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To my mother’s memory

and her unending encouragement 

that directly influenced any accomplishments 

that I’ve made in my life,

and to all those family members and friends 

who stood by me when 

there seemed to be no hope.
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P R E F A C E

T
   scans a period of my life where I was inti-
mately exposed to a culture unfamiliar to me yet one
in which I was to spend the remainder of my life. Born

in the late 1930s in Cherokee County, Texas, I should have been
conditioned to accept the ways of the South—racial discrimina-
tion, second-class citizenship, separate-but-equal education, and
all the rest. I should have been, but my mother would not let it be
so. This book is as much about my mother as it is about my per-
sonal accomplishments.

The intention of this book is to tell the story, realistically and
truthfully, of how the black professional was the object of undue
screening, covert discrimination, and of how so many, of lesser
hue, claimed to be unaware. It is not the object of this book to
cause pain nor embarrassment to my friends and family nor to the
health-care community that I love and where I spent more than
forty years of my life. My purpose is writing this book is to tell what
happened to me, an East Texas-born American woman of African
descent, in my quest for a better life for myself and my children.
Several of the names of characters in this book have been changed
to avoid causing anyone pain or discomfort. My hopes are that my
story may give a ray of hope to others who may just be starting the
journey.

This book represents more than forty years of data collection.
The text was compiled through a review of my life, through inter-
views with the elders of my family, and the actual notes recalled
and written to share with you, the readers, an array of interesting,
sad, sometimes humorous, sometimes painful events. These events
determined the direction of my life.





It might be well for me to mention here that I have had a diffi-
cult time trying to determine just what adjective I would use to
refer to myself, in order to be politically correct. I used to be col-
ored, then Negro, then I was black, and now I’m Afro-American. I
want all the readers to know that I am an American woman of
African descent. So, in this book you may see all the terms used
interchangeably. Don’t worry. I know who I am.

Those of you “of color” will most likely see yourselves in some of
my life experiences. Those of you whose cultures and ethnic origins
protected you from these hardships will learn of events that may
surprise you, at the very least, educate you, so that history will
never again repeat itself . . . never again!

�

Special thanks go to my two children, Shalimar and Chris,
whose lives stimulated the perseverance and endurance others
attributed to my personality, and to all my grandchildren—Kasey,
Andrea, and Little Christopher, who loved me just because. And to
my late husband, Sederick—thanks for the contributions you made
to my life. And to my great-grandson, Joshua—thanks for coming
into my life.

And, of course, consideration and thanks go to all those people
with whom I had  personal interaction during this period of my
life, without whom there would be no story. Additionally, thanks to
the special friends who inspired me to continue my writing—
Shirley Green, Agnes Williams, Claire Zivney, and the late Sharon
Speaks and Alma Tippens.
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Who can know the depth of a wound

caused by harsh words and unpolished contempt?

And who can know the hurt that comes

to those, of fewer number, when denial to live

and desire to live are strong opposing factors?

Who can handle the sticks and stones 

so carefully hidden in the words of the stranger?

And who can find a rose amidst

the tons of thistles that block the path of the few ones?

Who can polish the stones to glimmer,

even when the night is dark and the way unclear?

Who can take the sticks and build

a foundation, with sufficient strength to endure

the weight of sorrow and the hurt?

I do, I can, and I will.





C H A P T E R  O N E

The Trip

I
  five years old, and my brother, Cleophus, was
seven when we arrived in Tyler, Texas, that hot scalding
July day in 1942. The trip from the sleepy rural community

just outside Jacksonville, Texas, where I had been born, was only
twenty-seven miles, but it seemed more like 227 miles! We were
traveling in Uncle Robert Lee’s old black Ford sedan which could
barely accelerate under the great burden it was carrying. There
were three adults and two children packed into this small automo-
bile. In the old trunk, which was tied securely on top of the car, was
everything we could possibly carry with us from the old house.
This was everything we owned in the world.

Born and raised in Ruston, Louisiana, Daddy was a short, stout,
very strong man weighing about 230 pounds. He had a grip in his
hands that could bring Hercules to his knees. He kept his dark wavy
hair in place through the use of a pomade for men that came in a
little yellow tin. He had a fifth-grade education but was brilliant in
mathematics. He often bragged about figuring a problem out in his
head before any of the youngsters could find a pencil and paper. He
was the oldest of six children, and, according to him, “stood right
beside the grown folk at twelve years old, doing a man’s job!”

He came from an extremely poor sharecropping family where
education was the least of the priorities and was often seen as
unnecessary. Now, as we drove along toward our future home, he
and his youngest brother, Uncle Robert Lee, with plugs of chewing
tobacco in their cheeks, sat in the front seat, discussing the times
and the plight of the “colored folk” in the South.

“A po’ Negro ain’t got nobody helpin’ him, just ’cause he’s po’ an’




been a slave all his life, even though they say we’s free! All them
politicians up there in Washington, ’specially Roosevelt, ain’t doin’
nothin’. Know what, I think they’d all be glad if we all died. That’s
what I thank!”

This conversation continued for the entire trip, pausing only for
one or both of them to spit out of the windows. Being only five
years old, I had no idea of what they were talking about and didn’t
really care. But the one thing I did know was that Daddy was angry
about nobody caring about us. I didn’t know anything about being
poor, but I did wonder why Mother had to go up the road to help
the white lady do canning in a big ugly shed with some of the shin-
gles missing. I wondered why they didn’t come down to our house
where there was more room in the big front yard, at least for her lit-
tle girl and me to play. And I didn’t like it because I had to be too
careful up there and this little girl always wanted to name the
games for us to play. She always seemed to know the rules, and I
never knew what the rules were and was always fouling or some-
thing.

Cleophus and I sat in the back seat with Mother. She was a tall,
thin, dark skinned, attractive woman, a native of rural East Texas
and the firstborn of Will and Annie McEwing. Mother had com-
pleted three years of college at Texas College, an all-black college in
Tyler. An education major with a minor in foreign languages, she
had planned to be a schoolteacher.

Mother was the model for the rest of her siblings and was to help
with the education of the others when she completed her studies.
However, she dropped out of college during her third year to marry
Daddy after a short courtship. Her parents, Mama and Papa
“Cueing” (our loving reference to our grandparents), were out-
raged that Mother was giving up her education to marry Daddy
who was a poor, uneducated man as well as a young widower with
four children! They believed strongly that this was a serious trap
for their promising young college daughter who was supposed to
marry up instead of down. More than anything else, Mama and
Papa Cueing believed that Daddy was not prepared to take care of
Mother in the manner they had hoped for her. Papa Cueing went
so far as to say that Daddy was just marrying Mother to gain a
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mother for his children and then he would try to live off the good
name of the McEwings.

I was told there was chaos in the McEwing household for weeks.
Papa first threatened to withhold his blessings; then he went to
bribery, promising to get her a new Ford if she gave up this non-
sense. Mother would not give up the idea, and they were married,
over the protests of the McEwings.

Mother’s family was a middle-class black family who was seen in
the rural community as being well off. Papa Cueing was a self-
made carpenter who constructed furniture from scratch, including
porch and yard swings, lawn furniture, rocking chairs, various
tables, chairs, cabinets, windows, and doors. He did similar work
for everyone in their community as well as in surrounding com-
munities, both black and white.

They lived in a big house with lots of room. Papa had built most
of the furniture himself. Papa and Mama Cueing also had vegetable
gardens from which they sold produce to the neighbors. They were
the proud owners of a small chicken farm, from which they sold
eggs and poultry, and a few heads of livestock, which Papa referred
to as the children’s stock. He planned to give to each of his children
a good start by giving them a pair of these animals whenever they
got married. The dissension between Daddy and Papa Cueing esca-
lated when Papa found out that Daddy had sold the cow and bull
he had given them as a wedding present. The words between them
were so vicious that my daddy would not go to Mama and Papa
Cueings’ house anymore, and they would not enter ours.

According to “Muddear” (as we called our mother) and my
aunts and uncles, Papa was a great planner and had good insight
into the future, especially for his children. He saved compulsively
and was adamant about his children receiving an education and
never having to work as field hands or do domestic work. He was a
proud but practical man who followed the news and politics of the
times and refused to see himself or his family as second-class citi-
zens, though he could not vote, live, eat, or sleep where he wanted
to.

Mama and Papa Cueing agreed about the future and welfare of
their children, but they had chosen different religious denomina-
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tions: Mama was an AME Methodist, and Papa belonged to the
Church of Christ. They agreed to disagree about their own reli-
gious preferences, but the kids were all raised Methodists.

Both Mama and Papa Cueing could play the piano and had
taught each of the girls to play, early in their young lives. They both
used correct English and demanded its use from each of their eight
children. Manners were enforced in that household, especially at
the dinner table. The table was set, and ironed and folded cotton
napkins (which Mama made) were beside each plate. After Papa
said grace, our plates were passed up to Papa, and he filled them
with whatever the main course was. Then the discussions of events
began between Mama and Papa and any other adult at the table.
Frequently they would stop the discussions and ask what we
thought about so-and-so. The only rule was you were not permit-
ted to shrug your shoulders. You could say, “I don’t know,” but
shrugging your shoulders was considered “dumb.”

My mother, Willie Ray, was named for her father and was the
oldest of the children. Then there were my aunts, Georgia, Vera,
and Dorothy, and my uncles, Joel, Pearl, Alvin, and Theadric. Uncle
Alvin was my personal favorite and the only other one of my
mother’s siblings to have children.

Even after my grandparents moved from the country to a
smaller, five-room house in the town of Jacksonville, I loved going
to their house. To this day, I still get nostalgic when I get a whiff of
certain foods in the air. Mama was always cooking something spe-
cial when we came for a visit—sugar or butter cookies or home-
made ice cream. Papa would have made Cleo and me something
out in his workshop. He would carve me dolls and use string made
from unraveled rope for the hair. I remember one visit when Papa
had made me my own little rocking chair with my name painted on
the back and a crib for my baby doll. Cleophus got a slingshot and
a set of stilts with his name painted on each one.

Papa Cueing was an avid reader and would read the newspaper
from the front to the back, daily. He had books lined upon the
bookshelf that he had read many times over, and from time to time
he would read to us. Papa was also a great storyteller, and whenever
we spotted him sitting in the porch swing we would snuggle up on
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either side of him. He usually had some peanuts in his pocket, and
he would share with us and then begin his storytelling. Sometimes
he would look at some clouds in the sky and make up some stories
about baby clouds and mama and papa clouds. Most of the time
his tales always begin with “Y’ know, a long time ago in a place you
will probably see some day, there lived a princess, or a king, or a
poor man, or a rich man.” Papa was also very good at telling excit-
ing ghost stories that Mama Cueing did not approve of his telling
us. So he would always finish the story with a quiet ending with the
ghost being banished or something.

The best time of all was when Papa was working in his shop,
which was a converted old shed with a tin roof. He’d let us help him
saw the wood along a mark he’d drawn to keep the lines straight.
He taught us how to hold the hammer in order to drive the nails in
straight and to keep from driving our fingers in with it.

Papa had severe arthritis in his hips and knees, requiring him to
walk with a cane. Papa also suffered a deformed right hand with his
index finger permanently contracted over his thumb. The home-
folk said the hand problem was the result of a snakebite suffered
early in his youth. Papa stuck his hand into a hole in the ground
and the snake bit him and held on to the area between the thumb
and the index finger. The story is that Papa eventually disengaged
the snake and killed it. In spite of these limitations, Papa played the
piano with grace and finished his furniture with a professional flair.

On days when Mama and Papa went to the garden, they would
let us help pick tomatoes or green beans and onions or some other
vegetable. Sometimes, while we were having fun picking the veg-
gies, Cleophus would chase me with grasshoppers or other bugs
and worms, and I would spill my basket of vegetables or start
throwing them at him.

“Mama Cueing! Cleophus putting those filthy ole bugs on me!”
“Leave her alone, Cleo! Don’t scare your little sister,” Mama

would yell. “Now stop it! You’re going to make her hurt herself.”
We also got a chance to take eggs from the chicken nests, but not

me. I was not going to touch those dirty old eggs that came out of
the chicken’s bottoms. I didn’t care how many cookies Mama
Cueing promised me—that was one thing I would not do.


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If we wanted to, Mama and Papa would let us crawl into their bed
at night and sink down in the soft, fluffy feather mattress. During
this time, we were their only grandchildren, and they treated us like
royalty. Just as they had taught their children, they instructed us
whenever we visited, and especially if they let us sleep in with them.
Most of it centered around “being proper,” in our speech and
behavior. I can just hear Mama Cueing now:

“How do you ever think you’re going to get to be a schoolteacher
if you speak like that? Now say “get” instead of “git.” Don’t let me
hear you say “git” anymore. Do you understand me?”

Cleophus and I could read and write cursive by the time each of
us was four years old. Muddear had seen to that. She would drill us
from time to time, making a game out of learning. We never under-
stood exactly what she was doing at the time, but we had the sense
that these particular games were important. She would stop what-
ever she was doing if we were cutting up too much or not paying
attention:

“Helen, it’s not ain’t, but what?”
“Isn’t.”
“And if we’re talking about more than one, it’s what?
“It’s aren’t, Muddear. I know!”
“Well, if you know what’s correct, then speak correctly, young

lady.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
We got the biggest kick out of seeing the amazement on the faces

of the older folk when they would stop by to visit us in the coun-
try. We’d read something out of one of Muddear’s books that she
kept stored away in the rusty pot-bellied trunk, and the folks would
reel back in their chairs with pride and enjoyment. We sort of
became the entertainment for that rural community; even more
than that, we became the hope for people who had never had the
chances that they felt awaited us.

“Lordy be! Them chilluns ain’t goin’ ever to have to pick no cot-
ton for a livin’. They got sense just like white folks. They goin’ to be
in some office or something. I tell ya that right now! They may even
be schoolteachers. . . . And, Willie Ray, that gal of yours goin’ really
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be somethin’ with that spellin’ she can do at her age. Lord, have
mercy!”

Cleophus had started to school in the first grade while we still
lived in the country in Cherokee County. The one-room unpainted
schoolhouse sat on top of a little hill and could be seen from our
house about two miles away. In the mornings, Muddear would
pack Cleo’s lunch in a washed and shined syrup bucket with little
holes punched in the lid for ventilation. Lunch, most often, con-
sisted of fried dry-salt bacon or ham and egg sandwiched between
flaky homemade biscuits. Often, especially on Mondays, Cleo
would have a slice of Mother’s famous caramel cake or teacakes.
Mother and I would walk with Cleophus for about half a mile; then
we would watch, as his small frame disappeared in the red hills.

�

Some of Daddy’s family, including his mother and his four chil-
dren who lived with her, had moved to Tyler a short time before we
went there. We were to stay with them until Daddy got work and
we could find a place of our own. Mama Harris, Daddy’s mother,
was the matriarch of the clan and everybody knew it (Papa Harris
had died soon after my birth). Nothing was done unless she
approved it.

Mama Harris always said that Daddy’s first wife, Bernice, on her
deathbed, had asked her to take care of her children and “bring
them up proper.” Mama Harris did this, sparing not the rod, or the
switches, or the old black club she kept hanging on a big rusty nail
near where she always sat. This is how she made them behave and
why they feared her.

I didn’t know much about Mama Harris and had not spent
much time around any of my daddy’s folk. I never understood why,
but as I look back on the situation now, the disparity between my
mother’s family and daddy’s folk was like a deep unfriendly gulf
that continued to flow to the children and to the children’s chil-
dren. The Harris clan saw the McEwings as uppity, forgetting they
were colored, thinking they were more than the Harrises and the



like. Consequently, anything and anyone that came from the
McEwings were certainly suspect, even the children. My daddy’s
folk saw Muddear as a sophisticate and an elitist, though they
wouldn’t have used those words, because she was educated, because
she spoke “proper,” and because her family had been much more
fortunate than the Harrises.

From time to time, Jerlene and Earnest Lee, the oldest of the
Daddy’s kids, would come to spend a few days with us when we
lived out in the country. Seldom, if ever, did they want to go back
to their home with Mama Harris. Mother was often criticized by
Mama Harris when she would ask if they could stay a little longer.
She was quickly put her in her place by being reminded that she
was not their mother. Daddy never said a word, even though his
own children suffered psychological and physical abuse at the
hands of his own mother.

Mama Harris was always in full control of family situations.
When she sensed the kids were misbehaving, she would say to
Daddy, “Whup that young’un, Thomas!” Daddy, of course, would
pop right up and beat the tar out of whoever she was talking about.
If Mama Harris said it, then it was biblical. No further questions
were asked. The big difference was that she treated the children of
her own girls differently and was much more lenient and permis-
sive with them. This drew contempt and jealousy from the ones
receiving the punishment, and it also dug a big trench between
these cousins.

�

The hot monotonous drive to Tyler had made me tired and
sleepy, so I had fallen asleep on Muddear’s shoulder. Cleophus
woke me up by shouting and shaking me. “Helen, wake up, girl,
we’re in Tyler! See the sign? It says, ‘Tyler City Limits!’” Our noses
were pressed hard against the window. We had never been to the
city before, and it was quite a sight to behold. We saw stores right
next to each other and big, brightly painted houses, brick houses,
and big, big houses on top of each other, which Muddear informed
us were businesses. The street was filled with lots of shiny cars, and
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some of the streets were made from bricks. Lights that hung from
poles on the street corners changed from red to yellow to green.
People walked on sidewalks. I had never seen anything like this
before in my life!

Mother was smiling and seemed to be enjoying watching us
nearly bursting open with excitement. She worked with her hair
and then took out a cute little lace white handkerchief and wiped
the dust and sweat from our faces.

“We almost there . . . to the colored folks part of town. After we
cross that street up there, we be in the colored folk part,” Daddy
said, grinning from ear to ear.

“Where’s the sign that says colored folk’s part, Daddy?” I asked,
as I read some of the signs on the buildings out loud.

“There really aren’t any signs to tell us, honey, but those of us
who are colored kind of know where we live, honey,” Mother
answered without emotion.

“I saw a white man, back there, didn’t you, Cleophus? He was
standing on the porch back there. I saw him.” Cleophus had nod-
ded in agreement.

Daddy turned around in the front seat and, with a fiercely angry
look on his face, he said, “Didn’t you hear yo’ mama? Don’ no white
folks live over here! Them white folks you saw, well, they owns
them stores.”

“Colored folk don’t own any stores? I thought you said . . .”
“Hush up, gal!  Sure colored folks own stores, gal! But most of

’em po’ just like we is. The Good Book says befo’ the end o’ time,
them’s that’s on the bottom goin’ be on top and them’s that’s on the
top goin’ be on the bottom. I trus’ the Lord an’ we goin’ be just fine.
We sure is gonna be just fine.”

I didn’t know or really care what all the commotion was about,
mostly because Muddear had always told us, “You are limited only
by your own mind.” Pointing her finger at her head, she would say,
“If you can think it, you can do it.” She had never let us forget that,
in all our young tender years. So whatever this thing was that
Daddy called, “po’ colored folks,” I didn’t know. But the one thing
I knew was that it had some influence over how we lived our lives.
I knew it had some influence over why little Nadine, the white girl
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up the road in the country, could always name the games and the
rules and why Muddear always had to go up to her house to help
with the canning.

We soon turned onto a hard, bumpy, tar-covered street, called
“Queen.” In one block I saw numerous small houses painted dead
gray and a grocery store on one side of the street. On the other side
were two brick homes, where some of the well-off colored folk
lived. Between the two brick houses huge piles of wood were
stacked. A high chain-link fence enclosed all those woodpiles and
the giant saws that were used to cut the wood. I later learned that
this place was called the wood yard and was as essential to the com-
munity as drinking water, since most of the families used wood
stoves for cooking and wood heaters for warmth during the winter
months. The smell of the wood was sweet in the air.

The car came to a stop in the middle of the block in front of one
of the gray houses across the street from the wood yard.

“Well, thank the Lord! We done made it here without no trou-
ble,” Daddy said, looking at Uncle Robert Lee and grinning like a
Cheshire cat.

Muddear had not said a word. She wiped our faces again and
breathed a deep sigh, of what I thought was relief from the weari-
ness of the hot, dusty trip. Later I learned that this move had placed
a great burden on Muddear’s shoulders, mainly because she knew
of the resentment that awaited her from Daddy’s family. Of course,
I didn’t know about any of this at the time.

Daddy was out of the car now, tugging at his pants, and reshap-
ing his hat, which had ridden on his lap during the trip. Daddy
seemed as happy as I had ever seen him.

“Y’all git out! This here’s where y’all goin’ be staying. This is
where yo’ Mama Harris and yo’ sisters and brother stay. Lord, this
where all the folk stay, yo’ aunties and uncles and a lot o’ yo’
cousins, right here is these three houses. Git on out!”

In just a few minutes, Mama Harris waddled onto the front
porch of the first of these Harris houses. She stood about 5’3 or
5’4,” a light-skinned, very heavy woman with high cheek bones and
long, graying, straight hair, pulled back into one long braid that
reached beyond her waist. Though she didn’t actually do any work
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around the house except her quilting, she always wore an apron
with a bib that was pinned to her dress just above her huge bosom.

Aunt Molly and her boys had made their way out to the car
where everybody was gathering. We kids just stood there gazing at
each other, not really knowing what to say, while the grown folk
stood around exchanging greetings and small talk. Then Mama
Harris started walking swiftly toward the house and motioned for
the others to follow her.

“Y’all c’mon in the house an’ rest yo’selves. Y’all c’mon in. You
young’uns git back ’round to the back and play in the shade. Go on,
git!” Mama Harris demanded.

Cleophus and I joined our cousins, Potsy and Opel, in the back-
yard. It didn’t take us long to get to know each other and to learn
the games the kids played when there were no toys. Every once in a
while, one of my half-sisters would peek out the back door and
wave to us, but they always darted back in again, without saying a
word. Later, they would bring fruit jars full of cold water to the
back door for us kids, and we would gulp it down, being exhausted
from the heat and the new game, called “Tag.” Cleophus and I
introduced a game Muddear had taught us, called “Think.” But it
fell flat; nobody wanted to play a game where you had to think of
a word that started with an alphabet letter that somebody else
named. So we went about playing the high-energy games of Tag
and Po’ Sally Walker, in the blazing hot July sun.

I didn’t get a chance to see the inside of the house or really to say
hello to my half-sisters until we were called in to supper about two
hours later. I learned that the kids always ate after the grown folk
had finished. Cleophus and I followed the others into the kitchen.
Our eyes were dancing from one thing to another in this large rect-
angular room. The spotless kitchen floor was covered with a shiny
though worn black-and-white linoleum rug. The walls were
washed clean, and various pots and pans hung on huge nails near
the woodstove. A red-and-white checkered plastic-like tablecloth
covered the big table, and nice little heavily starched curtains
graced each of the four windows in the kitchen.

As Cleophus and I took our seats at the table, we eyed Mother
sitting in the living room adjoining the kitchen. I started to wave,
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but Cleophus pushed my hand down. I sat on a little red home-
made stool. It made me remember the little chair Papa Cueing had
made for me and the big round table at home where the whole
family always ate together.

“Sit down and be quiet,” Cleophus whispered. “Don’t act like a
baby . . . and don’t put your elbows on the table. Remember what
Muddear said, eat properly and say please and thank you.”

“I’m going to, if I ever get anything to say please and thank you
for,” I snapped.

We were hungry, and the fresh purple-hull peas, fried chicken,
and hot cornbread tasted wonderful. Later, there was hot black-
berry cobbler and cold buttermilk for dessert, a welcome and deli-
cious treat. During the meal, my half-sisters, Jerlene, Wanda, and
Mary, ate with us. They joked with us, and we all giggled in a soft,
quiet way, making sure that Mama Harris didn’t hear us. After sup-
per, the little kids were sent back outside again, while my half-sis-
ters, who had prepared the delicious meal, remained in the kitchen
to clean up everybody’s mess. Even Mary, who was now only ten
years old, worked beside her sisters doing all the chores. She had
only been ten months old when her mother died of what they
thought was malaria fever.

Jerlene, the oldest girl, was about fifteen years old and seemed to
be the surrogate mother to the other two girls. She was pretty,
short, and somewhat stocky just like Daddy and Mama Harris.
Everybody said that she was the spitting image of Daddy and that
she was his pick of all the children since she looked so much like
him. Wanda, about twelve years old, was much darker-skinned
than the other girls. She was tall and skinny with deep dimples in
her cheeks and gorgeous white teeth. She seemed very shy and
timid. Mary, the youngest, was cute and high-spirited, and when-
ever she smiled, she would flash the big gap between her two front
buckteeth (this we had in common). These were my half-sisters
whom I barely knew and who had been left in the hands of Mama
Harris for her to raise. I was thankful that Cleo and I still had
Muddear.

There were two adjoining outhouses, about twenty yards or so
from the back porch. My cousins showed us how to throw a rock to
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hit the outhouse door to make it swing open when somebody went
in. Then we’d watch whoever it was jump up with their drawers
around their ankles, grab the rope, and pull the door shut again.
We’d laugh so hard we’d be covered with dirt and grass from rolling
around on the ground. Then someone from the inside would yell,
“I’m gonna tell Mama Harris on y’all! She’s gonna whip your
butts.” That did it! We’d scatter like roaches when the light comes
on. We ran alongside our cousins since we didn’t really know any-
thing about Mama Harris, but we knew she must have been some-
thing if her name alone would cause such chaos.

There was no denying the tension in the house where we lived
with Mama Harris, Uncle John (Mama Harris’ brother referred to
as Uncle Toad), Uncle Claude (one of Mama Harris’ sons), and the
girls. Muddear didn’t smile much anymore and seldom joked with
Cleo and me. Sometimes I would find her sitting in the swing on
the front porch, just staring, and humming some Negro spiritual.

“What’s the matter, Muddear? Are you sad? Did I do something
wrong?” I asked, seeing my mother looking so alone and so sad. She
would pull me close to her and hold me tight. She would kiss my
forehead, brush back my hair, and speak softly and tenderly.

“My dear sweet little baby. Don’t you go worrying about your
mother. I’m fine!

It’s just grown-up stuff I’m thinking about, nothing you should
be worrying about. . . . Now, tell me, are you getting to know your
cousins and your sisters?”

This was just like Mother, carrying all the burdens by herself, not
wanting the kids to know what was going on. In her way she was
trying to protect us, but I didn’t want to be protected. I wanted to
know what was hurting my mother, and I wanted to help make it
okay.

I later overheard Mother telling Daddy that Mama Harris and
another relative were heard discussing how disgracefully she was
raising Cleophus and me. Muddear was being ostracized for being
educated and passing that education on to her children. Some of
my other relatives thought Muddear was trying to be “white” by
frequently correcting our grammar and manners and spending as
much time as possible with us. They didn’t think this was what par-
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ents should be doing to prepare kids to live in this time. They felt
she should have been teaching us how to work and make a living.
This education stuff was just a waste of time, and what were we
going to do with it anyway? Mother continued to tutor Cleophus
and me in spite of the opposition she faced.

Sometimes when Muddear had finished her share of the chores,
she would call Cleophus and me out of the sun and onto the shade
of the front porch, or sometimes we’d sit underneath the giant
chinaberry tree in the front yard. Then she would teach us words
and philosophy and the like. On several occasions, she would call
to my cousins as well, but often they didn’t want to sit and spell or
hear about things that seemed so unlikely. They would usually go
home when Muddear started her spelling drills or the special drills
that started with, “What do you think about . . .”

Sometimes Mother would test us on the spelling words we had
learned when we lived in the country. She’d added Queen Street
and Tyler, Texas, to our vocabulary. Sometimes she would simply
ask us to tell her what we felt about something. Then somehow, in
her wisdom, she would guide us to where she wanted us to go with
the subject, always listening intently to our answers and never crit-
icizing when we were far off the mark.

“You must learn how to spell the street where you live and the
town you live in. I know you’re having fun with Opal and Potsy, but
I don’t want you to fall behind. Cleophus, spell queen,” Muddear
would say, being sure her enunciation was clear.

“Aw, Mother. Why can’t I go play? I don’t wanna spell no more!”
“Any more!” Muddear corrected. “You can go back and play

when you learn how to spell the street where you live, young man,
and not before! Now, once again, spell queen!”

“Q-U-E-E-N, queen. Now can I go, Mother? Please?”
“Well, run along, son, but remember, things are going to be

harder in town than they were in the country. You’ve got to keep up
with the other kids who’ve lived in town all their lives. They prob-
ably already know how to spell their street, so you’ve got to catch
up and keep up, son. You’re going to be in the second grade this
year, and you must be able to keep up with your classmates. But . . .
Go on! Just don’t forget that your lessons come first.”
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She gave Cleo a slap on the rear, and he was off to the backyard
where the others were playing. “Okay, Helen. Do you think you can
spell queen?”

“Yes’m. Q-U . . .”
“Excuse me? Did I hear you say, yes’m? Where did you learn

that? You are to say yes, ma’am, and no, ma’am. Do you under-
stand?”

“Yes, ma’am, Muddear.”
“And, sweetheart, you’re growing up now, and as much as I love

to hear you call me Muddear, you’re getting a little big for that,
don’t you think? So, how about Mother or maybe Mother Dear?”

“All right. I think . . . Mother Dear. I like Mother Dear the best.”
“Mother Dear it is then. Well, now that we have that all settled,

spell queen for Mother Dear.”
Mother was the only one of the grown-ups in the household

who had any education beyond grade school. None of the grown
folk had ever had the opportunity to go to high school. Times were
hard for them and every hand was needed to help fill empty bellies
and put a roof over their heads and clothes on their backs.
Education was considered a waste of valuable time for “our kind.”
During those days, anyone who was lucky enough to finish high
school was looked upon as a scholar but was also seen as being
much too fragile to be much good for any “real” work. This had put
considerable distance between Mother and my aunts and uncles, a
sort of reverse discrimination.

Added to her failures, was her ability to sing, play the piano,
speak French fluently, and “speak proper just like white folks.”
Despite the discrimination against my mother and us, her kids, she
was always called upon to interpret the mail when letters contained
big words or to help interpret some other business stuff. Excuses
were always made for why no one else could do it—such as, their
eyes were getting bad and they couldn’t see the words any more—
but Mother would read the mail and never embarrass anyone.

Some evenings after supper, the kids would be around back
playing while all the grown folk sat out in the yard under the big
chinaberry tree chewing tobacco or dipping snuff while they dis-
cussed the news of the world. It was when the grown folk were
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through talking that Daddy would sometimes call me around to
the front to entertain the grown-ups.

“C’mere, Helen . . . stand up straight and spell for Mama Harris.”
I’d crease my dress down and brush my hair back and try to look

smart. I’d look at Mother, and she would smile and nod affirma-
tively. Daddy would proceed to call out the words, looking at
Mother when I had finished for validation of the correctness.

“Spell goat.”
“G-O-A-T, goat.”
“Spell hoss.”
“H-O-R-S-E, horse.”
“Spell hippopotamus. Now y’all watch this!” Daddy grinned

with pride.
“H-I-P-P-O-P-O-T-A-M-U-S, hippopotamus,” I’d say proudly.
They would all laugh, and someone would say, “That young’un’s

got a head on them shoulders. She just five and here I is, a grown
woman and ain’t never spelt no word with that many letters!” I
really enjoyed entertaining the family, mostly because it always
seemed to make Mother feel so proud. After all, she was my men-
tor.

I learned that my half-brother, Earnest, had run away from
home. He had done this several times before, but this time he had
been gone for six months. Nobody was looking for him, but what
awaited him when he came home was a big twisted switch, Daddy’s
black leather razor strap, dubbed “Black Bootie,” and Mama Harris’
black club that hung on the nail. I don’t know why he ran, but I lis-
tened to the folk talking—”He was unmanageable, wouldn’t mind
and had a head full o’ trouble.” Translated, that meant that he was
tired of being beaten for such things as talking too loud in the
house or coming home ten minutes late or something else just as
trivial. He was an adolescent who had lost his mother to a tragic ill-
ness and his daddy to a new marriage. He was the eldest of the kids
at nearly eighteen years old, and no one seemed bothered about
what was troubling this young man. They believed he was aban-
doning a poor family where every hand was needed to provide for
the whole. They saw him as a bad boy who was destined to fall into
the wrong hands, which would be “his own doing,” of course.
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“That boy’s nothing but trouble. He been in trouble ever since
Bernice died, an’ I’m so glad she didn’t live to see what he turnt out
to be! He bad! Real bad! I tried all I could to bring him up right,
but he’s bull-headed an’ got the devil in him! I tried to beat it outta
him, but it’s too strong! He just bad and that’s the way he’s gonna
be. I can’t help him now!” Mama Harris would say, shaking her
head in despair.

That was usually the response to any questions about Earnest.
One of my half-sisters told us that Mama Harris was trying to whip
Earnest one day when he took the black club from her, threw it
behind the bed, and left running. He had not been seen or heard
from since. Earnest knew his plight within the family and was will-
ing to take his chances in the big, cruel East Texas world. He had
had enough, and there would be no more beatings for him, espe-
cially not from the people who were supposed to love and protect
him. The girls saw him as a hero who had escaped the worst of
hardships. They kept their fingers crossed in hopes that he would
never be found. They seemed to be waiting their turn.
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