother is, you always feel inferior in 

this world because this world has told you that Black is less, you walk around with privilege and 

you wonder but inside, deep down, you know that things aren’t quite the same as they are for 

your White friend. I want you to know, you navigate this White, privileged world like a BOSS. 

However, I also want you to know, I too am scared when I pulled over. I am your teacher; I am 

White, well-educated, secure. When I am pulled over I feel your fear. I remember the days (and 

even today) that I feel like I have done something wrong. They are always watching us, after us, 

wanting to hose down our bodies and to unleash dogs upon us because we are wrong, although 

we are not sure why. We are wrong for asking, questioning, pursuing, doggedly unwilling to 
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admit that there is equality and justice in this world. At the same time we are asking, questioning, 

pursing, doggedly unwilling to admit that this world does not need to be as it is. It can change. 

We all have potential. We search for the humanity in each other and in ourselves. My charge to 

you, daughter, is to work to understand and make sense of your struggle and the struggles of 

others in the larger context of the systems that shape and mask our struggles. Your struggle is 

your own; but your struggle is that of not only those that look like you, it is the struggle of 

humanity. Don’t let them piecemeal your humanity and break it down to haves and have nots, to 

those who deserve and those who do not. We all deserve. We all deserve to walk and drive and 

live without the fear of being questioned because of our race, our class, our gender, our sexual 

orientation, or anything else that might try to divide us. Don’t let us be divided. Let us unite. I’m 

always trying to understand our struggles.  

All My Love, 

Your Profe/Your Friend/ Your Mom 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

June, 2016 

Dear Daughter, 

 I have tried to infuse my passion for exploring and engaging in the world with my work, 

and not only am I lucky enough to share my love of the Spanish-speaking world with you with 

regards to language and culture by teaching every day, I am also lucky enough to go on trips out 

of the country with you. Honestly at many times this endeavor is exhausting because there are 

work weeks of hours that go into planning these trips. But I was lucky enough to go to Spain 

when I was a high school student, which literally changed my life, and I want you to have the 

same opportunity. Most of you are not from particularly privileged families. Most of you are the 
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first in your family to travel outside of the United States, much less to Europe. For many of you, 

this was your first time on an airplane. Yes, I have the privilege of traveling as I lead you to these 

unknown parts of the world, but more importantly I have the privilege of seeing your faces as 

you encounter a world that you never knew existed. It is an awesome and overwhelming 

experience, and I am thankful to be your guide and ambassador in your efforts to explore. 

 I went with some of you to visit Auschwitz today. What an emotionally exhausting, sad, 

and overwhelming experience it was. We stared at the piles of shoes. We stared at the luggage. 

We saw quotes bolted to the walls that reminded us, “Those who do not remember the past are 

condemned to repeat it” (Santayana, 1905/1980). We marveled in sadness and awe for the 

capacity of tragedy humanity will inflict on human beings. We have watched documentaries and 

we have learned from our classes in school about the genocide that had occurred in this place. 

However, nothing prepared us to stand there amongst the ruin of humanity. In Berlin, we might 

have seen the bullet holes in the sides of buildings, but these were just reminders. We traveled 

from Prague to Kraków, Poland with a stop in Auschwitz. Seeing Auschwitz wrenched our guts. 

We all left in deep thought and amazement at the capacity for humans to be cruel and with a 

deeper understanding of the tragedies that occurred during WWII. We learned Jewish people 

were not the only ones who were exterminated; we learned that anyone who opposed the regime 

was targeted. This included academics, teachers, Gays, handicapped people and women the 

Nazis condemned as “whores.” We all had to leave the rooms at different times. We all had tears 

in our eyes; we all struggled through the experience. The words of our tour guide deeply affected 

us: “you need to see this to understand it. You need to be in this place to feel what was felt. The 

few survivors who left this place return to talk and educate us about what it meant to be a part of 

this experience. We must listen to them. We must heed their call. This must never be forgotten, 
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because the moment it is forgotten, it will be repeated.” After we left and were quietly settled 

back on our comfortable motor coach, we couldn’t help but connect what we saw from the past 

with the hatred still alive in our present. Reeling from the experience, many of us did not want to 

verbalize much. As Forrest Gump (1994) says, “Sometimes there are no words.” We tried, and I 

was surprised and proud that many of you made connections to genocides that had occurred in 

recent history, such as in Darfur. I was also surprised and proud that many of you made 

connections to the silencing of intellectuals, woman, and individuals that opposed Hitler’s 

regime to our current political situation. I have been on the road with you for days, eaten 

breakfast, lunch and dinner with you, and spent every waking hour with you. I never knew you 

were this thoughtful or reflective; you are so young. I never knew that you paid that much 

attention. You do pay attention, though, don’t you?  

 I don’t know who said this, but learning is sometimes hard. Sometimes it is an experience 

that is exhilarating; other times, it brings you to your knees in tears. Today brought us to our 

knees. However, thank you for letting me share this experience with you. It’s a giant world full 

of beautiful and amazing things; it is also a giant world and history full of injustice and pain. The 

dialectic of the two merge at times, and it is always important for us to remember that on this 

vacation, on this exploration of unknown places, languages, cultures, and spaces we did not 

conceive existed until we explored them together and witnessed, that we were learning. Learning 

is not always about books, though. In fact, most often it is about experience instead. Every time 

we explore our world together, whether in the confines of concrete walls or in out in the actual 

world where there are trees and music and sounds and each other, we are learning and we are 

growing. It is a special gift to be your teacher and witness you learn and grow, and I thank you 

for allowing me not only to bear witness, but to learn and grow alongside you. 
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Mil Besos,  

Your Profe/Your friend/Your mom 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

January, 2017 

Dear Daughter,  

I want to share with you some experiences and a few reflections on the context in which 

this dissertation has being written. Just like I thought HOLY.OFFENSIVE.EXPLETIVES about 

the fact I was pregnant, 22, unmarried, employed as a waitress, and had plans to return to 

university, Donald Trump was sworn in as the 45th president of the United States on Friday and 

my reaction was the same. HOLY.OFFENSIVE.EXPLETIVES. On this Saturday, January 21st, 

2017, I decided to attend the Women’s March in Atlanta. I had been invited to go to Washington 

by some friends but declined because my whole family wanted to go, and I couldn't afford for us 

all to take a trip. So, I thought the next best thing was to participate in the sister March in 

Atlanta, Georgia.  

Living in Georgia kills my soul at times. I look around, hear colleagues talking about 

“those Yankees” (and they don’t mean the baseball team), the “blacks,” the Confederate flag, 

and I think to myself, “What in the world?” During the summer, I drove by a guy every day 

selling Confederate flags on the side of the road, and people actually stopped to buy them. 

People honked in support. Driving by the stand on the side of the road, I felt disgusted and out of 

place. The Confederate flag stand was yet another reminder that I live in the South, and a 

reminder of a culture that I do not understand. This semester, on a panel of judges who were 

viewing student presentations on Health Care I had to hear a highly educated and well-respected 

female teacher colleague mutter under her breath multiple times, “I ain’t payin’ for no one else.” 
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This same person described her master’s program to me, “It was stupid. I didn’t learn anything. 

All the stupid stuff I had to read just kept talking about social justice, social justice, and social 

justice. What is the purpose of that stuff? Social Justice has nothing to do with science 

education.” Clearly, as she claimed, she didn’t learn anything. These things kill my soul every 

day. Piece by piece, a little bit of my heart feels stomped on, smashed up, ground into bits, and it 

hurts. However, despite the pain and frustration, I am also inspired to fight harder and more 

clearly for social justice in my own teaching practice. 

I know that we all must feel this about something at one time or another. Whether it’s 

when we’re teaching, or learning, or paying a bill that we can’t afford, or we overhear people 

talking in a crowd, things chip away at us inside in little ways every day. If you’re a teacher, it 

might be hearing colleagues say things you think are unethical; if you are a student, it might be 

your peers saying those things. For teachers, the stab might come in the middle of a lesson you 

researched and prepared and developed, just to discover it is not well received no matter how just 

you feel in its delivery. If you are a student, it might come in the response to a paper you write 

that you worked so hard on--not one that you wrote at the last minute, but the one for which you 

actually read the book and the book touched you deep down where you allow very few things to 

go. Then, when you get your paper back with red marks, disdain and a bad grade, it’s clear that 

your teacher couldn’t tell how much you were changed and how excited you were to share your 

thoughts. Maybe the stabbing feeling comes when you watch the news or check your social 

media and see one of your “friends” post something that you vehemently disagree with. Maybe it 

comes from your parent ignoring you or not being able to see the person you are and want to be, 

because they are blinded by what they want for you. No matter, it comes for all of us, many days 

and many ways, and we can’t stop it. However, you’re going to make it through. A light might 
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go out in order to make way for another to shine brighter and more meaningfully in its place. 

You just have to keep going.  

On Saturday, January 21st, the day after Trump was inaugurated, I woke up to pouring 

rain and a hurting body. My daughter had to take the SAT. My son said, “I didn’t want to march 

in Washington D.C., I just wanted to go to Washington D.C.” My husband had to work. My few 

friends were either marching in Washington or taking their kids to soccer games. So I thought, 

“maybe I should just stay home in my PJs. With this rain, who’s going to go anyways?” Then I 

checked social media and saw, “Checking in from Edinburgh, we are with you.” “Checking in 

from Sydney, Australia, we are 10,000 strong and we are with you.” “London is out in full force, 

100,000 people, we are with you.” “Checking in from South Africa, we are with you.” 

“Checking in from Berlin, we are with you.” “Checking in from Barcelona, we are with you.” I 

thought to myself, crap, I have to go, even if I’m alone. Not only was one of my favorite civil 

rights activists, Congressman John Lewis, speaking at the Atlanta march, but I had to go because 

what kind of a person was I if I chickened out and stayed home in my PJs? I had informed my 

father and uncle about my plan the night before, and they both said, “don’t get arrested!” With 

their warning in my ears, I got dressed. I was nervous. I was alone. I had never marched before. I 

left the house.  

I arrived at the MARTA transit station and couldn’t believe what I saw: people, so many 

people. I was on the northernmost stop on the train and I had to wait in line for 30 minutes to 

reload my MARTA BREEZE card so I could board the train. The people in line with me had 

signs, were kind, spoke to each other, and were patient with each other. I got to the platform and 

boarded the train, which was packed full. We had seven stops to go and as we stopped at each 

station, people would kindly rearrange their positions to make room for more. Usually when you 
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ride MARTA, everyone is looking around suspiciously at each other, wondering if their neighbor 

is a pickpocket or seasoned criminal. In contrast, everyone was talking, laughing, and even 

chanting in anticipation of coming together with even more of our brothers and sisters in an 

effort to be heard.  

When we got off in Atlanta, there were four blocks to walk to the protest site. You could 

barely move because there were so many people. We shuffled along, sharing umbrellas and 

ponchos as the monsoon poured rain down on us. We were patient with each other and obeyed 

traffic laws, slowly moving as a massive collective of humanity towards something we felt 

compelled to take part in. There were people in wheelchairs, with canes, or with strollers. They 

were young and old and everywhere in between. There was no turning back. We couldn’t get 

into Liberty Plaza because it was already full, but we stood. We had no idea what was going on, 

we couldn’t hear the speakers, but we stood. We stood for two and a half hours. We chanted. We 

sang. We raised signs. We turned toward the march route and waited patiently. No one pushed. 

No one yelled. No one made off-handed comments about the person who needed to move up or 

move down. Then we cleared a path for Congressman John Lewis, and we welled up behind him, 

and we marched.  

Throughout the march we were asked, “Tell me what democracy looks like.” We 

answered in chorus, “This is what democracy looks like!” Our ears were assaulted by hateful 

rhetoric about how our bodies weren’t our own by counter-protesters. We turned to the source 

and chanted, “My body, my choice!” We thanked police officers as we walked by. They held up 

little paper hearts and waved back. We thanked the soldiers on the tops of buildings. We chanted, 

“Black lives matter, trans lives matter, gay lives matter! Women’s rights are human rights!” We 

yelled, “No need to fear, all are welcome here!” We passed children holding signs that said, 
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“Save my planet” and “I was born here but don’t deport my mom” and “Future President.” I had 

to hold back tears several times, because I could feel the positive energy and it was so powerful. 

I soaked it up and felt those pieces of my heart that are stomped on daily coming back to life. 

Love is real. Hope is real. I am not alone. We are not alone. I marched behind (you know, a mile 

or so behind) the iconic Congressman John Lewis, which was a huge honor. Just like him, 

despite the warnings of danger from my family and friends, I showed up. I showed the freak up. 

By myself, in the pouring rain. I showed up to stand against something I don’t believe in and for 

something I do, and I learned that I wasn’t by myself. 60,000 of my fellow citizens showed up 

too, and 3.2 million showed up around the United States, in cities big and small, and even more 

showed up all around the world.  

The march reminded me of the importance of women’s stories, of people’s stories. The 

march reminded me that in order to gain more perspective of our place in the collective story, 

these stories need to, deserve to, and must be heard and told. Without them, we each walk around 

with pain in our hearts, wondering if we are alone. We wonder if we are the only ones who see 

and hear injustices, if we are the only ones that suffer injustices. I wrote my stories for you so 

that you know that you are not alone. I am your teacher and you are my student. But you are also 

my teacher and I am your student. Our relationship is reciprocal, like forces of the earth, like 

wind in the trees. Sometimes I am the wind blowing hard against you, trying to bend you to new 

understandings of yourself, your world and your possibilities. Sometimes you are the wind and I 

am the tree, I stand steadfast and hard not wanting to move, but you blow and push and pull, and 

you ask me to bend, and bow in order to develop new understandings about myself, my world, 

and my possibilities. We work together in tandem to move each other from the places and people 

we are to who we want to become. I want you to know that the minute you feel yourself 
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breaking, push back, stand up, and keep working and moving and learning and engaging. Even if 

there is a monsoon outside, don’t stay home. Get dressed and show up. I promise it will be worth 

it.  

All My Love, Your Profe/Your friend/Your mom 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Spring Semester, 2017 

Dear Daughter,  

 I know the timeline is a bit vague as far as the date, but I wanted to let you know I am 

thinking of you today and every day. I know that so far in your recurrence of cancer, you have 

had two surgeries and two infections. As if it wasn’t enough that you had to undergo 

chemotherapy last year, now with this recurrence you have to go through it again. It’s tragic to 

me because your cancer was originally ovarian cancer. I clutch my own midsection just thinking 

about it. You are so young; your ovaries should not already be assaulting you in the ways that 

they have. Ovaries and uteruses: they are amazing things that give life, and they are the things 

that torture us once a month. You have only experienced the torture. So, yesterday, I opened my 

Facebook feed to watch you shave your head. It was a beautiful and painful show of strength. It 

made me think about my own experience with witnessing someone I loved lose his life and his 

dignity to disease. I am currently watching my grandmother O’Shunn lose her life and dignity to 

a disease, lose her own mind. Disease is fucked up, and people always want to color it with pink 

or blue or purple and ribbons, but there is no making that shit pretty. Thank you for being the 

warrior of truth that you are and for showing your strength.  

 You said, “I know that a lot of people wonder why I want to shave my head and ask me 

why I don’t just wait for it to fall out. And my answer is that I always shave my head before 
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chemo gets a chance to. I don’t want cancer having so much control that I can’t even decide 

when I lose my hair.” Then I watched your hair come off and you sitting there and crying. When 

I first met you last year, I walked into a room where you were having a conversation with 

another teacher. This teacher is my dear friend; in fact, we call each other sisters. I burst in to 

talk about the new haircut I wanted to get. I talked about having long hair and how my hair had 

never been so long in my life, and I talked about how I liked my hair. I shut up for two seconds, 

and I looked up and I realized it was you. You were sitting there listening, and you had no hair. I 

thought to myself, “I am such an asshole.” I was and I am. I didn’t take the two seconds I needed 

to see you. Even if I had or hadn’t seen you, I was being vain, I wasn’t thinking of hair as a 

luxury. I want you to know, some of us wear our battle scars on the outside, and some on the 

inside, and others wear them in both places. You are more beautiful without hair than any human 

being I have ever known; since that first encounter I have had the privilege of being your teacher. 

I have had the privilege of witnessing your warrior spirit. I expected it to manifest itself as a 

student in sharing your struggle, but it did not. It manifested itself in you coming to class every 

day, working hard, engaging with your peers and me, and asking questions about your world and 

a world you long to explore. Already in your young life you have fought a great battle; I am 

humbled by your strength and your presence. Keep fighting against the very personal and real 

powers that are attacking you; that are literally trying to kill you. You stand in their face and say 

“I will not let you define me!” Don’t. Keep standing. There is no one experience that defines us, 

our experiences are multiple and complex. I wish for you that you keep searching for other 

experiences beyond this one, this miserable one, and because I know you I know you will. You 

want this experience to be over, you want this struggle to end. Like all freedom fighters before 

you, keep fighting. You are an inspiration. 
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My Heart is with You Always, 

Your Profe/Your friend/Your Mom 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

February, 2017 

Dear Daughter,  

    This is the end of the second week Donald Trump is the president of the United States. Last 

Friday, on January 27th, President Trump signed an executive order that bans travel to the 

United States from these seven countries: Syria, Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen. 

Now, I don’t profess to understand the complicated circumstances in these countries. I know 

there are civilians being bombed in Syria, where millions of people are fleeing to find safety for 

themselves and their families. I know it is the worst human rights crisis the world has faced in 

decades, probably since the Holocaust. Even though I claim no expertise or deep understanding 

of the very difficult political situations of these countries, what I do know is that people are 

dying in droves, civilians like you and me. In response to the travel ban, people all over the 

United States have flooded airports and the streets to protest what they consider an unlawful and 

inhumane executive order. This executive order is just one of the many things President Trump 

has implemented in his first days as the President of the United States. Others include gag orders 

and hiring freezes of federal employees, an order that defunds federal aid programs for women’s 

health, and an order to build a wall on the US/Mexican border and that included a directive to 

local law enforcement officials to “perform the functions of an immigration officer in the interior 

of the United States to the maximum extent permitted by law.”  

 In response to these orders, it is clear that White nationalism is at the top of the Trump 

administration's agenda. White nationalism is the belief that White people and their values 
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should be the rule of the land. This is a White supremacist belief system. All over my Facebook 

wall, which I must admit I have become addicted to and spent more time on than I have on 

writing this week, I see my friends saying, “He’s our president. Quit whining. Give him a 

chance.” I am deeply upset with the fact that people do not see the bigger picture here. I am 

White, I am middle class, yet I cannot imagine that I live in a country that values Whiteness over 

racial minorities openly. I understand that this has been the systematic way of the United States 

since its inception as a country. However, we have made some gains in the fight for justice for 

everyone and I am sickened to see that many people don’t want to advance that fight. I shake 

myself to sleep at night because I am devastated.  

    Now, to the more positive. On Friday night, Daphne, Tim, and I worked on our art projects: 

our protest posters. Daphne proved to be especially gifted and clever in this endeavor, and Tim 

also made a solid poster. I, on the other hand, messed up and went vertical on one side and 

horizontal on the other. It required me to hold my poster sideways all day, but you do what you 

have to. I did my best at the time. After we attended the protest, I posted this on my Facebook 

wall last night:  

Our family went out today to show where we stand. We stand with the tired, the poor, the 

politically persecuted, the religiously persecuted, and the working people of this country. 

#feelsgoodtospeakout 

#lendingourbodiestowhatisright 

#familytimeandmoralconviction 

#buildbridgesnotwalls 

#atlantastandswithmuslimsandrefugees 

#lovenothatemakesamericagreat 
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#thisiswhatdemocracylookslike 

I left it up there for about an hour and then I deleted it. You might think I deleted it because I am 

afraid of the social repercussions. However, that is not the case. I deleted it because I realized 

how self-righteous it sounds. How polarizing it is. I don’t want to stop having conversations with 

people. I don’t want people to think that I believe I am morally superior to them. I don’t want to 

shame my friends who didn’t have the time to go rally and stand up for what they believe in. I 

want to keep the lines open to others, I want to keep working amongst people and try, try to 

understand them and build bridges. I want to build bridges to a kinder place for all.  

 These last few weeks have been difficult; actually, this last year has been difficult. Living 

as a “bleeding heart liberal” (or as some people on my Facebook wall would label me, “a 

Libtard” or “A little Whiner”) is so difficult. Dr. He talks about living in the in-between, and that 

is what we all do, day in and day out. Many people identify with one thing and then do another. 

Many pay lip service to one cause and then vote for another. We don’t even know this is 

happening. This is what studying and pursuing education has done for me: it has helped me 

understand the concept of in-between and demanded that I take a stand morally and politically in 

my teaching, in my scholarship and in my life. Ayers (2004b) says that “teaching is an ethical 

act” (p. 13). It is an act that is inherently political, because if I do not address injustice, I condone 

injustice. This has given me strength to and courage to ask questions and the confidence to stand 

up for what I believe is right. It has given me the courage to question my own identity, my own 

story, and to share my experiences with others in an effort to gain a perspective that was 

shrouded to me before I explored the intellectual words, worlds and work of others. Perhaps I 

should get off the Facebook for a while and go back to James Baldwin, Dr. Martin Luther King, 

Malcom X, Derrick Bell, bell hooks, and the countless other leaders and writers who have lived 
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through and with White nationalism aware of it always and fighting against it with some success. 

I have to find something to ease the aches of every day.  

 This is my call of action to you: don’t think one thing and do another. Take the time to 

examine your thoughts and actions and attempt to have them mirror each other. I have found 

scholarship helps me do this. Others find physical exercise or meditation or religion helps them 

in this human endeavor. Others don’t think about it much at all. Don’t be that person who 

doesn’t think about it at all. Allow yourself to think, to be curious in a world that bombards you 

and tries to tell you that you simply need things to be happy, when in actuality you need 

something entirely different. We need each other and we need understanding. We need to rally 

behind humanity and remember that we are human. To my sons and daughters who are of Color, 

of war-torn countries, of different sexual orientations, of different places, spaces and 

experiences, I rallied this week for you. I have been rallying for you and will continue to do so. I 

lend my body to this political cause, and I also lend my intellectual and teaching work to this 

cause as well. I will keep reading, writing and asking questions, and my call of action to you is: 

keep reading, keep writing, and keep asking questions too.  

All of My Heart,  

Your Profe/Your friend/Your mom 
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