
Confessions 
 of a 

 Blue Tomato

C h a r l o t t e    A s h u r s t    M c D a n i e l



!

Confessions 
!

of a 
!

Blue  Tomato 
!
!
!

C h a r l o t t e  A s h u r s t  M c D a n i e l 



!
!
Confessions of a Blue Tomato is a compelling portrait spanning 

eighty years, told through the narrator’s poignant and sensitive 

Southern voice. It’s a story of an only child in the 50s with 

unfulfilled hopes and dreams who leaves a job at fifty-two to begin 

a journey of self-discovery.	 !!
WHAT READERS ARE SAYING 

!
“The right amount of vulnerability, humor and self-revelation.”	

“The writing is so rich and descriptive with an amazing memory for 

details.”	

“Fads, foods and feelings— an original account of the 1940s and ’50s.”	

“A charming memoir.  The later year of self-discovery and dreams told 

so creatively.”	

“I liked the eighty year story with some historical references.”	

“A Southern story teller captures the idiomatic ’50s flavor with humor 

and pathos.”	

“A completely original memoir. Reads like a novel.”	

“This is an excellent memoir. I wouldn’t know what memoir to compare 

it to, but it certainly stands on its own.”	

“There are many layers of meaning in this remarkable memoir.”  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!
P r e f a c e !!

Back in 1946, at ten, I was sure the American Dream was about 

being a hero of some kind. If you were a boy, you accomplished 
some kind of feat, like Lindbergh flying across the Atlantic, or you 
earned a Purple Heart, or worked your way up from the mailroom. 
 And if you were a girl, what then? I mostly knew what I didn’t 
want to do, like be a teacher, or nurse, or secretary. I dreamed of 
wearing a white angora sweater, and being tapped on the shoulder 
by a Hollywood director at a drug store counter. I kept those silent 
dreams during my adolescence. 
 In my Betty Crocker mid-thirties, I had a great fear that I 
would be dead at forty. That fear led me to make some difficult life 
changes. 
 As I neared fifty, I believed my lifeline indicated I was going to 
die at fifty-five. I walked out a corporate door at fifty-two. 
 I have come to realize those fears were coming from my wise 
instinctual self. I felt my life had five distinct parts, and that the 
last part would be the best, if only I could manage to get there and 
discover what was around that last bend. 
 A story not recorded is lost forever. This musical journey of 
self-discovery begins with the father I never knew. !!

~  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My Father 
!!!
I’ll tell you about my father. His name was Charles Walker 

Ashurst. He sold insurance. He was the treasurer of St. Luke’s, and 
he read the dictionary. That’s all Mother ever told me. 
 “You were named Charlotte for him,” she’d say. “And, he read      
the dictionary.” 
 They divorced when I was a baby.      
 Every time I looked up a word I felt a connection. Did he start      
with the A’s? Did he read the words above and below? Did he 
memorize all the definitions? 
 He sent a check for $34 every month until I was eighteen.      
 He died when I was thirty.      
 I never met him.      
 I never even saw a photo.      
 Later, when I was studying a paperback Six Weeks to Words of      
Power to take the GRE, I noticed word quotes at the beginning of 
each chapter: Quotes from Confucius, Emerson, Kipling, and 
others of note. On page 39 was this quote: 
              Most men paint or fish, or collect stamps.      
              My hobby is the dictionary.      
                                          ---   ASHURST  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Family Secrets 
!!
I wish I had a different story to tell you. I wish I’d been born to 

more high-minded people with books, and manners, and nicer 
furniture, but in 1937, when I was eight months old, Mother and 
my father divorced and she brought me back to live in the house 
she grew up in. I was a real imposition on Grandma because she’d 
already had enough tragedy in her own life by then, so already I 
wasn’t welcomed. 
 She put us out on the back porch. 

~ 
 My first memory is of bright morning sunlight casting a black 
and white pattern of shadows from my playpen onto the front 
porch of 421 Holderness Street—the house I lived in for twenty-
one years. Much of my life has escaped me, yet in that dark theater 
of my memory this early porch scene remains. 
 I am looking through wooden bars, past the banister rails and 
across a low privet hedge, to the porch next door where James is 
stacking up wooden blocks. He is wearing brown knickers, 
kneeling on one knee, his brown hair falling over an earnest face as 
he carefully stacks his blocks, building castles with turrets, higher 
and higher. He is looking over at me with his serious brown eyes. 



 “Watch this, Charlotte,” he says with a soft smile. Then with 
one gentle touch, he topples them over. I remember jumping up 
and down, rattling my playpen rail, strung with red and blue 
wooden beads on a wire crosspiece. I remember noticing a flicker 
of my wispy blond hair catching the sunlight, and the shadows 
from the bannisters and playpen rails on the porch. 

~ 
 I think our first memories tell us something about both the 
nature and nurture we have been born into, and even more about 
how we learn to cope with our circumstances. 
 In my case, as this may turn out to be, I would say that being 
alone, but safely “cooped-up,” was significant. I will learn to 
“make do” and content myself with whatever is around me. I 
would say this situation will be pretty symbolic of my life to come
—that, and noticing those patterns of both light and shadow. 
!

I N  T H E  B E G I N N I N G !
 The family story handed down from great-grandma Burdett 
was that Sherman’s troops came storming into Atlanta tromping 
right up to the old homeplace in Cobb County where they’d buried 
their food in the root cellar, but ‘the Yankees found it and took 
ever’ last bit!’ 
 My great-great-grandfather rode in the cavalry for the 
Confederacy. Engraved on his tombstone in Mt. Paran Baptist 
Church Cemetery: 

Seaborn Jones, 
 Lost an Arm in The Battle of Manassas 

 Grandma said when they sawed off his arm, they just flung it 
out the window. 



 At the turn of the century my Grandma, Ola Jane Jones, packed 
a few things in a croker sack and left the old homeplace walking to 
the end of the streetcar line into the fast growing city of Atlanta, 
where two brothers and a sister had moved. She met A. C. 
Chappelear, a jolly streetcar conductor who hailed from North 
Georgia. They married in 1905 and had two girls: Gladys, in 1907 
and Margaret, my mother, born in 1909. 
 The more I write about my story, the more I think they were 
fated right from the start, because tragedy struck in 1917, when 
their house on Rankin Street burned to the ground during one of 
the worst fires in Atlanta, destroying dozens of neighborhoods in 
the Boulevard area. People in Atlanta said, ‘Only Sherman’s fire in 
1864 did more damage.’ 
 Grandma said the cat was on the sidewalk looking for their 
house mewing at charred wood and ashes. 
 Mother was only eight years old. How do you get over 
something like that? I don’t know. She never told me anything 
about her house burning to the ground. Of course it’s possible 
Mother told me lots of stories I never remembered. You know how 
that is, memory is selective. And maybe it was so painful she 
blotted it out. 
 After that disaster my grandparents bought a house on 
Holderness Street in the West End section of Atlanta. Then another 
tragedy happened in 1929 when Mother was twenty. Her father 
committed suicide. Mother never told me anything about that 
either. 
 I pieced together this story: In August 1929, Grandma was in 
her brother Oscar’s car headed off to Florida with some of his 
cronies. (He was a construction supervisor.) They had a wreck at 
the Lee Street underpass. Grandma was crushed in the back seat, 



broke her pelvis and leg, and was laid up in Piedmont hospital. My 
grandfather went to the hospital to see her, and was so upset he 
rushed home and called his friend, Harry Poole, who was a 
mortician in the funeral business. 
 “Harry, you’re going to get an ambulance call soon, take care 
of it yourself,” he said. 
 Then my grandfather went out in the small front yard on 
Holderness Street and put a bullet through his head. 

~ 
 When Mother was in her seventies, in a nursing home with a 
broken hip and diabetes, I was curious to know more about all 
those tragic events in her life, like Mother’s mysterious first 
marriage she’d never told me about until I’d discovered a divorce 
decree in the old trunk. 
 I remember I’d brought Mother some azaleas, sugar-free Certs, 
and bananas. She was always happy to see me and took the 
bananas saying, “Good, Shug, two green and two ripe,” then 
leaned over and tucked them in her metal bedside table among 
balls of rolled-up white socks. I was busy arranging the azaleas in 
a little milk glass vase. 
 Finally, I said, “Mother, tell me about you and Walter Gray?” 
 I had caught her at a good time. 
 “Well, we married . . . and then we separated, and he left and 
went on to Nawth Carolina. And just before the divorce was final, 
he slit his throat with a knife.” 
 That’s just how she said it. “Slit his throat with a knife!” She 
even made a swipe across her neck with her arthritic finger like a 
movie director. “So-o-o-o,” she continued, caught up in her tale, 
“when people asked me what happened to my first husband, I usta’ 



say, ‘He died of a throat condition!’” Then she let out a laugh like 
she knew this was a good story. 

~ 
 After hearing that tale, I was in shock. I didn’t have much hope 
for discovering anything good about my family heritage. I began to 
wonder how Mother, Grandma, and Aunt Gladys coped with all 
those disasters, especially the shame of a suicide—a scandal, 
perhaps—then having to bury the body of their father, Arthur 
Columbus Chappelear. Grandma probably couldn’t even go to the 
funeral since she was in the hospital. 
 They had to know their neighbors knew of the automobile 
wreck and the suicide. After all, it had made the headlines of The 
Atlanta Journal in August of 1929. !

WORRIED OVER WIFE’S 

 INJURY, MAN SUICIDES 
--------- 

 Arthur Chappelear, Power 
 Company Veteran, Fires 

 Bullet Into Brain 
——————— 

A. C. Chappelear, ill and worried over the condition of his wife, 
 who is in a hospital suffering injuries from a motor car accident last 

Saturday,shot and killed himself in the front yard. 
 At the hospital, it was said that Mrs. Chappelear 

 was suffering with a fractured hipand fractured right leg. 
 She was not informed of her husband’s death. 

~ 
 I learned that my cousins, Sonny and Susan, had been told by 
Aunt Gladys that our grandfather had ‘died at a picnic from eating 
a black walnut pie that had too much sugar in it!’ She had used it 
as a cautionary tale for eating too many sweets. 

~ 



 I love old photos like the ones of Mother on Tybee Beach, 
sitting on the bumper of a car with a 1933 license tag, and another 
of her wearing pilot’s goggles. 

 And the photo of Mother with her friend Grace Wooley, 

wearing striped pajama-type one-piece dresses, standing with their 
dates—men in hats—in what looks like the hills of North Georgia. 
They tucked up their dresses to show off their legs. Mother is 
draping her arms affectionately over her friend and her date. And 
Mother on the gangplank of a boat from Savannah to New York 

~ 



	 I remember Mother looking really healthy with greenish eyes 
and a ruddy complexion. She wore rimless glasses and a little 
pressed powder and Tangee lipstick, which she put on with her 
little finger. She had dark wavy hair, medium oily skin, beautiful 
teeth, and a pretty smile, of which she was very proud. 
  !!!!!!!!
 Mother loved the movies! We’d walk over a mile almost every 
Sunday afternoon to see whatever was playing at the Gordon 
Theater. Sitting next to Mother, I felt such strong passions from all 
those larger than life images on the silver screen as if an umbilical 
cord of emotions was still attached, certainly an umbilical chord, 
because I felt in harmony with every emotion from Mother. 
 Seeing all those movies prompted Mother get out her box 
camera and pose me for photos. She put me on the porch in the 
early morning to catch the sun and photo a profile of me holding 
her old  straw-filled  teddy bear  along with a rubber  toy  figure  of  
Popeye, capturing the shadows on the clapboard siding. I’m sure I 
learned an eye for light and shadow from her, along with the magic 
of photography. 

~ 



 
  !!!!!!
 When my hair had grown to my waist, Mother posed me for a 
photo standing on one of the rocks of the fish pond with my hands 
clasped angelically like a statue. Maybe she was remembering 
those old Silent Movie images. 
 Posing for Mother made me feel like her little movie star. That 
photo and others were tucked away in the silk purse of my 
romantic leanings. At the movies I saw beautiful people and 
beautiful houses and I could dream. 
 Around nine, I began to notice how Lana Turner lifted her 
pencilled eyebrow at a drifter who’d stopped in for coffee at the 
gas station lunch counter. I knew she was interested in him, not 
that I would be—not even a cute drifter-type like John Garfield. 
 I already had my ideals, a man like Dana Andrews or Cornel 
Wilde whom I loved in A Song to Remember where he played 
Chopin. 
 I know Mother took stenography at Commercial High and got a 
job at eighteen—that would’ve been 1927. Mother listened to the 
radio a lot and knew the lyrics to all the old songs and loved to 
sing. At sixty she got a tape recorder and recorded “Willie the 
Weeper,” “Hard Hearted Hannah, the Vamp of Savannah,” “Daddy, 
Change Your Mind,” and “I Get the Blues When It Rains.” 



 When I hear those lyrics now, I start wondering all over again 
about her early life, yet I know I’ll never know who she really was, 
or the real story. 
 But then, we never know what our parents are really like, do 
we? 
 Maybe it’s better that way.  !!

~  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The House in Black and White 
!!!!
The only house I ever knew was really half a house because 

Grandma had divided her residential house during the Depression, 
renting one side to a string of tenants who shared the front porch 
rockers. I remember an old couple, Birdie and Fuzz Keys. Birdie 
would sometimes take me up on her lap and rock me. I can still 
feel her plump warm body and smell the starch in her cotton dress. 

~ 
 Our half of the dark living room was partitioned off with heavy 
sliding doors. The fireplace had been cemented over, and a gas 
radiant heater sat on a bilious green tiled hearth. 
 Over the living room mantle loomed a framed picture of a ship 
in a storm. The moon hung silently glowing behind luminous 
clouds. That painting within its dark, dusty, ornate frame, with the 
moonlight on the waves and the ship struggling against the forces 
of nature within that dark sea— well, that’s what Mother and 
Grandma felt like to me, struggling in that dark house against an 
endless tide that wore them down each day. It seemed as if they too 
were stuck in a framework of time past, because everything just 
got older or broken—a patched-up roof, a sagging garage, wobbly 



tables, rickety chairs. When the back door fell off its hinges, it 
stayed propped next to our back porch bedroom, against the side of 
the house. 
 A double bed had been shoved up next to the outside wall of 
the enclosed back porch so there was just about a foot of room to 
walk by. I slept there next to Mother for twelve years. 
 Embedded in me from the beginning was a sense of loss I 
could never shake. We weren’t really a family, just a threesome of 
survivors. The color of our lives was tinged with that pallor.  
 Ironically, it was under that dark painting that hope arrived 
each year, because I hung up one of Mother’s rayon stockings on a 
nail under the mantle. On Christmas morning I could barely wait to 
run up the dark hallway. Mother would’ve plugged in the 
Christmas tree lights. A new toy would be there waiting for me. 
The cookies we’d left were gone. One year I was overjoyed to find 
a tiny wind-up train that went around on a circular track. 
 In 1943 a war bond was rolled up sticking out the top of 
Mother’s stocking. The young child me was happy just to have a 
small train and a peppermint cane. The best present I ever had, 



though, was my blue bicycle. I’d already picked it out at Western 
Auto, but it was finally mine to ride on Christmas Day. 
 After the bicycle, nothing was ever as special, but I kept 
expecting it to be, and from then on, there was always an edge of 
disappointment. I spent so much of my teenage years looking for 
lost love under a Christmas tree. 

~ 
 As I describe that house, I’m struck by how beautiful it 
must’ve been when Mother first moved there and went to Lee 
Street School in fourth grade, back in 1918. 
 In that tiny cold half-living room I remember the old floor 
radio crackled static whenever I turned it on. My grandfather 
probably bought it back in the ’20s, along with the wrought iron 
maroon velour radio bench—the one that wound up in our little 
back porch bedroom. 
 The few books we owned gathered dust on the mantle in 
Grandma’s dark bedroom: Lamb in His Bosom, The Shore Dimly 
Seen, and the one I remember best, a large commemorative edition 
of Gone with the Wind, bought by thousands of Atlantans in 1939, 
when Clark Gable came to the premier at the Loew’s Grand. 
 I remember someone would fetch it down. I loved looking at 
the beautiful 8 x 10 glossy color photos taken from the stills of the 
movie, especially Scarlett with rosy cheeks, red lips, wearing a 
frothy white dress with green flowers. She was at the Wilkes’ 
barbecue. Beaus were kneeling at her feet on the elegantly wide 
steps, vying to bring her scrumptious desserts. 
 Oh, those beautiful glimpses of a technicolor world inside my 
black and white house. 
 Who wouldn’t want to live like that? I thought. 



 Gradually that dark house would become as familiar to me as 
the spiders that lay dead in their cobweb coffins. I remember the 
gritty window sills I rested my elbows upon and the furry coating 
of dust that hung on the heavy mantles. It was as if all the family 
secrets had been sealed away in those cemented-over fireplaces. 
 The house at 421 Holderness Street was already filled with 
shame, sadness, defeat, and resignation. So, it’s no wonder music, 
the movies, and the dictionary would become important for 
shaping and escaping. !

 ~  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Piano Lessons, Elocution 
!

and 
!

Refinement 
!!!!
During the summer after first grade Mother paid $14 to have an 

ornate ebony upright piano moved to our house. I watched the men 
heave the heavy piano up the four front steps and onto the porch. 
 They shoved it through the front door and slid it into the only       
space available, right in front of the little stained glass window 
with a broken cobalt blue pane. As soon as they’d gone, Mother sat 
right down and played the only song she ever knew, “Clayton’s 
Grand March.” She played with such zest and a remarkable 
command of the song. When she finished, she wheeled around on 
the piano stool, and smiled at me so happy and proud, as if she’d 
just finished a concert at Carnegie Hall. 
 From that day on I wanted to be able to sit down at the piano,       
play something grand, and turn around and smile. She played that 



song hundreds of times for me. Mother owned those thirty-two 
bars of “Clayton’s Grand March.” 

 Soon Mother found a young girl, Elizabeth Webster, to give me       
piano lessons, half a block down the street. Once a week Mother 
left Grandma fifty cents to give me. I put those two heavy quarters  
 !!!!!!!!!
in the pocket of my favorite yellow cotton overalls. Under my arm 
I tucked a red John Thompson music book, and soon learned that it 
was the E-key on our piano that was missing its ivory cover. 
 Elizabeth gave me her used book of famous composers and had       
me learn one composer a week. She’d erased out her own answers 
and I loved knowing that Elizabeth had written there before me. 
 “Bach, the Father of Music” was my first lesson. I was slow       
and needed many reminders, but Elizabeth was very patient and 
kind to me.  
 Elizabeth bought a little coupe and when summer was over, she       
drove away. No more lessons. I missed her so much, but I didn’t 
miss piano practice. !

~ !



E L O C U T I O N 

!
 One night at supper when I about twelve, I was sitting at the 
small kitchen table by the open window, the smell of the Aldens’ 
fried pork chops were drifting through the window. Mother was 
filling my plate from the stove—squash cooked with onions and 
fresh English peas with new potatoes. It was always just the two of 
us eating supper. Grandma ate from off the stove and then sat on 
the porch in summer, or sat in her rocker by the stove in winter. 
 “In my day children took elocution lessons,” said Mother, as if 
she was making a point to someone in a conversation going on in 
her head. I didn’t have any idea what had provoked that statement 
unless it was Grandma murdering the King’s English again, or 
something came up at work. 
 I was busy skewering an ear of steamy boiled corn with two 
tiny yellow corn cob holders, sticking them in either end. Mother 
filled her plate and sat down with the dishrag between us for all the 
greasy drippings of fat back that everything was cooked in. 
 “Elocution is part of being refined,” she said, stuffing a small 
new potato in her mouth, chomping away. 
 “Refined, like refined sugar?” I said, adding fresh country 
butter and salt to my corn. I was getting to be a little bit of a “know 
it all.” I’d noticed the word refined on the five-pound sack of Dixie 
Crystals sugar. 
 “Refined is acting nice,” said Mother, slathering her own ear of 
corn with butter, which sat in a chipped saucer, “like you have 
manners and know what to say and do.” 
 We didn’t even have a dining room and never had any 
company, not even relatives. 



 Mother sank her teeth into her ear of corn, noisily going all the 
way down three rows like a typewriter, then chewing, swallowing, 
and starting back again on the next three rows. 
 “And in my day,” Mother continued, “when we went visiting 
on Sunday, someone was likely to ask a child to give a speech. It 
was sort of expected.” 
 “A speech!” I yelled, horrified. 
 Elocution sounded pretty boring to me and hard on a child. But 
those were the social graces of her day, even if they didn’t get her 
out of her circumstances. Being seen as refined was important to 
Mother, and she wanted me to be that way, too. 
 “Well, not especially a speech,” Mother continued, “just a little 
recitation or something.” She started in on one of hers. 
 “‘A Birdie with a yellow bill/Hopped upon my window sill/
Cocked his shiny eye and said/Ain’t you ‘shame you sleepy head!’ 
Miss Molly McGee, my fifth grade teacher, had us memorize that 
one.” Then she laughed and said, “Don’t evah say ain’t! Ain’t, ain’t 
in the dictionary!” 
 Sometimes Mother could really get wound up when she got on 
the subject of bad English repeating Grandma’s misusage. 
 “Mama al’ time says, ‘I seen ‘im when he done it!’ and ‘I 
taken,’ and ‘he don’t.’” 
 She kept on imitating Grandma’s mispronunciations, like 
ernions, for onions and erunges for oranges, till I was about to split 
my sides laughing. So I guessed maybe the subject of elocution 
was about something Grandma had said earlier. 

~ 

 Refined was one of Mother’s favorite words. I think she had 
some running vision in her head from all those movies of what I 
might turn out to be. She wanted to offer me all the refinements 



she could afford, so she started buying me one cultural book each 
year for a present, like 100 Best Loved Poems. 
 I didn’t care for that book at all, since I would rather have had a 
comic book, a coloring book, or at least, a book with pictures. But 
Mother promised me twenty-five cents for any poem I memorized. 
I picked Casey at the Bat, the only poem I even remotely liked. 
 I remember that I even memorized The Gettysburg Address, 
from one of Mother’s old school books, since it was fairly short, 
and Mother had upped the ante to fifty cents, knowing I wanted 
money for a mail order device to show a movie on my very own 
wall. 
 I liked movies better than books, however I always wanted to 
show off by getting a summer reading certificate, so I picked books 
that weren’t too thick with lots of pictures. It seemed to me that if 
you earned a reading certificate, you counted for something, and 
that was a lot better than counting for nothing. 

~ 

 The Christmas little Lester got his B-B gun, I just about died to      
shoot it. I never wanted anything so much in my life except for a 
pair of cowboy boots and a Flex-i-Racer, neither of which I ever 
got. Every Christmas I couldn’t wait to go next door to little 
Lester’s house, because he got everything I wanted: Pound-a-peg, 
which I practically wore out. Tinker Toys, Lincoln Logs, and an 
Erector Set. 
 Lester’s Daddy nailed up a target on the garage door, so I      
started being really nice to little Lester, so he’d let me load and 
shoot his B-B gun. I even let him win at Chinese Checkers and 
tried hard not to be so bossy, like making him Sheriff once in a 
while, instead of always my Deputy. Meanwhile, I continued to get 
gifts like a squinty-eyed Bi-Lo Baby wearing a long embroidered 



gown. Whatever can you do with a baby? You can’t even pretend a 
baby can talk. 
 “Goo-Goo!” That’s all babies can say. Not, “Stick ‘em up!”      ! !!!!!!!!!

T H E  U N I T E D  D A U G H T E R S  O F  T H E  C O N F E D E R A C Y !
 I remember when my two aunts decided it was their Christian 
duty to take turns at socializing me—I suppose because I was 
turning twelve in September. 
 Neither of them worked and lived across town with social 
connections, as they say. Mother was always making fun of her 
cousin Clara pointing out her high falutin’manners. 
 “All Clara can talk about is “the U.D.C. this, and the D.A.R. 
that,” she’d say. 

~ 
 First, Aunt Gladys invited me to her house in Buckhead to go 
to a social etiquette class. I loved Aunt Gladys because she was so 
funny, made divinity, and did a great Br’er Rabbit dialect. 
 That summer she bought me a new yellow organdy dress with 
a black vest that had black ribbons that crisscrossed in the front. It 
was the prettiest dress I’d ever had. I wore it with my black patent 



leather shoes to the etiquette class, where a lot of gossipy ladies 
were listening to tips on etiquette. 
 When we got back to her house, Aunt Gladys had me practice 
walking around the living room with a book on my head. That was 
fun for a while, since I had a good sense of balance and had once 
won a prize at a birthday party for balancing a potato on my head 
and walking around a coffee table more times than anyone else. 
 In the next etiquette class we practiced walking like a lady with 
one foot directly in front of the other. That exercise was awkward 
and unnatural, and I thought you really couldn’t get to where you 
wanted to go by walking that way—which is the truth—unless, of 
course, you wanted to snag a Western Union lawyer like Aunt 
Gladys did. 
 Not long after that week of etiquette, Grandma told me that 
Aunt Clara was coming by to start transporting me to weekly 
meetings of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. 
 Aunt Clara was Aunt Alice’s only child. She and Uncle Harry 
were well-off, childless, and lived on North Ivy Road in Buckhead. 
 The day of the U. D. C. meeting, as it was called, Grandma 
said I had to get dressed up in socks and shoes. I picked out my 
aqua dress with big red and white flowers. I’d learned to tie my 
sash in back and I did so, and then trounced into Grandma’s 
bedroom to show myself. 
 “I got t’ fix that hair.” Grandma shouldered me back down onto 
her vanity bench clamping me with her bony fingers. 
 “You jis’ hold still.” 
 She swatted my back with her big dirty white comb. 
 “And mind your P’s and Q’s around all those fancy ladies and 
say thank you to Clara when she brings you home.” 



 Soon I was sliding into Aunt Clara’s little gray coupe, feeling 
the scratchy serviceable upholstery on my bare legs. Aunt Clara 
was dressed in a white-collared, lavender voile dress, gray pumps, 
white gloves, and a gray straw hat with a bunch of tiny violets on 
the brim. I didn’t ever get to ride in a car and I was very attentive, 
noticing how she shifted the gears with the earnestness of a 
missionary. 
 The U. D. C. meeting was held at a big assembly hall in an 
armory. I sat with other little girls my age and their sponsors, 
trying not to twist and catching myself if I started to bang my 
shoes on the rungs of the metal chair. I felt my tight pigtails pulling 
with the rubber bands Grandma had put on. 
 Perfumed ladies discussed projects they could drum up to 
expose us to the history of the War Between the States, as it’s 
known in the South. Then we young ladies were led over to a long 
table with a fancy white tablecloth and a punchbowl at one end. 
 I didn’t make friends with anyone, but stood in line watching 
what the others did. We were served pink punch in little glass cups 
and had to take a tiny scalloped napkin, find a place to sit, and eat 
a square of cake with a fork on a little plate—which is not an easy 
thing to do. 
 I’d seen this in the movies, so I wasn’t surprised, just 
uncomfortable. In the movies I was always rooting for the 
bumpkin who got invited to rich people’s houses and then managed 
to shock and embarrass the fat hostess. But I didn’t want to 
embarrass Aunt Clara in any way, not because of her, but because 
it would shame Mother. Well, no, I didn’t want to shame Aunt 
Clara either, because I could see she meant well, and I did want to 
live up to her expectations, too. 



 The next U. D. C meeting was held in the basement of The 
Cyclorama at Grant Park. The Cyclorama is a famous mural 
painting depicting where General Sherman burned Atlanta to the 
ground. 
 Durn, I thought, we’re not even going to get to see it, because 
soon we were heading down to the basement to study a huge black 
steam engine which loomed above us, guarded with a big maroon 
velvet rope, which let me know right away that getting to step up 
into the engineer’s seat wasn’t part of this excursion, either. 
 “Now girls,” said Mrs. Abercrombie, our staunch U. D. C 
leader, “this historic train engine was used in Gone with the Wind, 
and I hope this visit might inspire some of you girls to write a 
poem for your project, or do a pen or pencil sketch. 
 Project . . . we have to do a project? 
 I was thinking, maybe a pencil sketch, if I had to, but then I’d 
have to stay there near the train for a long time with Aunt Clara. 
 Back home, as I was getting out of the car, I smiled nicely from 
relief. 
 “Thank you, Aunt Clara.” 
 “Do you know what you’ll do for your project?” 
 “No, ma’am.” 
 By the next meeting, the same lady said, “Now, most of you 
have started on your project, and some of you have already 
completed yours. Those of you who haven’t selected a poem or 
essay better get start-e-ed!” 
 I wished I’d never gotten into this. 
 “Remember, next week we will have our presen-ta-tions!” she 
said in a lilting voice, like this was the fun part. 
 Next week! Oh, no! 



 Another lady with dimpled hands and lots of rings stood up, 
clasping a lace handkerchief to her bosom and began to 
demonstrate in a swooning voice, Do-o-wn from the Hills of Ha-
ber-sham-m-m, Do-o-wn From the Valleys of Hall-l-l! Oh, what a 
lovely poem for someone to memorize, by Sid-ney La-nier! 
Georgia’s State Poet.” She swooned again, enticingly. 
 I racked my brain for some poem I already knew, or some 
picture I could trace out of a book, so I could get out of this easy, 
and not have to memorize any Marshes of Glynn or Song of the 
Chattahoochee junk.  
 Then I thought of something . . . yes . . . something that would 
be really fine, if not outstanding. Something I already knew. Aunt 
Clara was sitting across the room, all tense. 
 Oh, my idea seemed so good. I’ll just raise my hand now and 
make my announcement. Yes, that’ll be so great, and get me off the 
hook. My heart started beating. I could hear all the ladies saying, 
Oo-oo-oo, yes, how marvelous. They would see how smart I was. 
I’d be discovered as some talented little genius from the “sticks,” 
like in the movies. I raised my hand and stood up and proudly 
announced, “Aunt Clara, I know The Gettysburg Address.” 
 Oh, if there was ever a moment of restrained shock and horror
—like Aunt Pittypat, bring on the smelling salts—it was that quick 
gasp, almost in unison. And I thought the ladies were just 
flabbergasted that a little girl like me already knew The Gettysburg 
Address. I just kept standing there, hearing the murmurs, and 
finally someone with polite decorum said, “Some other time, 
perhaps, dear.” 
 Then I was embarrassed, but I didn’t know what was wrong, 
because I didn’t know anything about The Gettysburg Address 



except that it was a famous speech by President Lincoln in 
Mother’s old school book. 
 That turned out to be my last time at a meeting of the United 
Daughters of the Confederacy. 
 Aunt Clara stayed in good standing, fortunately. She got so 
wound up in genealogy, she became eligible to be a member of the 
Daughters of the American Revolution and one day, years later, she 
sent me a letter to inform me I was eligible to be a Magna Carta 
Dame and my sons, Barons of Runnymede. 

~  



!
!
!

By Hook Or By Crook 
!
!!!
The woman I knew as Grandma was a widow in her fifties in the 

1940s, having lived through the Depression by renting out one side 
of her house. Once I remember us being in the cold living room 
with only the light of a gray day coming through the thin lacy 
curtains of the window by the side porch. Grandma opened up a 
worn black Baptist hymnal to “Abide with Me,” and played a 
couple of measures. I heard her tough yellow nails clacking on the 
keys. I didn’t know Grandma could even play the piano, or that she 
knew how to read the music. 
 There was so much I didn’t know about her. 

~ 
 In 1929 she never really recovered from the car wreck, nor 
from her husband’s tragic death. She never spoke of either. She 
was a member of a Sunday School class at the Gordon Street 
Baptist Church, though I don’t remember her ever going there. All 
her family were buried back at the Mt. Paran Baptist Church 
cemetery. Sometimes she hummed a little of “The Old Rugged 
Cross.” 

~ 



 She said mean things to Mother, though—that’s what I didn’t 
like about her. 
 When it was nearly time for me to start school, Mother told me 
ths story about Grandma taking her to school. 
 She’d start off with, “You know Mama, she didn’t care if she 
hurt your feelings or not.” 
 Then Mother would shift into a special dramatic reenactment 
and continue, “The day I started first grade, I begged her, I said, 
‘Mama, please, oh, PLEASE, PLEASE, Mama, don’t tell the 
teacher my name is Totsy. Tell her my name is Margaret.’ But 
when the teacher asked my name, Mama said, ‘TOTSY 
CHAPPELEAR,’ and I crawled up under the teacher’s desk. That’s 
how Mama was, you know, she didn’t care if she hurt your 
feelings, or not.” 
 Then Mother would laugh like it didn’t matter, but the more I 
heard that story, the more I knew that her feelings were always 
disregarded, and that she’d always played second fiddle to her 
older sister. 
 I didn’t want anyone to be mean to my Mother! 

~ 
 In the morning Grandma slurped Eight O-clock coffee from a 
thick white saucer at the wooden side table in the kitchen. By the 
time I got up for breakfast, her long muslin apron was already tied 
round her frail waist over a homemade cotton dress. Underneath 
she wore thick hose knotted at the knee. Her gray hair was pulled 
up in a knot, too, skewered with fat hairpins. She wore thick 
glasses with round silver rims. In sturdy black oxfords she stirred 
the oatmeal bubbling in a double boiler on the back burner of a 
tiny Magic Chef stove. She spooned it out for me, adding brown 



sugar, butter and canned milk, while the Germans were invading 
Europe. 

 Grandma kept up with the war from H.V. Kaltenborn’s nightly       
radio broadcasts. She phoned her sister Alice to get any new report. 
I overheard her telling about Miss Mattie Shelton ‘wearing pants 
now, Alice,’ carrying a lunchbox working at the Bell Bomber Plant. 
 Grandma showed me our ration books and said she got only       
two stamps for coffee. She said she bet Mr. Charlie Ray would 
never have to go without his coffee, because he was in the black 
market and that was probably how come he’d lost his left arm—
that or bootlegging. 
 I noticed that Mr. Charlie Ray drove a shiny black Ford with       
the window rolled down, propping his stump on the edge. His 
pinned-up sleeve would be flapping in the wind as he flew down 
Holderness Street. I pictured Mr. Charlie Ray getting his arm 
smashed off because he’d left it hanging out the window sometime 
or other when a black market truck side-swiped him as he was 
outrunning the cops. 

~ 
 Everyone was asked to plant a Victory Garden. Grandma hired       
a black man who came up our back alley with a “war mule,” to 
plow her up a place in the middle of our backyard, right between 
the fish pond and the little rock patio. 
 Afterwards, she got her big black purse with the two gold orbs       
that snapped shut like her mouth when she’d had enough. We 
walked to the seed store. The next day I watched as Grandma took 
a bow rake and dragged big red clods to the edges, leveling off the 
inside part. Then she broke off some limbs and made little stobs to 
tie strings to for rows. 



 “This here’s how we done it back at the ol’ homeplace,” she 
said, leaning over and dropping in a bean seed. When Mother got 
home from work she filled up the galvanized watering can at the 
outside water spigot and watered all the rows. She liked doing it. 
We all wanted to help with the war effort. 

~ 
 I remember waiting in the kitchen with painful earaches while 
Grandma warmed up sweet oil in a pan of water to drop into my 
ear with some cotton. I remember mustard plasters and doses of 
nasty liquids being poked at me in tablespoons too big for my 
mouth, and all those horrible bitter-tasting brown pills she crushed 
and put in a teaspoon. 
 I remember Sal Hepatica, Castor Oil, Fletcher’s Castoria, the 
chalky taste of Milk of Magnesia, and a lot of enemas. Yet in her 
slip-shod manner, Grandma managed to keep me from all major 
diseases, accidents and afflictions. 

~  
 In summers I drove Grandma crazy because there were no 
children to play with except for little Lester. All I heard was, “Stay 
on the front porch,” or “Don’t go outta this back yard!” 
 It was just Grandma and me and nothing to do. I played jack 
stones on the porch. I had a can of fiddlesticks. I marked off  
hopscotch on the walkway with chalk. 
  As soon as I heard the jangling sound of metal scales banging 
the sides of the vegetable truck, I’d yell, “It’s Mr. Smith, Grandma, 
let’s get some fresh peaches.” 
 I would bolt off the concrete stoop beside the front steps, 
running ahead down the sidewalk. Mr. Smith had once given me a 
handful of goobers—raw peanuts—smelling like cool damp dirt. 



 When the sound of the vegetable truck was heard, neighbor 
ladies grabbed their coin purses, converging like crows in starched 
cotton dresses, as the dark green truck with wooden slats swayed 
down the street and parked in the next block. 
 Mr. Smith wore a straw hat and overalls. Along the sides of the 
truck he’d fashioned little bins to show off his fresh-picked garden 
delights, still smelling of earth and rain and sunshine. City ladies—
first generation off the farm ladies—eagerly bought Elberta 
peaches, purple hull peas, fresh okra, fat red tomatoes, tender 
yellow crookneck squash, English peas, mouth-watering ears of 
corn, cantaloupe and watermelon. Each woman could walk all the 
way around, inspecting and selecting. 
 “How much them pole beans?” someone asked. 
 “Lord, I usta pick beans and chop cotton, both,” said another. 
 “Me ’n you!” was a reply. 
 “Got some real nice butter beans, ladies,” said Mr. Smith, 
snapping open a fat green hull, revealing four plump speckled 
butter beans, every bit as tempting as the ones Jack got for the 
family cow. 
 “Speckled! Look at that, Grandma! Let’s get some.” 
 I darted past her to get a closer look at those magic beans 
cradled in Mr. Smith’s rough palm. I thought I’d like to throw 
some out my window and climb up a magic beanstalk, outwit an 
ogre, and bring home some golden eggs, myself. 
 Grandma moved in by a woman in a starched cotton plaid 
dress, to pick out a bunch of dark reddish-purple beets with red 
veins running through their curly green leaf tops. She handed them 
to Mrs. Smith, then a cantaloupe, some peaches, and some pole 
beans to weigh and sack up. 



 I noticed Mrs. Smith’s beady eyes peering out from under the 
sheltering hood of her feed-sack bonnet as Grandma fished out her 
black coin purse. Mrs. Smith pressed her thin lips together, 
carefully weighing the mess of long green pole beans, then took a 
few coins from Grandma’s palm. 
 We walked back home together carrying our little mess of 
happiness between us. 

~ 

 As far as I could tell Grandma took a hit or miss approach to       
life. If anything broke, she waited until the insurance man came to 
collect the monthly premium, then she’d hand him his quarter and 
say, “Mr. Honea, wouldja take a look at this here electric cord? It’s 
shootin’ out sparks ever’ time we plug it in.” 

 If the policy man didn’t fix it, it didn’t get fixed. That’s how 
she kept things running, by hook or by crook. It’s amazing how 
little you can do and still survive. Buy white bread. Read The 
Atlanta Journal. Listen to WSB radio. Buy a new Easter hat. 

~ 
 When I was in fourth grade, Grandma’s favorite sister, Alice, 
died. They’d talked on the phone every day. After the funeral, 
something went out of Grandma. She started complaining of 
“swimming” in her head. Sometimes she’d drag me along on the 
trolley to go to see Dr. McGinty. 
 We got on each other’s nerves, especially in the dog days of 
August. As she got older, her disposition became as sour as her 
stomach. She took spoonfuls of Gastron and Hydrochloric acid to 
help with her digestion. We played Rook so much we wore out the 
cards and we always knew when the yellow ten was dealt. 



 Of course, I never realized how demanding a child I was,       
because I always felt sad inside, like I was born with a broken 
heart. I wanted my share of happiness too, even if it was just 
getting a drumstick over a fried chicken thigh. I could be so 
aggravating. More than once I drove Grandma to reach over the 
bannisters and break off a branch from the “bee bush” and strip it 
down and give me a switchin’. 

 I deserved all of them. !!
~  



!
!
!

Radio Days & Movie Stars 
!!!!
On Monday evenings I would beg Mother to let me stay up and 

listen to my favorite radio program Lux Radio Theatre, a one-hour 
radio adaptation of the latest movies. 
 We slept at the foot of the bed because it was warmer and the 
radio was nearby. As I lay under the heavy quilt with the light from 
the radio dial, I listened to the voice of—none other than—Cecil B. 
deMille, and real movie stars dramatically reading their parts. 
 There was such a shared intimacy lying there in the darkness 
next to Mother, wrapped within that “listening” experience—like a 
halo of hope—a promise that one day, all that could be mine too, if 
I were in show business. 
 I remember Olivia de Havilland’s kind, gentle voice speaking 
right into my ear, as if she were there in my own bedroom. She 
paused . . . and sighed as she finished her sad story in To Each His 
Own. Tears trickled down onto my pillow. However, for sheer 
listening pleasure, no radio voice matched raspy Mercedes 
McCambridge. 
 I can’t remember ever missing an Academy Award broadcast 
on radio and later on television. I don’t remember a time when I 
didn’t want to win an Oscar. 



 And didn’t Mother and I love The Hit Parade! We would be 
huddled in the back bedroom on Saturday nights, holding our 
breath, waiting to hear the Number One song on the Lucky Strike 
Hit Parade. If ever there was a radio program that defined our 
mother-daughter relationship, it was the excitement of guessing the 
hit song. 
 I would buy every issue of Hit Parade Magazine and learn the 
lyrics to my favorites: “Pistol Packin’ Mama,” “Swinging on a 
Star,” and “Don’t Fence Me In.” 
 Mother and I shared the heartache that came through the 
romantic, lush arrangements and a chorus singing “Maybe You’ll 
Be There,” and “A Little on the Lonely Side.” 

~ 
 On days when it was cold or rainy, I could stretch out on the 
double bed, listening to my favorite radio program and be 
surrounded by my growing collection of movie star photos, which 
covered two walls as far as I could reach standing on the bed to pin 
them up. 
 Let me tell you about that tiny space that Mother and I made 
the best of for twelve years. The room was maybe fifteen feet long. 
Everything was painted a washed-out blue, as if someone had 
thinned down a leftover can of paint to make it cover all the 
beaverboard panels nailed to the studs, even the sloping 
beaverboard ceiling. 
 Someone had fashioned an opening in the clapboard wall at the 
end nearest the bed. I could take a flying leap from the doorway 
onto the bed because there was no door.  Another low doorway was 
cut to access the kitchen. It was fitted with a short make-shift door 
that had a huge wooden spool for a knob, making it look like a 
cottage door in a fairy tale about dwarfs. 



 Grandma rarely came back there, so this space with the double 
bed was mine to shed tears, or have a tember tantrum, or suck my 
fingers pouting over not getting my way. There was already 
disappointment embedded in that mattress, along with the dust 
mites, so it was good to have a place for some hopes and dreams 
surrounded by Hollywood photos. 
 Each month I begged for fifteen cents to buy the latest copy of 
Photoplay or Modern Screen. When Mother finally relinquished 
the money, I couldn’t wait until the next afternoon when I would 
run up to the corner to Setzer’s Drug Store and buy one. I stretched 
out on the bed, hoping I’d be surprised and there would be a color 
photo of a star I really, really liked. 

~ 
 Miracle on 34th Street was especially memorable for me 
because little Natalie Wood’s mother worked for Macy’s and my 
mother worked for Rich’s department store in Atlanta. Little 
Natalie lived with her mother. And, she didn’t have a father either. 
 How could any storyline be better than that! 
 But Natalie Wood and Maureen O’Hara lived in a gorgeous 
New York apartment and wore beautiful clothes, unlike Mother 
and me. 
 From then on I began fantasizing that maybe Maureen O’Hara 
would adopt me. I would be her little girl and live in a beautiful 
house in Hollywood with her daughter Bronwyn. I had this guilty 
fantasy for years that I might slip and say something and give 
mself away. I worried about how much it would hurt Mother’s 
feelings if she were to read my thoughts. 
 How could I dare to choose someone over Mother? 



 Oh, but it was such a beautiful dream to have—to live in 
Hollywood with a beautiful movie star for a mother and have a 
sister, too. 
 On the other hand, Betty Hutton exuded the kind of softhearted 
spunk that was most like me. In the movie Incendiary Blonde, she 
makes a passionate pledge to her poor family that she’ll find a job 
and get the family back on its feet. And she does. But she falls in 
love with the wrong man. 
 When Betty Hutton sang “It Had to Be You,” I felt all her 
heartbreak, and that song still melts my heart. The movie is listed 
as being released in 1945, so I must’ve been just eight or nine. 
Mother and I would have seen it together. Maybe I was really 
feeling Mother’s sadness and heartache that day. !!!!

~ 

!



!
!
!
!

The King of Hearts 
!!!!
When Robert transferred to Joel Chandler Harris Grammar 

School in fifth grade and I found out he was an only child like me, 
I just had to tell Mother about him, especially because the music 
teacher was forming a song flute chorus. 
 I was lolling on that old double bed waiting for just the right 
moment. I practically lived in that bed. Mother was always 
reminding me, ‘That’s a Beautyrest mattress,’ as if that redeeming 
brand name would make up for the lumps and the rancid smell. 
 Mother had just come home from work. I watched while she 
undressed in front of the yellowed dresser mirror, changing out of 
a dark green belted gabardine dress. She was wearing a plain white 
rayon slip, telling a story about the girls in the office. I was saying 
uh-huh, or laughing if she said something funny. She unpinned her 
underarm dress shields, and I knew she’d rinse them out and use 
them again tomorrow in a different dress. 
 Since there was no closet we hung our clothes on an aluminum 
hanger that fit over the heavy door to the hall. After that the door 
never shut completely. 



 If anything got broken or unhinged, it stayed like that from 
then on, just like our lives. 
 Mother slid open a space and hung hers there, behind my three 
school dresses and one Sunday dress. She would wear it again in 
three days. Pulling off her rubbery girdle, she picked up the cotton 
print dress thrown over the ’20s radio bench, then she breathed in 
the freedom of loose clothes, happy to be home from adding up 
invoices. 
 And now was the right moment. 
 “The music teacher wants me to play a duet with Robert,” I 
said. “Can I have a dollar for a song flute?” 
 I practically knew before she said it, what she was going say. 
 “Do I know Robert?” Mother asked. 
 “He’s the new boy. Real smart. Plays the trombone and they 
live on Allegheny, near White Street,” I said, a little scared to be 
talking about him. “And he’s an only child, like me.” 
 “White Street, huh!” said Mother recognizing a neighborhood 
better than ours. 
 I’d never been interested in a boy before, but I already had my 
ideals from the movies. Other boys had given me Valentines, but 
none had seemed like such a good match. 
 For one thing, Robert was second in math for the boys and I 
was second in math for the girls. Well, maybe I was third—
Jeanette and Grace were smarter—but the teacher had put us 
together several times to go to the board for the math relay. And 
mostly he won, but sometimes I won, and it felt good—not to win
—well, yes, I did like winning, but I needed a worthy opponent! 
And Robert was worthy, though, not what you would call 
handsome. He had straight brown hair, neatly parted, and his 
Mother dressed him in sweaters. 



~ 
 Mother did buy me that song flute and I practiced long and 
hard. The next month there I was standing next to Robert in a fifth-
grade pageant. Mother had gotten off work and sat smiling and 
clapping out in that sea of parents sitting on wooden folding chairs 
in the school auditorium. 
 It was just like the movies! There we were, two ten-year-olds 
that fate had put together, playing a duet of “Country Gardens.” 
 All I wanted that day was to not make a mistake and make 
Mother smile. 

~ 
 One afternoon we went to a school assembly about playing an 
instrument in the school band and the band leader said I could play 
a clarinet. Oh, I wanted to learn to play a real instrument so bad, as 
we say, especially because Robert already played the trombone. It 
was the best new dream in the world. 
 I told Mother that night and she said we couldn’t afford the 
lessons or the rental, so that stopped that, as we also say. 
 Then one day in our weekly music class, Mrs. Guy, our teacher 
brought in a ukelele. I loved it! I asked her to show me how to play 
the two chords to “Polly Wolly Doodle.” I practiced until I knew it. 
It felt so good, to learn something by myself.  
 She chose some of us to sing two-part harmony. I could hear 
that too, and loved it. And a two-part harmony was what Robert 
and I were becoming, because Mrs. Gilmer planned a school play 
and selected Robert and me to have the main parts as Peace and 
Discord. 
 I couldn’t believe she picked me, and I couldn’t help but look 
at Robert with even more admiration. We were the chosen ones, 



just like a fairy tale. I wanted to be equal to the performance task 
and spent a lot of time memorizing my part. 
 The afternoon of our play, the school auditorium was noisily 
filling with other classes waiting to hear the fifth graders put on a 
play. I noticed my throat getting dry and my stomach clenching up. 
I so wanted to do a good job. I felt scared and brave as I moved out 
from behind the long, heavy velour curtain to take my place on one 
side of the stage as Peace, with Robert on the other side as 
Discord. After it was over I liked the applause, but I didn’t like my 
part as Peace at all. I had to say all these goody-goody-two-shoes 
lines and Robert got all the laughs as Discord. 

~ 
 In the spring Mrs. Gilmer put Robert and me in charge of the 
Friday afternoon movies. After our short training period our 
teacher just left it all to us. Robert started the movie projector and I 
turned off the lights, and we sat on the back row by the projector, 
and . . . I don’t know how it started . . . but soon we began holding 
hands. I remember spreading out my skirt in case anyone suddenly 
opened the door. 
 On those Fridays I held the power of a ten-year-old impresario, 
knowing the films ahead of time, bossing the class a little bit while 
anticipating back-row pleasure. It was as if I was already creating a 
romantic movie scenario for myself. 
 I remember the touch of Robert’s hand in mine, feeling 
capable, warm, and sensual—so compelling and quietly exciting—
like nothing I’d ever felt before. I can still feel the warmth it 
caused like melting lava inside my stomach. 
 We were like mythical companions that had been paired by 
Mrs. Gilmer, Mrs. Guy, and Cupid, and I just took my feelings for 



granted. It was a heavenly pairing to have someone that belonged 
with me. 
 On the last day of fifth-grade Mrs. Gilmer announced that she 
was moving up to be our sixth-grade teacher. We all clapped and 
shouted. Oh, happiness indeed to stay with our same friends. And 
Robert and I would be in the same room again. 
 In Sixth grade Mrs. Gilmer chose a more elaborate play, The 
Queen of Hearts. She selected Robert and me for the king and 
queen. I love the photo of the entire sixth grade class in costume, 
spread out across the school stage. Some of the girls wore big 
paper hearts tied on their heads like a hat. We wore white paper 
crowns with little red hearts glued on the points. I had on a long 
dress with white netting. Robert wore a cape, and we held hands at 
the end of the play. !!!!!!!!!!
 All I wanted next was to keep on holding hands with Robert 
and still make Mother smile. 
 I remember that spring Mrs. Guy taught us to waltz and fox 
trot. Joseph, the janitor, put all the auditorium chairs around the 
edge of the hardwood floor every Wednesday afternoon. 
 Step-together-step. Step-together-step. 



 I learned the dance steps with my regular partner, Gordon 
Woods, because we were the same height. But whenever we got a 
free dance, Robert always asked me. 
 I’m remembering a song now, “Dance, Ballerina, Dance.” On 
those afternoons the music changed the auditorium into a special 
realm, like a magic ballroom with the long windows and the heavy 
maroon velour curtains with gold fringe across the stage. I 
remember the feel of Robert’s thick hand in mine and the other one 
pressing firmly into the small of my back. My hand was resting on 
his shoulder, feeling his muscles beneath his sweater vest or plaid 
shirt. 
 After many weeks we had a ballroom dance performance. The 
parents sat in the wooden chairs around the walls. Mrs. Gilmer 
lined us up outside in the hallway two by two, shirts tucked in, 
hair-bows straight. Mrs. Guy put the needle down on the record 
and in we danced, two by two, dancing stiffly to the orchestra 
music of the ’40s, those smooth sounds of a muted trumpet, 
saxophones, trombones, and clarinets, as we performed our step-
together-step box steps. 
 That was probably the happiest time of my life—the freedom 
of a bicycle, being a good student with enough money for the 
movies, feeling chosen, and especially having another only child to 
feel close to learning to ballroom dance. We were sweethearts and 
belonged together and nothing had gone wrong—so far. 
 But then I made a fatal mistake. 
 One Saturday during a scary movie, I felt a compelling urge to 
put my arm around Robert’s shoulder. I don’t even know what 
made me want to be so bold. I knew I was doing a daring thing. 
Even though he was a boy, I felt tender and protective of Robert, 
like I was being his mother more than a sweetheart. 



 The next Monday a girl came up to me in the girls’ bathroom 
and asked, “Did you really put your arm around Robert?” 
 Then another girl chimed in and said, “Girls aren’t supposed to 
do that!” 
 I turned beet red, so ashamed I felt like some hussy in the 
movies. I wanted to go straight home, right then and there, and 
burrow myself in my bed. As soon as I got home I cried silently, so 
Grandma wouldn’t hear me. And I was never that bold again. 
 Then sixth grade was over. 
 Summer came and went and I had mixed feelings about 
moving up to seventh grade. What would it be like? I didn’t like 
either stern seventh grade teachers. Would I still make good 
grades? Would Robert be in my class? 
 It turned out he was in my class, but the classroom was so 
different. Some girls were wearing bras now. New students 
enrolled. The new boy who sat next to me had body odor. He 
turned to me one afternoon and said he was an Atheist. And there 
was a tall boy named Jack whose long hair hung over his eyes. He 
acted surly, and I imagined him to soon become a juvenile 
delinquent, who would wind up in reform school, terms I’d learned 
from the movies. 
 I still noticed what Robert wore, and how he answered any 
question the teacher asked him. But I’d also heard about a new girl 
in town in the other seventh grade class, and one day in the 
bathroom, a girl said, “Robert likes Judith Foster better than you!” 
 What! I was stunned. I had taken our still being sweethearts for 
granted. During the summer he’d invited me to go with his parents 
to see Guy Lombardo’s orchestra. 
 No, this can’t be. He belongs with me! 



 “Oh, really?” I replied nonchalantly and kept rinsing my hands 
in the wash basin, over and over, like Lady Macbeth, hoping I 
could make the bad news go away. When I got home I cried quietly 
again, for ever so long. I vowed to seal off all my feelings. If I 
never cared or let myself be vulnerable, I’d never have to feel the 
pain. And I did. From that day on, I was never forward with a boy. 

~ 
 The good thing I remember about seventh grade was that I had 
been chosen to be a safety patrol girl with a white belt and badge, 
because I had good grades and good behavior. The school safety 
patrols had privileges like a trip to Washington, D.C. That’s when I 
first felt what it was to be privileged and I liked it. I needed it. It 
was something you could earn. By wearing our badges we could be 
admitted to a Ga. Tech football game. We sat together in the South 
stands. One Saturday all the city safety patrols were treated to a 
Saturday morning live Three Stooges performance at The Erlanger 
Theater. I had dreamed of the train trip to Washington, D.C., but 
when it came time for the trip, Mother said, “We can’t afford it.” 
 At the end of the school year, we turned in our patrol belts and 
shook hands with our teacher. In the fall we would become eighth 
graders at Brown High School. My beloved grade school would be 
left behind. The innocence and beauty and Robert, too, were gone 
forever. 

 ~  



!
!
!

A Generation Ends 
!!!!
I woke up hearing Grandma’s distressed call from her bedroom, 

“Tot-sy! Tot-sy!” 
 Mother heaved a sigh, her body tense. It was a muggy night, 
moonlight streaking across our bed from the small open window. I 
felt Mother’s thin batiste nightgown sticking to her damp body. 
 “Woe-o-o-o! Tot-sy-y-y!” Then we heard a long scream. 
Mother jumped up, rushing into Grandma’s bedroom. 
 More wailing. “Woe-o-o-o! Tot-sy-y-y!” 
 I buried my head in the moist pillowcase, listening to the 
crickets’ high hum in between the moaning and consoling. I heard 
Mother say, “Hush, Mama. You don’t have to yell so loud.” 
 Then Mr. Alden’s voice shouted from next door. 
 “You get ‘er to shut up, or call an ambulance. We’re tryin’ to 
get some sleep over here!” 

~ 
 Mother told me Grandma had a cerebral hemorrhage and that 
after the hospital she couldn’t come back home. She said that she 
and Aunt Gladys would probably have to put Grandma in a rest 
home. 



 It seemed like such a long time before I got to see Grandma. 
Aunt Gladys came by one Saturday in her little coupe. Soon we 
were way out in the country, parking on a gravel drive of a white-
columned plantation house converted into a rest home. We entered 
a big, bright room with high ceilings and rows of beds with old 
people in cotton gowns and rumpled hair. I looked for Grandma 
and finally saw her in the middle of a row, propped up in a plain 
iron bed. 
 “Mama, here’s Charlotte,” said Aunt Gladys pushing me up 
close. “We’ve brought Charlotte with us today.” Grandma’s beady 
eyes were sunk in her head, her gaunt cheeks so hollow she looked 
close to being a Halloween skeleton. She looked right past me with 
no sign of recognition. Her thick curved, yellow fingernails had 
dirty gunk underneath. 
 I didn’t even say, ‘Grandma.’ 
 I guess that’s what it’s like to be dumbstruck. I looked past her 
hollow blank face to the leafy maples and tall pines outside the 
long window, noticing the blue sky. 

~ 
 I know I should have said something, or I could have touched 
her, or taken her hand, or all the things I’ve learned to do now at 
someone’s bedside. I would feel better about myself today, if I had 
done just a little something then, but I didn’t know how. 

~ 
 “Can I go outside now?” I asked. 
 “Stay near the car,” said Mother. 
 Outside in the autumn sun, I picked up a rock on the gravel 
pathway and aimed it at the trunk of a big oak. I wished I could’ve 
cared more, but I didn’t. It made me feel bad to have that dull 
absence of feeling. 



 I hit the trunk dead-on. 
~ 

 Grandma stayed in the rest home until October 4, 1950. I was 
in Mrs. Gray’s reading class when a teacher came to tell me my 
grandmother had passed away. She said I was to go home. I walked 
to my locker in a daze to get my sweater. I didn’t know what to do. 
I didn’t know what to feel. There was no one to talk to, and I had 
that long walk home. 
 It felt so odd to leave school. I was never absent. I tucked my 
books under my arm and found a good sized rock to kick all the 
way home. 
 I didn’t love her. Still, she was a part of the only life I’d ever 
known. Soggy sweet gum leaves lay in the gutters, turning brown 
from the early October rain. Waiting for a car to pass at the corner, 
I poised to kick the rock all the way across the street in one shot. 
The rock rattled on along the sidewalk. 
 “Step on a crack, break your Mother’s back,” was ringing in 
my ears. Then I started carefully stepping over broken pavement, 
remembering that Grandma was dead. I felt bad and empty. 
Grandma was around me far more than Mother, making sure I 
didn’t run in the street, get burned, or fall off the porch. 
 I remembered a story I heard once about Grandma rushing to 
grab me from the edge of the front porch when I was three. They 
said she’d fallen down those four steps shattering her ankle on the 
concrete walkway and had to have a silver wire put in the bones to 
hold them back together. So she’d died with that silver wire still in 
her ankle, and I was the cause of it. 
 Kicking that rock helped. It gave me a physical target to attend 
to, taking away the numbing loneliness— something to discharge a 
growing anxiety. I never felt Grandma knew me or cared about me 



at all, just tolerated me, and it seemed to me I’d had to learn to take 
care of myself. 
 Lining up the rock at the edge of our walkway—the same 
walkway where my grandfather had put a bullet through his head, I 
aimed the rock to hit the base of the front steps, where Grandma 
had fallen trying to protect me. 
 Home. 
 I picked up the rock and nudged it down in the damp dirt of the 
concrete urn beside the leggy sunburned coleus. 

~ 
 The funeral parlor was lit with yellow sconces, mysterious and 
scary. Slowly I walked up to the open casket alone. I felt much 
younger than fourteen. Everybody was waiting to see if I was 
going to scream or something, but I was more curious than 
anything else. I noticed how long Grandma’s sharp thin nose was, 
sticking up in profile. She looked waxy, yet peaceful, with rouge 
on her cheeks, wearing a new light-purple dress. 
 Aunt Gladys and Mother had picked out that crepe dress the 
day before the funeral, arguing and laughing over the color and the 
cost. I was grateful to be included in such a delicate moment. 
 “It’s called mauve,” said Aunt Gladys. 
 “Mauve?” said Mother. 
 That scene, too, was like being in a real family, even if we were 
all laughing in the basement of a funeral home. 
 In the family receiving room Mother seemed happy to greet old 
relatives and didn’t shed a tear. She was wearing a navy blue hat 
with a short stiff veil which she kept blowing at from time to time 
with her bottom lip, and sometimes she pushed at it when it started 
tickling her nose. I was by her side being introduced to lots of old 
people, like Grandma’s niece Mary, the red-headed one who taught 



grade school, or Uncle Ben from down in Red Oak, Georgia—
relatives I’d met earlier at Aunt Alice’s funeral but still didn’t 
remember, or ever think of them as relative to my life. 
 We sat with the family again, as we’d done at Aunt Alice’s 
funeral, in the same alcove behind huge white columns, listening to 
a preacher read from the Bible and how Grandma was in a better 
place. Aunt Gladys dabbed at her eyes, her hips bulging over the 
edge of a small curved chair with a maroon plush seat. 
 There were no children my age. Cousin Sonny didn’t count, 
since I preferred to avoid him at all costs! Even at the funeral I still 
resented all the attention Mother paid to Sonny. He was eighteen 
now, and huge, into Charles Atlas bodybuilding. He would brag 
that he could tear the Atlanta phone book in half. 
 Funerals can sure bring out old feelings and jealousies. 
 The minister read the same passage from Proverbs that he’d 
read at Aunt Alice’s funeral, something about her worth being far 
greater than rubies. 
 I doubted that. 

~ 
 After school I moped in Grandma’s bedroom, sitting at her 
vanity dresser, mindlessly opening drawers; the lingering smell of 
her face powder was there, along with one of her old hatpins stuck 
in a crack. I saw a jar of Arrid, some old rouge tins, and half a row 
of Mother’s Bobby-pins on a cardboard holder. 
 It was such an empty-feeling room now. I fiddled with the 
worn-out red rubber atomizer, unscrewed the top, taking a sniff of 
lavender toilet water. I remembered Grandma sitting at this vanity 
getting all dressed up. and leaving me with a maid while she rode 
the streetcar downtown. 



 At Grandma’s vanity I folded in the side mirrors, leaning in, 
squinting to see my distant image, wondering what I’d merge into
—perhaps a future self. But all I saw were lots of me’s looking 
back with a dishwater blond ponytail tied with a rubber band. I 
noticed my new breasts which I both liked and hated. 
 I sauntered into that small, dark living room to fiddle on the 
piano. Then I consoled myself playing Artie Shaw’s “Summit 
Ridge Drive” over and over on our old used record player that 
sometimes shorted out. I listened to some scratchy old 78-rpm 
recordings of “Skylark” and “Jelly Roll Blues,” which Aunt Clara 
had recently unloaded ‘for Charlotte’s pleasure,’ feeling sorry for 
me. Mother’s tastes were at either end of the musical spectrum, 
reflected in the records she bought me, so I learned to love both 
Schubert and Spike Jones. 
 “Skylark” suddenly made me remember I’d just seen Robert in 
the noisy high school hallway, and he’d quickly looked away. I 
moped to the back bedroom and flung myself down on that old 
mattress, fed up at everything, especially with the unfairness of it 
all. I turned on the radio and heard the song “My Foolish Heart.” It 
was so beautiful and sad, and I’d just seen the movie and loved it. 
Tears came in my eyes as I began remembering the movie. 
 In the movie Susan Hayward is madly in love with Dana 
Andrews, but he’s killed in the war and leaves her pregnant. She 
marries someone she doesn’t love and tries to be happy, but she 
drinks a lot and invites her college girlfriend over to talk about 
when she first fell in love with him. She keeps filling up her glass 
with scotch, and all that time the song is playing. And I was 
hearing the lyrics, “Beware, my foolish heart . . .”  
 You know how it is—you start feeling so sad for Susan 
Hayward and you start crying. You replay the movie in your mind. 



She’s lost Dana Andrews and she’s never, ever going to be happy 
for the rest of her life, but then, you realize you have those same 
feelings locked inside you. It’s embarrassing to find out how much 
you care, how needy you are. You don’t want to be so vulnerable 
and, moreover, you didn’t even know you were. Every bit of real 
feeling is locked inside you, and now it’s spilling out, and all 
you’re left with is a big gaping hole. 
 I can still feel what its like to cry for so long your bones ache 
and never tell anyone. Who would understand, anyway? 
 It was so important to be a big girl, and take care of myself and 
not let ANYTHING get to me. But, I hadn’t ever gotten over that 
awful feeling of Robert is gone and never coming back. I probably 
cried for Grandma, too, for an absent father, and for missing the 
way it had been, once upon a time with Mother, too. !!!!

~  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The Discovery 
!
!
!!
I overheard Mother’s frustrated voice on the phone, wrangling 

with her sister Gladys, over how to divide up the house on 
Holderness Street— the one they’d grown up in and the one I’d 
lived in for fourteen years. 
 Mother said we’d move all our things over into the smaller 
half, and she’d rent out the bigger side and pay off her share until 
she owned it outright. 
 Mother got Moses, the handyman, to pry open the heavy 
sliding doors, and push all the furniture across, including the 
upright piano, Grandma’s vanity, a tier table and sofa from the old 
living room, and the double bed from the back porch bedroom. 
 Looking back, it was good for us to move to the other side. All 
the old memories were there. We could both start fresh.  

~ 
 I remember this one particularly hot day when I was home 
alone, again, with nothing to do. The tiny black electric fan was 
whirring slowly, blowing a little comforting hot summer air over 
my teenage body in rolled up cotton twill shorts. 
 What to do? 



 There were no books I was interested in. I was tired of my 
phonograph records. I had no money to buy anything new. 
Everything was irritating. I flung myself down on the divan, 
feeling the stiff upholstery bristles against my bare legs. 
 I liked that the living room on this side was bigger and had 
more light than the other side of the house because of the French 
doors that opened onto the porch and the long window. Mother had 
bought narrow white metal venetian blinds, and together we put 
them over each of the French doors. They rattled and banged every 
time we came in and out of the house. Mother had done the best 
she could trying to stuff in things that didn’t fit the smaller space, 
like shoving my pedestal desk in next to the big piano. 
 I moved to the piano stool and played Mother’s favorite 
“Stardust” which I’d actually learned. I picked out just the first few 
bars of Tara’s theme from Gone with the Wind. I knew it would 
make Mother smile when she came home. I still wanted and 
needed to make Mother smile. 
 I’d also been trying to learn the one-page sheet music sample 
of The Warsaw Concerto by Richard Addinsell. It was in a movie I 
saw once. Mother had bought me the record. Warsaw Concerto 
was so dramatically expressive, yet sad, all the things I was feeling 
on that hot muggy day. Picking out a song was frustrating, and I 
didn’t have much tolerance for reading music. 
 I sauntered in the bedroom. A big floor heater stood right in 
front of the mantle with an ugly vent pipe attached from the heater 
through to the chimney of another cemented-over fireplace. Behind 
it loomed a dark mantle with fat pillars, and a mirror so hazy 
yellow I never even bothered to look in it. Grandma’s vanity had 
been moved in here along with the double bed, and a single bed for 
Mother squeezed in. 



 I still loved the vanity and matching vanity bench—so 
Hollywood. I folded in the side mirrors, positioning them so I 
could see my reflection again and again, like pictures of the cow 
on the can of Pet evaporated milk. I peered to detect some new me, 
but the images got smaller and smaller, blurring me into infinity—
like my unknown future. 
 I was always hungry, so on that restless summer afternoon I 
went into the kitchen to make a sandwich. A big yellowy piece of 
wallpaper hung down about a foot from the ceiling. The floor was 
covered with a patterned piece of linoleum crumbling at the edges. 
 The little Magic Chef gas stove Grandma once cooked my 
oatmeal on was moved to this kitchen. A rolling metal cart sat next 
to the stove with pots and pans and an assortment of boiler lids, 
and Mother’s one big luxury, a pressure cooker. She used it a lot 
since she had to do all the cooking. I kept expecting it to blow up 
and spatter turnip greens all over the ceiling. 
 Against the back wall stood a tall, flimsy white metal cabinet 
containing odds and ends of nice things: a fancy glass plate or two, 
a gold-and-blue Chinese tea pot with a chipped spout—mostly 
Aunt Clara’s castoffs—and some sherbet glasses with a fascinating 
iridescent swirl. 
 The cabinet was so tall and lightweight, you had to hold the 
edge of it when you opened the door, or you’d pull the whole thing 
over in the floor before the metal clasp released. But it didn’t 
matter since we never used the things in that cabinet, anyway. 
 No one ever ate in here but us. 
 The same old white painted table with fold-down sides was in 
the middle of the kitchen under a light that actually had a globe 
around it. We had our same two kitchen chairs, no longer situated 



at the corners, but opposite each other now. The old black trunk 
and ironing board were in the corner by a big window. 
 Mother was in her forties now, and a billing clerk for Mutual of 
Omaha, and did the best she could. She really did. She never dated 
or went anywhere except to something I was involved in. 
 I took out a jar of Miracle Whip to make yet another banana 
sandwich. I got two slices of white bread from the breadbox we 
kept on top of the refrigerator and made my sandwich at the same 
kitchen table, then I took it to the enclosed back porch next to the 
kitchen. 
 I lay on the narrow day bed next to a tall window. I placed my 
face near the screen to catch any breeze. This was my hangout in 
summer, hearing the birds, seeing a bit of blue sky, feeling the cool 
rain, and noticing the shrubbery when it was in bloom. Sometimes 
I played my record player, because there was an outlet, and I’d 
play disc jockey using a hair brush for a microphone. 
 Then finishing up my sandwich that day, and still having 
nothing to do, I went back in the kitchen and opened up the old 
black family trunk with moth-eaten leather straps and rummaged 
around. That’s when I discovered my grandfather’s suicide note. It 
read: !

Dear Gladys, 
Please take care of Totsy and Mama. 

I just can’t go on. 
Love, Papa !

 I sat there on the cold linoleum floor and stared at that note 
written on a scrap of ordinary tablet paper—the kind with those 
light blue lines—looking at the handwriting in pencil. 



 A suicide? Mother’s father? 
 No one had ever told me. No one had thrown it away, either. It 
was like holding something so mysterious, and yet so real, right in 
your hand—a piece of history—a link to your past, but one you’d 
never understand. 
 I wanted to ask Mother about it, but I was so scared. I worried 
that she might scream over being reminded of it, or that her green 
eyes would narrow and she’d just clam up, and I would’ve hurt her 
beyond measure. I would never want that. 
 But that night I did show her the note. Lo and behold, she just 
dismissed it, as if I’d uncovered another one of her old school 
books. 
 “Papa was upset over Mama bein’ in the hospital,” she said. 
 I’m glad Mother didn’t break down and cry and just fall apart 
instead of acting more or less nonchalant about my discovery of 
the suicide note. 
 Rummaging in the same trunk, I’d also found the divorce 
decree between Mother and a man named Walter Gray. When I 
asked her about that, she dismissed that too with, “Oh, that was 
when I was much younger.” 

~ 
 The aftermath of Grandma dying, and reaching puberty in a 
crowded high school, and us moving into the other side of the 
house, and then discovering the suicide note, was as if I’d 
awakened to find myself living in a bad movie, maybe a surreal 
movie. 
 You’d see the three of us, me, Mother, and Grandma, cast as 
aimless survivors: Winkin,’ Blinkin,’ and Nod—lost souls—
bobbing around in a giant chipped tea cup in a sea of flotsam and 
jetsam. Chunks of the aftermath of the burning of Atlanta would be 



floating around us; charred pieces of Grandma’s burned-to-the-
ground house in 1917, would be swirling in red muddy water from 
the Boulevard fire—maybe we’d even see pieces of a piano that 
had burned up. 
 Then we’d see a montage of Grandma’s car wreck and my 
grandfather’s suicide—leaving her with just enough money to keep 
from going under. Next we’d see me arriving as a baby, and 
Grandma standing on the porch with her hands on her bony hips, 
realizing she’d have to take care of me for the rest of her life. 
 I’m just trying to piece together some cultural and historical 
factors, still trying to understand. 
 Did anyone ever care about Grandma? Or Mother, either, for 
that matter? And if you don’t feel cared for, how can you expect to 
pass it on? 
 Everything in the past seemed like such a mystery. I just 
couldn’t connect any dots. It was easier to be nonchalant, 
squelching all my urges which might bring on hysteria. 
 If the peeling yellowed wallpaper could’ve talked, it might’ve 
told me more about those accumulations of shame and grief and 
hardship that hung like unvoiced consonants. 

~ 
 Yes, that was the predicament. How could I ever really care 
about anything, except glory? How could I ever pass on something 
I’d never really felt, like tenderness or compassion? 
 It’s no wonder I was a careless, care-less person, but still I 
wanted so much to improve myself, earn the right to be loved 
through accomplishments. 
 Like a Polaroid film developing, the shadows of my life now 
began to emerge, giving my life definition. This was the dawning 
reality of my life. I saw it all: the dust, the cracks, the shambles, 



how poor we were, how lacking in birthright or breeding. I 
calculated my odds at ever being anything like those images in the 
movies. 
 Still, I was only fourteen and I did have a dream, even if it was 
as undefined as just wanting to be somebody, to make something of 
myself. 
 Even on my hopeless days, when I thought nothing would ever 
come of my life, I’d be reminded by something on the radio that 
this was America, the land of opportunity, where things could 
happen any day, like being “Queen for a Day,” or even being the 
lucky winner of a call-in radio program, and getting free tickets as 
a prize.  
 I thought, if I just had a chance, like winning a one way ticket 
to New York or Hollywood, maybe I’d be on the silver screen and 
my photo would be in a magazine on someone else’s bedroom 
wall. 
 And a dream is a hope for the future—that one day, soon . . . 

~  



!
!
!

Don’t Call Us, We’ll Call You 
!
!

!!
It was spring and our ninth grade chorus was riding on a bumpy 

yellow school bus, coming back from a concert our music teacher 
arranged at her alma mater, G.S.C.W. (Georgia State College for 
Women). All of a sudden I nudged Sandra and whispered, “Let’s 
sing ‘June Night.’” 
 Sandra and I had learned that song on the radio, sung by a girls 
duo called The Bell Sisters. The song had a tricky harmony that 
we’d memorized perfectly. 
 When we finished, everyone applauded. The sound of those 
cheering classmates stayed in my ear. 
 “We’re as good as the Bell Sisters,” I whispered to Sandra. 
 All the rest of the way back home, I stared out the school bus 
window watching tall, spindly loblolly pines pass by, and began 
daydreaming about forming us into a singing duo, imagining 
Sandra and me as stars wearing long fur coats, dangling rhinestone 
earrings, and big smiles. I could see our names in lights. 
 I wanted to have something that could take me away from what 
it felt like to come home every single day to an empty, desolate 
house. 



 That warm night at supper I couldn’t wait to tell Mother all 
about our bus trip adventure. She was pouring a can of Niblets 
corn into a dented aluminum boiler to heat for supper. 
 I started naming the songs we sang, getting her interested in 
songs I knew she liked, before I asked for money for sheet music 
to a song she’d never heard of. As soon as I named “Smoke Gets In 
Your Eyes,” she started singing a line, “They asked me how I 
knew . . .” 
 “And then, Mother, we sang “Night and Day,’” I said. 
 “Night and day, you are the one . . .,” she sang. 
 “And Mother,” I continued, “coming back on the school bus, 
we harmonized to “June Night,” and everyone applauded, and 
some even said we were great, that Sandra and I oughta’ go on the 
stage, or TV, or something.” 
 I straddled the kitchen chair, tapping my loafers on the 
linoleum rug, its cracked edges exposing grit particles stuck there 
from sweeping. The overhead globe light cast a yellow haze over 
the dingy kitchen. 
 “Really, Shug?” she said wiping her wet oily brow with the 
worn dishtowel. 
 “Mother, you should’ve heard us. Do you think I could buy the 
music to ‘Bermuda?’” 
 “Um,” she mused. Her voice sounded tired after her long day at 
the office. She was still in her work clothes, a dark brown wool 
skirt and plain white nylon blouse. She dumped a helping of last 
night’s pork chops cooked in sauerkraut onto my white plate with 
red circles—the plate I’d eaten off my entire life. 
 As ravenous as I was, I didn’t like fat, so I sawed it all off from 
my thin pale pork chop, while Mother eagerly gnawed all around 
her pork chop bone, and then forked my fat scraps onto her plate. 



When she was full, she wiped the grease from her mouth and chin 
with the dishtowel and sighed, “I guess we could manage a piece 
of sheet music.” 
 The next morning, when Sandra came by for school, I said, 
“Guess what? Mother gave me the money to get the music for 
‘Bermuda.’”  
 “Gosh, Charlotte, really?” said Sandra. 
 Sandra Brown was taller than I, rawboned, sinewy like an 
Amazon, with a beautiful complexion, light brown hair, naturally 
red cheeks, blue eyes, and a pointed nose. 

~ 
 Sandra and I went downtown the next Saturday and I bought 
the sheet music and asked a classmate Sylvia to learn it for us and 
we practiced at Sylvia’s house after school. 
 “I think we should have a name, too,” I said, “maybe call 
ourselves The Horn Sisters. You know, Bell Sisters? Horn Sisters? 
Get it?” 
 Weeks later, after practicing regularly, I was in the kitchen 
hanging onto the door jamb swinging back and forth all excited, 
waiting to tell some more big news! Mother was at the stove, 
scraping the bottom of the pan to keep the stew from burning. She 
lowered the heat. 
 “Mother, Sylvia’s daddy came in while we were singing, and 
guess what? He told Sylvia at supper that we were really good!” 
 “Well, Shug!” She blew on the hot spoon, then tasted the gravy 
from the stew. “Um-m.” 
 “And then, guess what else? He told Sylvia to ask us if we’d 
like to sing for the Lions’ Club lunch meeting at the West End 
Café!” 
 “Well, Shug. What d’ya know.” 



 She poured up the steaming beef stew into a big soup bowl, 
and her eyes kind of drifted away, like she was remembering back 
to when she’d had a chance . . . once, long ago thinking about that 
bandleader that had asked her to sing once. 

~!
 I remembered that sometimes Mother would say to me, from 
time to time, when she’d be listening to a tune on the radio, “A 
bandleader asked me to sing once.” 
 “Really, Mother!” I’d reply, picturing Mother as some 
glamorous singing star. 
 She never followed up with a “rest of the story.” But I’d lie on 
the bed in a dreamlike trance, making up a Hollywood scenario for 
my very own Mother, filmed in black and white. I’d be there, too, 
in the supper club audience. 
 It went like this: I’d see Mother stepping up on the bandstand, 
her heart beating wildly, the clarinets playing the perfect intro. The 
bandleader would be tipping his head catching her eye to begin, as 
she smiled and leaned into a’30s microphone with its silver art 
deco grillwork and sang: Nothin’ could be finah’/Than to be in 
Carolina/In the morning. 
 She’d look out at the audience and notice a man with a 
cigarette as he leaned forward on his elbow. Mother would be 
smiling inside. The brunette, next to him, would raise her pencilled 
eyebrow in approval. It would be her moment of glory. I’d be 
clapping and smiling for my Mother, being so proud of her. 
 But I knew she’d probably dipped her head, too shy to ever say 
“Yes,” and take the stand. 
 I hadn’t realized how entwined we were for those first eighteen 
years, like two double helixes. 
 I was living out her dreams. 



~ 
 In less than a month, the fifteen-year-old Horn Sisters were 
booked to sing for the Lions’ Club luncheon at the West End Café. 
On the day of our debut, we huddled in the tiny café restroom, 
which smelled of disinfectant—that industrial kind that comes on a 
little wire that hangs over the edge of the commode. 
 Sandra’s mother had volunteered to make us costumes out of a 
red piqué material with big white palm leaves printed on it. She 
used a pattern for a strapless bathing suit. Sylvia’s daddy had even 
bought us little flat hand drums to use when we sang “Bermuda.” 
 We stationed ourselves just behind the doorway to the meeting 
room, pressing our half-naked bodies to the wall, waiting for our 
introduction. My hands and feet were ice-cold. I noticed red 
splotches on Sandra’s chest and neck. Then we heard our names 
announced and made our entrance in homemade sarongs, and 
painted red toenails, holding hand drums, and a plastic ukelele, to 
make our singing debut in 1951. 
 We weren’t spectacular in any way, shape or form, but all I 
could think of then was that this was the pathway to stardom! !! !!!!!!!
 After that first performance I got this notion that we should 
audition for Stars of Tomorrow, a local television program 



showcasing amateur talent. I don’t know how I managed to set that 
up, but television was new, looking for talent. Maybe there were 
open auditions. 
 I remember us giggling nervously on the city bus down to 
WAGA-TV studios on West Peachtree Street. I was talking about 
the Hollywood homes we’d have in a few years. 
 At the studio door, a lady with artfully penciled eyebrows and a 
clipboard peered at us with dark gypsy eyes. Her black hair was 
pulled back tightly in a bun. We were dressed in un-matching 
straight brown skirts and yellow sleeveless blouses and flats. 
 “You here for the auditions?” She tapped the board with a 
pencil held between long red-lacquered fingernails. 
 “Yes,” I said. 
 “So, what do you do?” she asked, poised to write. 
 “We’re the Horn Sisters,” we said, almost at the same time, 
eyeing each other, startled by hearing ourselves announce our 
professional name. 
 “Is that a singing group?” She arched one dramatic eyebrow. 
Her gold loop earrings shook. 
 “Yes, ma’am.” 
 She took our names and phone numbers, then said, “Do you 
have your music?” 
 “No, ma’am.” 
 She flashed an annoyed smirk, registering, Oh, these amateurs, 
these amateurs! 
 “So you’re singing a cappella?” she groaned. 
 We turned, puzzled, and looked to each other for the answer. 
 “We’re singing ‘Bermuda.’” I said, quickly adding, “It’s a song 
The Bell Sisters recorded.” I was hoping their name would give us 
some credibility. 



 “Wait over there.” She pointed a red nail at the metal folding 
chairs placed around the edge of the big studio. “Mr. Miller will 
hear you when your turn comes.” 
 Taking our seats on two metal chairs in the sparsely filled 
room, Sandra said, “Who does she think she is, anyway, Sheena, 
Queen of the Jungle?” 
 When our turn came, we started off fine, but got lost right in 
the middle when Sylvia usually played the transition. We had just 
stopped, looking at each other.  
 We blew our audition. 
 Mr. Freddie Miller quickly thanked us. “Don’t call us, we’ll 
call you,” he said, shuffling us off as if we were contagious, or 
something. 
 “Mr. Big Shot!” Sandra sneered as we picked up our billfolds 
off the metal chairs. “Who does he think he is, Arthur Godfrey?” 
 Sandra and I never heard from Mr. Freddie Miller or Stars of 
Tomorrow. 
 Mother and I watched the TV program the next Sunday. 
 “See Mother,” I said poking fun at an amateurish act, “we were 
better than that!” 

~ 
 Since Mother and I no longer slept together, we bumped into 
each other like strangers in a crowd. 
 I still listened to Mother’s entertaining stories about Rita, in 
claims, who was pregnant; Doris, the switchboard operator, back 
from her vacation to Daytona Beach; speculations of where Roy 
Jr., the boss’s son, was going to college, or what Mildred, in 
bookkeeping, had said about the new movie with Olivia de 
Havilland. 



 Mother would add, “I want to see it when it comes to the 
Gordon.” 
 By then I would have found an excuse not to go with her. 
 She hid her disappointment. 
 I hid my shame. 
 I remember that awful Saturday Mother ran into an office 
friend on Peachtree Street. “This is my daw-duh, Shah-lut, she’s 
foat-teen now,” she said smiling. 
 I cringed at her deep Southern drawl, and felt equally ashamed 
for feeling that way, because I saw Mother’s smile, being so proud 
of me. By now, I wasn’t even excited to go downtown on the 
trolley with Mother to eat at the S & W Cafeteria, which was 
always a favorite place for us with its blue-green tiled fish pool in 
the middle of the tables. 
 From that day on I began carrying around guilt about betraying 
my Mother, the Mujjie I’d loved with all my heart and soul— that I 
would have died for at one time— because I’d changed into 
wanting to be me and have all the glory I could muster. 
 Mother was helping me all along. She’d given me the money to 
buy my little plastic ukelele. She’d bought me a tennis racquet and 
borrowed one herself. We’d walked over to the old tennis court at 
Dargan Park where she’d played in her youth. I didn’t even know 
Mother could play tennis. She got me started playing tennis and 
after school I would hit the ball against the clapboard siding in the 
backyard over and over to get better. 
 At supper, one evening, in Ninth grade I placed an engraved 
silver tennis cup before her on that old kitchen table. Patsy Hicks 
and I had won the City doubles championship as Ninth graders. 
 “My Goodness, Shug,” said Mother smiling. 



 I wish I knew how she really felt, or what she thought, but I 
only knew she’d be excited to tell the girls in the office the next 
day. 
 After supper there was always our black and white TV on a 
rolling stand to watch and have a much needed shared experience. 
Mother loved Candid Camera especially. We could laugh together 
and that helped so much. 
 In those first years of black and white television, I noticed 
every new show and was happily surprised and impressed that Nat 
King Cole had a fifteen minute TV show. He had an easy jazz style 
I liked and played a white grand piano. I dreamed of having a 
white grand piano. Still do. 
 I also watched the flamboyant piano virtuoso Liberace play his 
entertaining and impressive repertoire from “Three Little Fishes” 
to “The Blue Danube,” from “Beer Barrel Polka” to “The Minute 
Waltz.” Each week he would laughingly introduce his brother 
George who placed a gothic looking candelabra on the piano. As 
his program ended I would jump up and go to the piano and try out 
some new piano stunt. 
 I could do that. That’s what I’d want to do, I’d think. 
 Then I saw a newspaper ad: “Learn the EASY Chord Method.” 
Lessons were taught at the Arcade downtown. I begged Mother to 
let me try it, but she said no. I think she might’ve been worried 
about sending a teenager to the downtown Arcade. She’d already 
turned me down for tap lessons from the Jack Epley Studio, also 
taught in the Arcade. 
 She was probably tired of putting any more money into my 
musical pipe dreams, anyway. I still fooled around on the piano for 
comfort and one afternoon I was teaching myself the 30s chord 
progression in the left hand and picking out “Heart and Soul” and 



“Blue Moon,” in the right hand. Suddenly I happened to play a 
phrase I liked—five notes—and then I heard words to those notes: 

my - true - love - has - gone 
 I played it over and over. A song just seemed to come to me. I 
began to compose it until I had a melody, then added more words: !

My true love has gone, like the wind and the rain. 
My heart is still aching with yesterday’s pain. 

The angels in Heaven looked down from above 
And gave words of comfort for yesterday’s love. !

 Then it moved into the bridge with a 6/8 doo-wop beat. !
They said have patience and you’ll understand 

It’s all in the game, the work of God’s hand. 
And so with my head held up high in the air, 

I smiled through my tears; new love was somewhere. 
And now I am happy, my heart is so light 
For my yesterday’s love is far out of sight. !

 I called the song “Yesterday’s Love.” And hadn’t I always 
wanted to have something decent to play whenever I was around a 
piano? 
 I kept playing it over and over so I could learn it. My heart 
started beating madly as I realized I was making up a real song, 
one that was good, not like that corny “Roly Poly” ukelele song I 
made up and was practically embarrassed to claim. 
 This song was for real, something I could pull out and play like 
Mother playing her “Clayton’s Grand March,” except that 
“Yesterday’s Love” was really mine, and good. At sixteen I’d 
written words about sadness and hope, which would turn out to be 
the theme of my life. 



~ 
 Next, I got a real job. Our Baptist Training Union Leader, Mrs. 
Cleghorn, hired six of us girls to sell shoes at Rich’s Department 
Store on Friday nights and Saturdays in downtown Atlanta for 
ninety cents an hour. 
 I was thrilled to be working at Rich’s where Mother had once 
worked and shopped for all my clothes, and especially to have my 
own money. Our treasured wages came in two-dollar bills handed 
to us in an envelope through the cashier’s window on the sixth 
floor. The story was that ol’ Mr. Rich wanted to track how much 
money was spent back at Rich’s. 
 While we were working at Rich’s, selling shoes, I’d noticed 
they were televising a brand new live afternoon television program 
to pitch Rich’s merchandise to housewives. One afternoon after 
school I went up to watch the filming. Then from home I watched 
the show, Memo for Milady, on TV, noticing that it also included 
specialty acts as fillers. 
 I got up enough nerve to call the TV station and ask for an 
audition. I told them we worked for Rich’s and had costumes and a 
pianist. They said yes. This time we took our costumes, drums and 
Sylvia to the audition, and we were booked. 
 Sylvia had been our wonderful, loyal supporter, and was a real 
asset; her demeanor and level-headedness had the calming effect 
we needed. She had also added a dramatic little glissando right 
after the introduction. 
 Ben Gunn was our director. There was no audience, just hot 
lights, a cameraman and a technician standing around looking 
bored in short-sleeved plaid shirts and crew cuts. We sat on a table 
resting our drums on our bare crossed legs waiting for our cue. Our 
song, “Bermuda,” was broadcast live from the Channel 5 WAGA 



studios at 2:15 in the afternoon, and came in the middle of the 
filming from Rich’s. 
 That first live TV appearance wasn’t notable in any way, just 
filler in those early days of television, but I could always say we’d 
appeared on TV. 

~ 
 At seventeen I cared more about show business than I did 
church, so Sunday started out with wriggling into a tight elastic 
girdle, stockings, white nylon slip, and light blue suit. It ended 
with me donning a white straw hat, light blue heels and white 
gloves in latest 50s fashion. I left for the Baptist church, fit to kill, 
as they say, then forced myself to sit through the intermediate 
assembly. My only respite was a boogie-woogie touch to the hymn 
“No Never Alone” from irreverent Mrs. Venable, the substitute 
pianist. 
 From assembly we filed into our classroom hung with pictures 
of Jesus and scenes from the New Testament, seating ourselves in a 
semi-circle perched on small chairs, like nylon-kneed biddies, 
holding Bibles on our laps, our garter snaps poking up through our 
tight skirts. 
 Finally Sunday School was over and our gaggle of girls hurried 
down the wide stone church steps and across the narrow street to 
Clyatt’s Drug Store, where we stood bunched in like sardines, 
trying not to jostle the fountain cokes we held in gloved hands. 
 As I yakked away in Clyatt’s Drug Store sipping my fountain 
coke, smiling like a movie star, I tried to think of reasons why a 
Hollywood producer might happen to come to this drug store. 
Maybe he would be a long lost brother of Dr. Clyatt, the 
pharmacist, and he would have just a few hours in town, since he 
was casting a new movie, and he would look over at me in my 



jaunty white straw hat, smiling with my almost even white teeth, 
and he would know I was perfect for the part. He would unroll a 
parchment contract, and the crowd would part as I made my way to 
a wrought iron ice cream table, where I removed my white glove, 
so I could sign my Hollywood contract. 

~ 
 Cousin Sonny was now a senior at Oglethorpe University. and 
had been cast in the student production of You Can’t Take It With 
You. I remember sitting next to Mother in the little theater. Sonny 
was incredibly funny, much to my chagrin, and got lots of applause 
at his curtain call. 
 Afterwards Mother kept raving over his performance. I was 
jealous of him getting that kind of adulation. I’m sure that was an 
emotional reason for my wanting to major in drama. I wanted to 
out do him, expecting so much of myself. 
 Most of all though, I wanted to be able to say to people, I’m 
going to college. Somebody that had a college degree was 
somebody! That’s all there was to it in my book. A diploma was 
something that could never be taken away. 
 Miss Rikard, my homeroom teacher, said I needed two years of 
a language to get into a better college, so I took second year Latin, 
but I just couldn’t hack all that translation, or the trig class either. I 
was so afraid of making a bad grade, I dropped them both and 
switched to art and typing, knowing I’d lost my chance to get to 
college. !!

~  



!
!
!

’49 Ford With Twin Smitties 
!!!!
I had a terrible cold and aching sinuses the Saturday I was to take 

a scholarship test for the University of Georgia. I was feeling sick 
at my stomach, wondering what on earth I was doing, setting 
myself up for another huge disappointment. 
 Sitting at Grandma’s old vanity with the fold-in mirrors, I saw 
swollen puffy eyes. I took bobby pins out of my rolled-up hair and 
sneezed again. My head was killing me. I took two aspirins and 
combed out dishwater blond hair, parting it on the side, arranging 
the peroxided bangs just so. I wanted to crawl back in bed on my 
precious Saturday morning. How could I even be thinking about 
taking a scholarship test! I knew I wasn’t that smart. Not by a long 
shot! 
 I kept thinking over and over: What does it really matter 
whether I take this test or not? Does anyone really care whether I 
go to college? No one, but me. Even if I do get a scholarship, it’ll 
only be for tuition. 
 I could so easily have crawled back in bed. Mother would’ve 
understood. She wouldn’t have pushed me. I wouldn’t disappoint 
anyone, not Mrs. Cox, or my homeroom teacher. I wasn’t a dumb 



blonde, but I wasn’t that smart, either, and I wasn’t too serious 
about anything, except performing. 
 If there was ever a turning point in my life, though, it was that 
Saturday, because I did manage to finish getting dressed without 
caving in to laziness or insecurity. 
 What swayed me, I think, was that I figured it was better to 
take that test, than not to take that test. Simple as that. So we got in 
Mother’s car and drove across town around the square in Decatur 
looking for a drugstore where I bought my first nose inhaler. I 
remember that it didn’t help at all. I was all scrunched down in the 
front seat worried about anyone seeing me in this hot-rod sounding 
’49 Ford coupe— the car I’d begged Mother to buy last summer 
with my Senior year approaching. 

~ 
 I must pause here and tell you the story of Mother buying us 
that first car. 
 My boyfriend Richard had been driving me to school all last 
year and in August he was to leave for college. That’s when I 
started pleading to Mother, “Please, please, can’t we get a car? I’m 
so tired of hitching rides with someone, or walking.” 
 Not long after that on a hot summer night, our tenants went 
looking for a car themselves and took us along to a used-car lot on 
Lee Street. A snappy, used-car dealer spotted Mother and showed 
her a shiny black two-door ’49 Ford with twin smitties. 
 “Jes’ look at those babies,” he said, pointing to two large, shiny 
chrome exhaust pipes extending from underneath the rear bumper. 
 Handing Mother the keys, he lured, “Take ’er for a spin!” 
 Then the burly salesman, smelling of Vitalis and whiskey, 
pushed the front seat back for me to get in, and he sat up front with 
Mother. 



 I’d never seen Mother drive and was giddy with excitement as 
she slid under the wheel. As she gunned the engine, I heard the low 
rumble of those mufflers. 
 Mother’s seersucker dress was sticking to her back on that 
humid summer night. Maybe she was nervous—you know, like 
bravado, or something—because she started telling the salesman 
about the time she first drove her papa’s car. 
 “One day when Papa had gone off to work on the streetcar,” 
she said, “I just cranked up that ol’ Model T and backed it right out 
the driveway.” 
 The salesman slapped the dashboard, laughing as Mother drove 
fearlessly out of the used-car lot, past flapping pennants hanging 
over the entrance, then around the block, while our tenants waited. 
 When I found out she hadn’t plunked down a deposit right 
away, I started to cry. I’d never had my heart set on something as 
much as us having a car. I cried and cried—every day afterward, 
like I’d been sentenced to be executed. 
 Mother gave in. The used-car salesman came over the next 
Saturday and took Mother to get her driver’s license. Two weeks 
later, Mother bought it for $500. Mother gave me some driving 
lessons on a deserted road, but I was really afraid to drive. 

~ 
 In the large classroom at Decatur High I settled myself in a 
shiny blonde student desk, wanting to lay my stuffy head down, 
close my watering eyes, and just go to sleep. But I started filling 
out the scholarship application forms. To the question, Mother’s 
occupation, I wrote cashier/bookkeeper, wishing Mother had some 
better job, something fancy and executive sounding. 
 The next question was: Family income. The increments started 
with $2400-3000 annual. Not knowing exactly what Mother made, 



I marked an X in the lowest category. Even with the $34 a month 
she got from my father, I was sure it was under $3,000. 
Acknowledging the reality of our financial condition by marking 
an X in the lowest category made me sick to my stomach. 
 The scholarship test was both easier and harder than I 
expected, and I was mainly just relieved when time was called. 

~ 
 The night of our high school graduation I wasn’t even feeling 
sad as I sat on the stage of the city auditorium in a white evening 
dress among sad and excited classmates. I was picking at a thread 
unraveling in the stitching of my only pair of white cotton gloves, 
listening to my old boyfriend, Robert, give the valedictory speech. 
I still had feelings over losing him. But that night I was stewing 
over a bigger loss— losing the state doubles championship that 
very morning in Macon, then having to come back for graduation. 
 WE LOST! That’s all I could think about sitting on that stage. I 
was such a bad loser, though I always tried to act like a good sport 
and laugh it off, or make excuses. I was just dying inside. A silver 
medal isn’t bright at all when last year we’d won the gold! 
 Then our red-faced principal waddled to the lectern, adjusted 
his glasses, cleared his throat, and began to read the names of the 
scholarship recipients. His fat jowls swayed loosely as he spoke. 
 He wouldn’t be reading my name. 
 By the time I’d received notice of my freshman scholarship 
award, others in my class had received notices of four-year full-
tuition grants to Yale, Georgia Tech, Tulane, and Vanderbilt. I 
viewed my scholarship to the state party school with disdain and 
didn’t inform anyone, and apparently, no one informed our school 
counselor, either. 



 I knew Mother and Aunt Gladys were in the audience tuning up 
to cry as soon as they heard the processional “March from Aida.” 
The least I could’ve done was to give Mother the joy of hearing 
my name announced in the city auditorium as the recipient of a 
freshman scholarship to the state university. 
 But I didn’t. 
 I couldn’t even enjoy my own graduation. I would have wanted 
that part of my life to end on a high note, but, I swear, as soon as I 
lost at anything— like that tennis match— I could feel my entire 
life going down the drain. I would just get stuck there, and then 
feel shameful, angry and ravenously hungry! 
 I’m sure I was a rotten date that night, for my boyfriend 
Richard had come home from The University of Florida to 
accompany me to the dance and breakfast, and then make the ritual 
climb up Stone Mountain. I was only too ready to devour cheese 
grits, country ham and eggs, biscuits, red eye gravy and peach 
preserves at the graduation breakfast. 
 I wonder sometimes when people say they don’t regret 
anything in their lives, if they really mean it, because I have lots of 
regrets. I regret being uncaring and selfish, and inconsiderate. I 
regret viewing everything that wasn’t topnotch with disdain. I 
regret all of my dismissive, haughty behavior—especially the way 
I ignored Mother and her feelings. 

~ 
 Mother let me send my father a graduation invitation, and I got 
a card back signed with that same scrawly signature. It was 
addressed to me this time, not Mother. I daydreamed that one day 
I’d be so famous, he would come and meet me in my tiny 
backstage dressing room—for I had checked Speech and Drama as 
my major. I would’ve preferred art or music, but I had nothing to 



prove I had any talent, whatsoever, and I did have stage and TV 
appearances, so I figured they might accept me as a Drama student. 

~ 
 In mid-summer a letter arrived: Welcome to the Drama 
Department. Another letter arrived with a brochure: Welcome to 
Panhellenic. 
 I was beginning to feel like one of Grandma’s radio soap-opera 
heroines: “Can this little girl from a crummy house on the wrong 
side of town find happiness at the state university?” 
 The only thing I knew about sororities was from two B-movies: 
Betty Co-ed and Sorority Girls. Those movies depicted a bunch of 
well-dressed, rich, petty, snobbish, two-faced co-eds, vying for 
membership and boyfriends. They dressed in expensive sweater 
sets, flaunting a fraternity pin stuck right on top of a cashmere 
covered pointed breast. 
 In spite of their Betty Co-ed shallow and meaningless behavior, 
I wanted to be a part of it all, and relished every minute of those 
movies. 
 I must be mad, I thought. 
 I didn’t dare mention to Mother that I was considering sending 
in a rush card. She’d sigh and heave her expression, ‘Hee-e-e, Me.’ 
 Hearing her sigh would be discouragement enough. 

~ 
 It was a Saturday and Mother was out. I’d propped my 
suntanned legs on the curved back of the divan looking at the 
Panhellenic booklet. I’d begged Mother to redorate and she had 
finally had the divan reupholstered in a dusty rose brocade. The 
dark woodwork and mantle had been painted white and the walls 
wedgwood blue. (Looking back I see that I already knew my color 
scheme.) The booklet showed photos of elegant antebellum 



sorority houses—more beautiful than Tara from Gone with the 
Wind. I looked at the reply card to the Panhellenic rush committee. 
 How will Mother ever pay for this? Oh never mind. I’ll worry 
about that tomorrow! Just fill out the card! 
 But then I started to hate my own name. 
 Charlotte. So formal. 
  Hmm? Muffy, what a cute name! How come I can’t have a cute 
name like that? Say, what if I change my name? No one will know 
me at college. 
 I wrestled like St. Peter with this conflict of the heart, urging 
me against my better nature, not only to sell my Christian birth 
name, but also to sell my soul for a sorority. I was coming to 
believe that, like Peter, I would’ve denied Jesus in order to be well 
thought of, and to look good in the eyes of others. 
 In the meantime I’d been smoking Pall Malls. I kept my pack 
hidden high up on the built-in cabinet. I went to the kitchen and 
climbed onto a chair to retrieve a cigarette. Back in the living room 
I lit up my Pall Mall with a long kitchen match and pondered the 
rush card. 
 As I blew out Hollywood smoke, I looked in the mirror over 
the white mantle watching it waft around my head. I smiled at 
myself letting smoke float through my carefully parted lips—
holding my hand just so. 
 The other part of me was fraught with thoughts of the 
foolishness of rubbing elbows with select girls, who probably had 
mothers that stayed home and had tea parties or drank highballs 
and shopped at Muse’s and Regenstein’s department stores. 
 I couldn’t help myself from wanting it. Still, I was afraid to 
send in the rush card. I knew I was setting myself up for a huge 
disappointment and probably humiliation. 



 As I was pacing like Bette Davis, nervously blowing smoke out 
the living room window screen, I remembered our senior trip when 
we were all smoking like crazy crowded into one room at the 
Seaside Motel on Daytona Beach. Girls would fall down laughing 
on the twin beds when someone started coughing and choking and 
practically passing out. Sandra and I started using a code word, 
calling cigarettes, chips, as in potato chips. 
 On the travel bus, Sandra would say, “Are y’all gonna have 
some chips tonight?” Meaning: ‘Are you going to smoke cigarettes 
in the motel room?’ 
 And we’d laugh hysterically and I’d say, “Yes-s! We’re gonna 
have two bags of chips!” 
 Grinding out the ashes on window screen, I was sure my own 
smoking went undetected. Suddenly a name popped in my head. 
What about Chips? That’s cute. Chips Ashurst. Yes! That’s much 
better than my real name, Charlotte. I had a raging impulse to write 
Chips on the rush card. 
 And I did. 
 But when I said it out loud, Chips Ashurst, the alliteration was 
terrible. Dang! I’d written it in ball point pen. I ran to the kitchen 
and found the Clorox and bleached out the “s.” 
 The card looked messy, but I mailed it off. 

~ 
 Three weeks later, I received a letter in the mail to Chip 
Ashurst. I’d completely forgotten about changing my name on the 
rush card. The next day two more Dear Chip letters arrived. With 
each letter I got out my Panhellenic brochure and matched up 
photos of the beautiful sorority houses with those wonderful girls 
who were writing to Chip. Thank goodness they couldn’t see 



where I lived in this three-room dump. Never mind that for now, I 
thought, reveling in all those personal invitations. 
 Twelve letters arrived. I spread them out on the daybed where I 
was sprawled by the long window and began to compare 
handwriting, use of the English language, and kinds of stationary. I 
memorized the Greek letters. I noted each letter writer’s name with 
her sorority, so I could be sure to meet her. Rolling over on my 
back I held a lavender-colored letter above my head and sighed. 
Oh, yes, yes, yes! I want to visit all of you—in all of your beautiful 
sorority houses. I want to join all of your sororities. !

S E P T E M B E R  1 9,  1 9 5 4 !
 If ever there was a miracle day in my life, this was it. We were 
loading the car for college. 
 Hallelujah! 
 All Sunday morning Mother and I had packed the black Ford 
coupe with clothes, shoeboxes, a red gooseneck lamp, sheets, 
towels, blue-ribbed Bates twin bedspreads, and my tennis racquet. 
I finally loaded the last item, my large hatbox, cramming it on top 
of everything else in the back seat. 
 “Shug, Mother won’t be able to see out the back window,” said 
Mother as we stood on the sidewalk mopping perspiration off of 
our faces. She was wearing a two-piece navy dress with a small 
white flower print. Her hair was damp around her neck. 
 I had bought three dresses at Regenstein’s on sale for $10 each. 
I was wearing my favorite, a lightweight herringbone rayon cotton 
flared dress, trimmed in tiny red piping with a Chinese collar, and 
round red buttons all the way down the front. I had on red leather 
pumps with a low square heel. 



 Red and black—the colors of the University of Georgia. 
~ 

 It was a long two-lane eighty mile drive to Athens that Sunday. 
We passed through Stone Mountain, Snellville, Loganville and 
Monroe. As Mother pulled into the Myers Hall parking lot, I 
wished we weren’t arriving in a car that sounded so trashy. I didn’t 
even want Mother to help me bring in my clothes, but I didn’t want 
to hurt her feelings. 
 As I met other freshman girls, I introduced myself as Chip 
Ashurst, trying to act cool. 
 I don’t want to be Charlotte anymore. I want to be a new 
person. 
 But I was already feeling deceitful and guilty, again. 
Defensively, I said to Mother, “You saw all those, ‘Dear Chip’ 
letters I got.” 
 I didn’t even have to look at Mother’s expression to know she 
was hurt. She was thinking I’d get what was coming to me, 
because I’d changed my Christian name which she’d given me at 
birth. I could read that from one twitch of her mouth. But in fact, 
she just stood there smiling blankly in a really nice way, and 
waited for me to lead the way—onward and upward—to find my 
third-floor room. 
 My new roommate and her mother and father were busy 
unloading two trunks. I could see they had more money and better 
taste than I. After the last load Mother stood hesitantly at my dorm 
room door clutching her purse. I’d put my red gooseneck lamp on 
the metal desk and it was my room now. I didn’t encourage her to 
stay and help me get settled. 
 Back downstairs we got in the car and Mother drove across the 
hot Myers Hall parking lot and stopped under the shade of a big 



oak to say our goodbyes. Her chin quivered as she turned off the 
engine. Suddenly, after being all caught up in my own grandiose 
feelings, I felt overwhelmed with Mother’s feelings. A lump came 
in my throat, because I knew Mother would be all alone now. I was 
leaving her and I sensed it would be forever. 
 As we sat together in that car I hated, but which had brought 
me to the university, my hopes and dreams were bursting inside my 
heart like sparklers. Hot tears stung, then welled up in my eyes and 
an awful ache came in the roof of my mouth. I didn’t want to lose 
it, not now. 
 I knew how much I meant to her—how much she quietly 
bragged about me. I sensed what a moment in time this 
represented. This was the death of the little twosome we’d been for 
eighteen years. Not really mother and daughter—more like jolly 
companions and fellow entertainers in a kind of comic soap opera 
journey. 
 Up until today. 
 Today we would part. Mother would drive the long way home 
all by herself. I wouldn’t be there when she got home from work 
on Monday to hear the stories of the girls in the office. I wouldn’t 
be there to eat supper at the kitchen table. I wouldn’t be there to 
see the wallpaper hanging down from the ceiling, or stare at that 
torn linoleum floor, or grab a piece of bread from the metal bread 
box with the red wheat decal. I wouldn’t have to see the greasy 
Magic Chef gas stove with long porcelain knobs, or the pitted 
kitchen sink that stood on metal poles with the trash can 
underneath, or the ironing board with the scorched cover hovering 
in the corner by the black family trunk with the worn leather straps 
and the family Bible. 



 We sat silently and awkwardly with tears flowing down our 
cheeks. Then we looked at each other, and laughed at ourselves for 
crying. Mother dabbed at her eyes with a Kleenex and blew her 
nose. I was anxious to get back to my new room and new friends. 
 “Be sweet, Shug. Write me.” 
 “I will.” 
 “Be a good girl.” 
 “I will.” 
 Tears well up in my eyes—even now—as I write about those 
lingering moments of saying goodbye in the parking lot. 
 I felt that excruciating pain of separation and leaving home. I 
didn’t know what was ahead, but I knew I was never going back. 
That was the saddest day of my life, and it was also the happiest, 
and was, coincidentally, my eighteenth birthday. 
 I got out of the car. Her chin quivered again as she cranked up 
the engine and slowly drove out of the parking lot, and onto the 
side street, passing me once again. Swallowing back tears, I 
waved, hoping she’d stopped crying by now. She managed a quick 
wave back, and then gunned it a little as she pulled out into the 
Sunday traffic. I watched until the car was out of sight on Lumpkin 
Street, and then listened to the distant low rumbling of those twin 
mufflers. 
 Finally . . . they too . . . faded away. 

~  



!
!
!

The Drama of a Drama Major 
!
!
!
!
Even though it was wonderful to be in college, I was wary when it 

came to disclosing too much about myself. Most of the time I 
could just forget about my circumstances—or finesse them—and 
start to meet all the girls on my floor; girls from towns in Georgia 
I’d never heard of: Brooklet, Metter, Willacoochee, Dewey Rose, 
and Ty Ty. They had daddies who ran peach orchards, raised cows, 
or owned a furniture store. 
 One girl said, “Chip’s from Hot-lanta!” 
 Little do they know, I thought. Oh, that’s right, I’m a drama 
major! Fake it till you make it, or die trying. 
 Oh, but being in a dorm with girls my same age was like 
having the best family in the world. Drinking was prohibited, and 
we had a curfew of 11:15 p.m, which was fine with me. I was so 
happy to be there and had nothing to rebel against, as did a girl 
named Rochelle, two doors down the hall, who had brought a 
bottle of vodka and started mixing up Moscow mules the second 
night. 
 In the meantime, I was also living with mortal fear, so much so, 
I jumped every time the dorm phone rang. I was afraid they’d call 



my name and it would be Mother saying I had to come home to go 
to court because of the law suit she’d gotten stuck with. 
 How could we have landed in such a misfortune? 

~ 
 It all started back on the Fourth of July, when Mother drove to 
a little food market on Lee Street because I was yearning for a 
watermelon. On the way home a car sped through a Stop sign and 
hit the car in front of us. The cars were spinning around. 
SCREECH! CRASH, BANG! Mother’s car was inadvertently hit 
too, as she was moving around the cars and on through the 
intersection slamming into the curb. Mother was knocked into the 
steering wheel, and my knee jammed into the dashboard. 
 I could hear screams. I was afraid to get out. Porch lights were 
turned on. People started coming out of their houses. Someone said 
they saw the driver take off running. We just sat there. Finally 
Mother and I got out and walked to the intersection. A woman had 
been thrown out of the car. I saw her limp body lying in the gutter 
under the street light, her head on the curb with blood coming out 
of her ear. I heard someone say she was dead. 
 The words: “She’s dead,” echoed, because someone else would 
say, ‘she’s dead,’ and then someone else would ask it, ‘Is she 
dead?’ 
 “Lord, yes! She’s dead.” 
 I was standing there with the alarmed bystanders waiting for 
the police, hearing the crying and moaning from the three other 
passengers suffering from their injuries and uttering distressed 
moans over the dead woman. I huddled against Mother in the July 
dampness. 
 I was realizing that a young woman’s life was gone now, and 
mine was just starting, and how quickly things could change, like 



with that wreck my Grandma had on Lee Street, not too far from 
here— a car wreck that changed her life forever and led to my 
Grandfather putting a bullet though his head soon after. 
 Someone said, “He must’ve been drunk. I saw him running.” 
 We drove home in shock, and I never ever wanted to drive. Our 
injuries were minor. Mother found out that the fleeing driver 
wasn’t the owner, and also, that the car wasn’t even insured. 
 A month went by, and one day in August we came home from 
work together and found a light blue summons stuck in the screen 
door. 
 Oh, my God! Mother was being sued for $134,000! I didn’t 
know you could even be sued for that much money, especially 
when you didn’t have it. 
 I could’ve screamed, or just collapsed on the floor in a puddle. 
But I didn’t. Mother and I just sat there together on the divan and 
read the summons, over and over, like a death sentence. Mother 
kept sighing so many of her, ‘Hee-mee’s!’ and saying, “I always 
knew I’d end up in the poor house.” 
 My life was ruined at seventeen—the summer before I was to 
go off to college. I went around in a stupor. 
 My dream. Gone. 
 Mother got a lawyer; he said I should go on to college and wait 
for the court trial. 
 That’s when I started living in mortal fear. I knew it would all 
end soon and I would get that fatal phone call; that I’d have to go 
back home and go to work. 

~ 
 However, eighty miles away, mortal fear can temporarily be 
forgotten when one is practically skipping down Ag Hill with the 
excitement and trepidation of a new beginning heading for my first 



class in French. The next class was in the Drama department just a 
few classrooms in the basement of the Fine Arts building with a lab 
theater, and a big shop just behind the huge auditorium stage. 
There were three main professors and only four new girls as 
freshman drama majors. 
 After a quick tour of sizing glue, hammers, sinks, bins of clout 
nails, paint brushes that must go back exactly where they came 
from, on a pegboard outlined with the green silhouette of the brush 
under its hook, I soon found myself on my hands and knees, 
learning how to square off a butt joint of three inch rails of white 
pine.  
 I was so surprised to learn that a drama major must work 
fifteen hours every quarter on costumes or scenery for the 
upcoming production. I never expected college to be, of all things, 
doing what I loved, building stuff. So I was happy to put in my 
hours building and painting flats in the workshop. 
 On the other hand, I was too afraid of rejection to audition for 
any productions. 

~ 
 During the holidays, it was good to see Richard and chat with 
friends at Clyatt’s Drug Store after church, but three months on my 
own had already changed me. 
 It wasn’t just about figuring out how to get laundry done or 
managing the little bit of spending money, or keeping up with 
classes. In spite of my average grades, I’d found I could hold my 
own within an entirely new social and educational order. I sensed a 
deeper quality being tapped into, one I would discover years later. 
 I was still the gloved and girdled smiling college co-ed in the 
drug store, but the talk was more with the boys who were freshmen 
at Georgia Tech, laughing over the Georgia bulldogs losing again. 



 That Christmas I discovered a growing disparity between 
Mother and me; the tentacles of a clinging vine were being 
loosened, hanging alone in the chilly winds of independence and 
self-preservation. 
 We began our bit of weary Christmas, shopping for a tree on a 
corner lot in West End, then driving home with the tree sticking out 
of the trunk of the car, instead of the two of us carrying it for a 
mile, as we’d done for so many years when we didn’t have a car. 
 We set it up in the living room. I unrolled some cotton to put 
around the red and green metal stand. Mother brought out the thin 
cardboard boxes of ornaments and lights. She’d already been to the 
dime store to buy the obligatory box of silver tinsel, and we began 
hanging the same old red and blue balls, the glass pine cone, 
unwrapping the fragile red and silver cardinal on a spring that 
clipped onto the branch of this year’s short-needled spruce pine. 
 Color us pathetic, the color of red and green mixed together 
into a muddy brown. 
 That Christmas, as I looked at the two or three dinky gifts 
under the tree, I had a sudden realization that no present under any 
tree could ever bring me what I wanted most, permanent 
happiness, or, at least something that would never disappoint me, 
ever again, ever, and it didn’t come wrapped in a package. It was 
about finding a place where I belonged. 
 I was eager to get back to my friends at the dorm. 

~ 
 I knew the college routine now, and I was happy to have 
Mother drop me off in the parking lot. I eagerly lugged my suitcase 
up three flights of stairs to greet everyone—like Jessica, across the 
hall, an art major who sketched hands every night in a little spiral 
sketch book, Claudette from Miami with a long scar on her upper 



arm who was majoring in Business, Little Sally Jo, who practiced 
the violin and was rumored to have put in two tampons, and Anne 
from Tignall, Georgia who played trumpet in The Redcoat Band. 

~ 
 All too soon the school year ended. Mother rumbled her ’49 
Ford back to help me load up everything. I said good bye to one of 
the happiest years I had ever had. This lonely, only child had a 
family of friends on the third floor of Center Myers. This mediocre 
student had a fine year of learning about a lot of aspects of the 
theater, and an introduction to what higher education was about. 
 I had been yearning to give my heart and soul to something, 
and here it was—in that little college town of seven hills—Athens, 
Georgia. I loved the egalitarian feeling of the dorm, the thrill of 
helping put on a play every quarter. I loved feeling part of a big 
university, where hitch-hiking to classes became a way of life. If I 
had died after that freshman year of college, I would have died 
happy. 
 I didn’t want to go back home for the entire summer—I even 
dreaded it. Yet part of me was glad to be sitting next to Mother 
with the backseat piled to the roof with shoe boxes and hat boxes, 
feeling the relief that finals were over. Then somewhere near Stone 
Mountain, on the outskirts of Atlanta, Mother said, “Shug, I’ve 
been waiting to tell you until school was out. The law suit’s not 
settled. The trial’s coming up soon.” !

S E T  B A C K !
 Oh, yea gods! I had actually let myself forget about the law 
suit, as if it had all dissolved or something, and Mother had just 



forgotten to tell me. I slumped in my seat, withdrawing the rest of 
the way home, seeing my hopes and dreams dry up. 
 I felt such futility riding home that day. I remember asking 
myself, are we fated, like in the tragedies I’d been reading about? 
Just destined to have something go wrong? 

~ 
 The worse thing was coming home to face those three rooms of 
dusty furniture that didn’t fit and that bare light bulb in the 
bedroom. The thought of anyone ever coming to visit me on 
Holderness Street and seeing the clutter was even worse now. I 
tried to cheer myself up thinking, well, at least you had one good 
life-changing year. 
 On Monday morning Mother cooked eggs and bacon and left 
some for me and was off to work. I slept until noon. I sat quietly at 
the kitchen table embarrassed to think of smoking a cigarette at 
home, so I didn’t. 
 It was hot. Everything was depressing. I didn’t want to call 
anyone. I was thinking that I wanted to get out of the house, so I 
heated up the iron sitting upright on the scorched ironing board 
pad. I pressed a wrinkled pinkish chambray sheath dress. It was 
one I’d made last summer and trimmed in rick-rack, because I was 
too lazy to make a facing for the neck. I put on flats and walked to 
the bus stop. I wanted to get a job right away, partly because I 
wanted to be out of the house as much as possible. 
 But my heart didn’t want my college experience to end so 
quickly. I didn’t want to go to work either, truth be told. After 
getting off the bus at Five Points in downtown Atlanta, I walked 
down to the Atlanta Division of the University of Georgia. 
 I kept thinking about my life, about how much I wanted to 
succeed at something. I longed for someone to discover what I was  



good at, and point me in the right direction. I didn’t want to just 
give up at this point. 
 I found the admissions office and looked at their summer 
schedule, knowing I could transfer credits if I ever did get to go 
back. I would be living at home and tuition would be cheap. 
 I enrolled. 
 The next Monday on the trolley riding downtown, I felt a burst 
of happiness in my stomach that melted my heart. I was once again 
maybe going finish college, to be somebody, maybe even someone 
noteworthy. 
 In my French class, I was introduced to a fable—Le Jongleur 
de Notre Dame. with the English and French version in the same 
book. This is how I remember the moving tale. 
 A poor, simple juggler quietly slips into the Notre Dame 
Cathedral to make an offering. He has no money, so he rolls out his 
little rug in front of the statue of Mary and begins his juggling 
routine. The priests discover this rude spectacle and come down 
the aisle to oust him, but suddenly they stop, look up at the statue 
of Mary and see tears streaming down her smooth stone cheeks. 
 I identified with that earnest little juggler, feeling his plight, 
knowing he didn’t feel he belonged in that beautiful cathedral, yet 
wanting to be there to give something of himself. His sincerity felt 
like my sincerity, happy to wait offstage to perform my 
improvisational playing of the kettle drums in Macbeth, and maybe 
never becoming good enough for much more. 

~ 
 That summer Mother bought us season tickets to the musicals 
at the outdoor theater at Chastain Park. Oh, I have Mother to thank 
for buying that car, now, and for finding the money for such 



extravagant tickets. We saw Janet Blair playing Nellie Forbush in 
South Pacific and Ray Bolger in Charlie’s Aunt. 
 And what a relief from the growing tension between us, just to 
be sitting together outside in the night air—under the stars, as it 
was billed—on the hard flat stones of the amphitheater—like the 
Greek theaters I had been reading about. Mother loved it, too, and 
we could talk about the music, and the songs, and laugh on the way 
home in the darkness of the old Ford. 

~ 
 As August neared, a trial date had been set for October. Oh, 
Lord! Mother started coaching me, because she’d just visited with 
her lawyer. Apparently he’d said something about my testifying. Ye 
gods! Must I take the witness stand? 
 This news threw me into a tailspin. 
 Suddenly I had a morbid fear of telling the truth remembering a 
movie of someone being injected with sodium pentathol, “truth 
serum.” 
 I felt a deathly chill. 
 To have to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the 
truth was like going before St. Peter to see if I’d be allowed into 
Heaven, and I’d have to admit to how utterly low and worthless I 
felt all the time. 
 My whole life was a lie. One big cover up. 
 Every night at supper, we would argue over the accident. Poor 
Mother! Stuck with this recalcitrant daughter about to convict her 
own mother on the witness stand. 
 “Mother, you shouldn’t have swerved to try to go around the 
cars!” I repeated. 
 “Shug, I did the best I could.” 



 I could feel for her, but I had no way to separate my own 
desperate feelings. 
 “I know I wasn’t going more than fifteen miles an hour,” she 
repeated, 
 The next evening at supper, we would wrangle all over again. 
 “I always said I’d end up in the poor house,” Mother moaned 
again at the kitchen table. 
 The trial hung over us like a death sentence. 

~ 
 Then came the fall of utter disappointment. Come September, I 
turned nineteen, and I didn’t get to return to school for my 
sophomore year. The trial was imminent. $134,000 was looming, 
so I found a job. 
 It was easy to get a billing clerk job with the Retail Credit 
Company, where the entire third floor was nothing but a roomful of 
desks and young girls. 
 My life had come down to this: sorting boxes and boxes and 
boxes of Retail Credit billing invoices into a huge wooden tray that 
fit at a slant over our desks. We sorted them by six digit numbers 
into wooden bins, ten slots across, and ten down. I spent all of 
October smoking, biting my nails, and filing hundreds of credit 
invoices. 
 Everything I’d dreamed of was like a film slowly fading to 
black. 

~ 
 And then I saw an ad in The Atlanta Journal about auditions 
for a TV hostess for Romper Room School. Oh, this is it! My lucky 
chance. My break. This is the deus ex machina I’d just learned 
about. 



 I’d had one year of drama, and they would naturally want me. I 
could even report that I’d already appeared on TV. I’d have the 
start I’d been hoping for, because this job would lead to something 
bigger and better and soon . . . .very soon . . .  

~ 
 I was dreaming all that as I rode the bus to the TV station 
auditions, wearing a black sheath dress, white gloves, a girdle, and 
a wide black picture hat. I was sure of getting this job. I kept 
thinking this was what my year of drama had prepared me for, and 
the stupid lawsuit wouldn’t matter, because I’d be making real 
money. That day I saw my entire world opening up into the 
magical life I’d always dreamed of. 
 At the TV station I stood in a crowded hallway with many 
other girls; some weren’t nearly as pretty as I, but others had 
teaching backgrounds. Teaching? I thought we were entertaining 
children with learning games. I had watched the Romper Room 
TV program—the Do-Bee children followed the teacher’s 
animated directions. 
 In my interview I was happy to reply, “Yes, I have taught— in 
Vacation Bible School.” 
 I WAS NEVER EVEN CALLED BACK! And I just couldn’t 
figure it out. I really couldn’t. How could they not choose me? 
 With all my sophomoric ignorance and inflated self-worth, I 
was still defending an ego the size of the Eiffel Tower. 

~ 
 Mother came home one night in October and announced that 
the trial was still on for next week. 
 Oh, Lord! 
 I braced myself again. I didn’t know if I could flat out lie, 
because I really felt I was an honest person and had never cheated 



or stolen anything, and I really did think Mother could’ve handled 
the car better and not been ‘negligent.’ 
 And suddenly—it was all over—everything had been settled 
out of court. Mother didn’t have to pay anything! 
 I never understood it all, but, Hallelujah, I could go back to 
school. 

~ 
 In January, 1956, I was giddy with excitement riding the bus to 
join my class for winter quarter. Mother was bringing the rest of 
my things on the weekend. I was charting my course again, though 
I couldn’t yet see beyond the boundaries of my own narrow boat—
maybe I never would—but for now, I had a second chance. 
 All the nameless things I’d been longing for seemed to be at 
the end of that long bus ride to Athens, Georgia. As the Greyhound 
bus driver shifted into low gear grinding up the hill to the light at 
Pulaski Street just before the bus station, tears of joy rolled down 
my cheeks. 
 Somewhere deep inside, where the bones reside, I knew I was 
on the road to the truth of my life. I was happy with a gratitude I’d 
never experienced before, to be back where I belonged: the campus 
of the University of Georgia. 
 That joyous “coming home” feeling would strangely reoccur 
anytime I was making that uphill approach into town to the bus 
station on Broad Street, like coming home to myself. !

~  



!
!
!

Hold On To Your Dreams 
!
!!!

I stepped off the bus with memories of last year’s laughter and the 

friendship of those freshmen girls, but I arrived at my new dorm, 
Rutherford Hall, on a winter day in January. There was no one 
around. No one to greet me. There was no freshman excitement. I 
was a character lugging a suitcase down an ancient, dimly lit 
hallway, alone, looking for a room number. Most of the dormroom 
doors stayed shut. 
 I tossed and turned all week in the narrow dorm bed. I kept 
thinking I must get out of here. I felt pressure to make something 
of myself and I wouldn’t find it here in this dingy dorm. 
 Within two days, I found myself filling out a winter Rush card. 

 I must be nuts! I thought. How will Mother pay for this? 

 I knew it was wrong and I felt like a fraud the whole time I was 
smiling at the sisters in each one of those beautiful houses. 
 One sorority sent me a pledge invitation and I said yes. 
 I wrote Mother and told her and she sent a check to cover a 
pledge pin, and fees. 
 How did she manage it? I wonder now. I took so much for 
granted. Soon I was wearing a pledge pin and attending pledge 



meetings every Monday night, but even with that and being back in 
school I was lonely in the dorm. 
 I tried playing bridge again, but after a few hands of carelessly 
counting cards, I was not a welcomed partner. So I wandered down 
to the dark basement and discovered an old piano. No one was ever 
down there, so I started plunking around, humming notes in my 
head, dreaming—maybe I could write a musical—yes, that’s what 
I’d really love to do! 
 I immediately felt a release of tension just playing some 
chords. Music transformed loneliness into welcomed pleasure. I 
spent a lot of time in that dark basement, and soon the exhilaration 
of a song began to stir and unfold into music, picking out an 
opening number imitating a slow rhythm that sounded like 
something from An American in Paris. 
 My imaginary musical took place on a boat, The U. S. S. 
Periwinkle, with a bunch of students going to Europe having 
student romances. I called it “Periwinkle Blues.” But it was just 
another idea that kept me afloat for long enough, and didn’t ever 
go anywhere. 

~ 
 Lo and behold, a vacancy opened up in the sorority house and 
spring quarter Mother was dropping me off at a big beautiful house 
with white Corinthian columns, white swings, and rockers that sat 
on a wide wrap-around porch with a sheltered portico over the 
curved side driveway, known as a carriage-landing. 
 I lived there, but I didn’t belong there. Every time I turned the 
knob of the heavily beveled glass front door, it was as if I was 
stepping into the set of Gone with the Wind, except that it was the 
1950s, with girls in sweaters and loafers and tight skirts with a split 
up the back, chattering about boyfriends and tests. Girls that 



dressed in heels and hats and girdles and gloves and wore them to 
football games, fraternity parties and church on Sundays. 

~ 
 Finally I was actually cast in a University Theater production 
as Millie in Picnic. When the play was reviewed by an English 
professor, he wrote, “Miss Ashurst, as Millie, was consistently the 
finest actor in the play.” 
 I was astonished! I bought an extra copy and sent it to Mother. 
I even thought about sending the review to my father. 

~ 
 I remember that contemplative moment after my first success. I 
was in my bunk bed that afternoon since none of my roommates 
had come back from class. 
 I sat looking at that Picnic review. 
 Part of me wanted to think that when he read it—his daughter, 
Miss Ashurst,—followed by a glowing account of my performance, 
that my father might come and visit me. The other part of me 
didn’t want to be disappointed, rationalizing that this was just a 
minor part in an inconsequential college play. 
 Maybe I should just wait, for now. I thought. Maybe I’ll do 
something even bigger—so big, he’ll have to come see me. 
 I underlined the “good part” of the review and tucked it away 
in an envelope and have kept it for over fifty years. 

~ 
 Charlene, an only child, a Journalism major, and one of six 
roommates, had been to New York during the summer and heard a 
musician named Jimmy Guiffry at the Village Vanguard. I longed 
to hear poetry read in a brick-walled cellar with beatniks playing 
bongos in a coffee house. 



 Charlene played her new album of jazz arrangements from My 
Fair Lady. I’d never heard light Broadway jazz like that. I found 
myself drawn to the trio’s smooth, soft beat, a pulse—the sound of 
a heartbeat and a sob together—and the joy of expressing it. 
 I was not one to have much of a record collection because I 
didn’t have any extra money, but the next afternoon I went to the 
downtown record store on Lumpkin Street and bought my first jazz 
record. 
 Had to! You know one of those had to moments? Some deep 
urge is so irrestible, you have to follow through. Smooth Broadway 
Jazz was like that to me. Something had reached down inside me, 
grabbed my heart and soul, and tied them together in a sweet jazzy 
gordian knot. 
 In the record store I listened to a lot of records, and found the 
absolutely perfect 45-rpm record called Lullaby of Broadway, 
played by eight different jazz groups. One of the pianists was a 
woman, Barbara Carroll. A woman playing jazz! That’s what I 
wanted to do. I listened to it again and again on my little 
phonograph. 
 Then Charlene bought a Pal Joey album I liked even more. I 
went downstairs to the grand piano in the living room and began to 
pick out jazz chords to “Bewitched,” and “The Lady Is a Tramp.” 
They soothed a restlessness and spoke to heartache and happiness 
at the same time. 
 That quarter Charlene and I staged a fabulous parody of The 
Hit Parade show, for a Panhellenic stunt night. We made a replica 
of our famous Georgia Arches from a refrigerator carton 
cardboard. We sang “It’s Athens in the Rain,” with umbrellas and 
raincoats and a soft shoe tap. Then we staged a registration table 
and sang: 



“I never felt more like singin’ the blues, 
‘Cause I never thought that I’d ever lose 

. . . my I. D. Card! 
You Got Me Singin’ the Blues.” !

 The student audience howled with laughter. 
 Our sorority won! 
 The judges named me as outstanding performer. No one in the 
drama department was even there. I figured it wouldn’t mean 
anything to them, anyway. The Drama department produced plays 
by Albee, Shaw, Shakespeare, T. S. Eliot, and Giradoux. 
 “Trite!” I could hear my drama professors saying. 

~ 
 I remember hearing Mother’s voice over the phone, telling me 
she’d been in an automobile accident on Peachtree Street. 
 “Rear-ended,” she said over the phone. “I’m okay, though.” 
 “Mother!” 
 “Listen, Shug, I know I had my arm out the window signaling 
my left hand turn. And that’s when this driver rear-ended me. 
Don’t worry, I really am okay, but I hafta wear a neck brace.” 
 “Mother—a neck brace?” 
 “Listen,” said Mother, “There’s something called a whiplash, 
and I might have it. I had to go to a chiropractor. I might even get 
some money.” 
 The next weekend I hitched a ride home with a sister who lived 
in Decatur. I planned for Mother to meet me at her house. I still 
didn’t ever want anyone to see where I lived. 
 “Where’s your neck brace?” I asked when we were in the car. 
 “I don’t have to wear it all the time,” she said, “just when I 
visit certain places, so don’t go talking about this.” 



 Then she started in on some funny story she’d been saving, and 
soon we were happy to be laughing together, forgetting about the 
injury, and college—and growing apart—for there was always that 
same underlying tension, and I could get testy over the least little 
thing. I was just so glad to find out that I didn’t have to do any 
testifying for her new whiplash accident. 
 I learned later that she did get some money which helped me 
through my last quarter. 

~ 
 My roommates were getting married. I was twenty-one. I was 
going to graduate and then what? I didn’t have any idea. When the 
boy I was dating said he thought we’d make a good match, and that 
we should get married, I said yes. 
 We got engaged the Christmas of our senior year. 
 And then I had to tell Mother. At supper, my stomach began 
churning as I sat across from her at that same old white painted 
table where I’d eaten so many meals; where earlier I’d been so 
excited about my singing adventures, where I’d once put blue food 
coloring in mashed potatoes, and Mother had said I had to eat them 
anyway. And where I once drank milk out of a tennis cup I’d won, 
and, especially where I’d shown her my letter of acceptance to 
college. 
 It was hard to be back at that same kitchen table to tell Mother 
the news, because my heart simply wasn’t in it. A lump came in my 
throat. 
 “What is it, Shug?” said Mother. 
 “Larry asked me to marry him,” I said, “so I guess I will.” 
 I spoke with all the flatness of an open road to nowhere. 



 ‘Well, Shug’ was probably all she said. I don’t remember. She 
was probably glad I was getting married, because what would she 
do with me, if I didn’t? And what would I do with myself? 
 I couldn’t even let myself think about the fact that I would 
rather be planning to go to New York after college, if my friend 
Dorothy had suggested it. I had pictured us rooming together, like 
the sisters in the movie, My Sister Eileen, with Rosalind Russell. I 
pictured I’d be happy just taking a typing job and help pay my half 
the rent, because I’d be near Broadway, where I felt I really 
belonged. But Dorothy was taking a bank job in Atlanta. 

~ 
 Another reason for getting married I blame on Cosmopolitan 
magazine. 
 Yes. Cosmopolitan! 
 I had read an article that said that the average girl had had sex 
by twenty-two. And I hadn’t had sex. Petting had been very 
exciting, especially with Richard. And I was curious to know what 
it was like. 

~ 
 Winter quarter I was assigned to be stage manager for Othello. 
I executed forty-five sound cues and fifty-five lighting cues. 
Amazingly, I was good at this, and I liked it because I was good at 
it. I belonged backstage as much as onstage. 
 In Play Analysis, however, with Dr. P., analytical skills far 
beyond my abilities were needed — I took everything literally. 
 Dr. P. kept asking, “What does the playwright mean?” 
 I didn’t even begin to understand the satire of Moliere, but 
when it was explained, it made a little more sense. It was stuff like 
that that made me feel downright stupid. Dr. P. was a patient 
teacher though, and good at giving examples. 



 I remember in one class session, Dr. P. was standing at the 
blackboard, drawing a diagram to make a point. It was just a long 
horizontal chalk line. 
 “This is a continuum,” he said, as he drew a line through the 
center. He wrote liberal at one end, and conservative at the other. 
He gave examples of a playwright’s thinking. The sleeve of his 
dark blue suit had chalk dust on it as he erased “liberal” and 
changed out the opposites, to realism and abstract. 
 A light bulb went on in my head that day. That continuum 
helped me make a connection in my brain I never realized I had. 
Just that knowledge alone was so interesting to me that it made me 
feel better about myself because I could now literally “see” the 
relationship between different points of view. (I believe I am one 
whose brain is wired to think in pictures, not words.) 
 On another day in class he said, “Everything written isn’t 
always true.” I was dumbstruck. What? Things written in books 
aren’t necessarily true! That was another revelation. 
 Because Dr. P. treated me and all the other students with a 
friendly respectful attitude, I was more open to learning. He also 
held individual conferences with each student. None of my other 
teachers ever did this, and I was both excited and scared to see him 
alone, because I had a crush on him. 
 I sat nervously in his office, a tiny cubicle just large enough for 
his desk and a chair beside it. No teacher had ever been so genuine, 
and that’s why I couldn’t help but be infatuated with him. 
 “What grade do you think you should get?” he asked me. 
 I was floored that he would put the responsibility for my grade 
on me. I was also irritated that he wanted to make me think! I 
already knew what I’d made on my papers— mostly C’s, except 
for one B. But I got up enough courage to be honest, even though I 



knew it would make me look like a fool. I told him about the 
continuum. I told him how I didn’t know until his class that things 
written in books weren’t necessarily true. 
 “I think I should get a B,” I said, “because I learned to think.” 

~ 
 That last winter quarter had finally cracked open my 
fundamentalist, narrow-minded thinking, born and bred into me. 
All this time I’d been a hard-headed weed of a person, skeptical of 
new ideas, especially liberal thinking, making it tough to extricate 
the deep tap roots of prejudice. Higher education had been like 
cultivation, breaking up that hard, compacted, resistant, Georgia 
red-clay brain. The insights from his class was a turning point. All 
my old assumptions were up for reexamination—but that would be 
a long time coming. 
 And I did get a B. 

~ 
 Spring quarter, Dr. P. cast me as Elizabeth in a British play, 
Somerset Maugham’s The Circle. (“Tennis, anyone?” is the famous 
line.) 
 The reviewer wrote something like this: “As the play wore on, 
Miss Ashurst’s British accent noticeably waned, having completely 
crossed the Atlantic by Act III.” 
 Oh, but I wore the most beautiful dress I’d ever owned—blue 
chiffon, mid-calf length, with iridescent sequins in the bodice—a 
Grace Kelly dress. Maybe Mother knew how important it was for 
me, since this was my final play. Mother let me buy it on sale at 
Muse’s for $50. I wish I had a picture of it, or that I’d kept it 
forever. 

~ 
 The quarter was finally over—and four years, too. 



 I wish I could say some of my classwork, or theater work was 
ever stunning or exceptional—or even original—but it wasn’t. I 
just muddled through. Yet building sets and learning to use a 
jigsaw was a perfect fit for my natural talents. I was more proud of 
cutting out a replica of a New Orleans lamp post grillwork for A 
Streetcar Named Desire, than I was to have played Stella, a 
character I knew nothing about. Someone did say that I had stage 
presence, whatever that meant. 
 However, the best moment in my life had been singing my 
heart out with the ensemble of sorority sisters for Panhellenic Stunt 
Night. I can still heard the thunderous applause, and I can still 
revel in the echo of cheers resounding in Fine Arts Auditorium. It 
was intoxicating to hear my name announced as the outstanding 
performer. 
 The applause was for the real me, Chip Ashurst. 
 I had realized the happiness and ecstasy of being where I 
belonged—writing and performing in musical theater. 
 Had I been a boy, I’d like to think I might’ve hopped on a bus 
to the city of my dreams, New York City, to try my luck in musical 
comedy. 

~ 
 Graduation day was on a Saturday morning in June, 1958. We 
gathered outside Sanford Stadium peeling off our black robes, 
standing for those few minutes, smiling and laughing with other 
graduates mingling around under the hot Georgia sun—a moment 
never to be forgotten by any of us. Larry’s parents and Mother had 
driven over to Athens in their little blue Ford. 
 Finishing four years of college was my dream, and I had made 
it. College had added more to my life than I could ever have 
imagined. I became more than that Bachelor of Fine Arts degree I 



had just been awarded. Larry and I both were the first in our family 
to graduate from college. We had made our parents proud and 
reached our goals. It was a fine day and now we were about to live 
out the American Dream. 

~ 
 Three weeks later, on July 2, 1958, I stood at the back of 
Gordon Street Baptist Church wearing a wedding dress borrowed 
from one of my sorority sisters, watching Sandra, my maid of 
honor, walk down the aisle before me. Uncle Harry, Aunt Clara’s 
husband, stood beside me in a white dinner jacket, shifting his 
stork legs from foot to foot, waiting to give me away. And there I 
was, about to walk down that same aisle where I had “joined the 
church” years earlier, with similar doubts as to what I was 
committing myself to. 
 !!!!!!!!
 My heart was still with show business, but fate or destiny had 
now cast me in the role of Betty Crocker, complete with an empty 
recipe box, a set of stainless steel mixing bowls, some silver, some 
crystal, some china, a Penguin stainless steel ice bucket, two chip-
n-dip sets, and a douche bag Mother had given me the night before. 

~ 



 After a brief honeymoon in the Waldorf Motel on the outskirts 
of Atlanta, we moved into our new garage apartment and went 
back to work, because we already had jobs. 
 You’ve heard the expression, “You’ve made your bed, now lie 
in it!” That’s how I faced marriage as I stood after work waiting for 
the bus in Decatur, where I worked as a receptionist for State 
Farm. I transferred to another bus, then got off two blocks from our 
apartment at a small grocery store. 
 Betty Crocker had made a grocery list for the first time in her 
life and bought ground beef for a meat loaf, an onion, two potatoes
—to bake or mash—frozen spinach, canned pears, a loaf of bread, 
Jiffy yellow cake mix, and Jiffy corn bread mix. Aunt Clara had 
given me a pink organdy apron, which was of no use at all since it 
was so dainty I would never want to wipe my hands on it. 
 The thing is, I’d be all excited about the dinner I was cooking 
until I heard my young husband enter the door, then everything 
changed, every shred of joy just melted away, and I couldn’t feel 
any happiness, whatsoever. 
 I probably just clammed up and said, “I’m fine.” 
 You know how that is, when nothing is fine at all, and you 
can’t articulate it, except that you’re miserable and you can’t say it. 
 After supper, my husband was out every night making 
insurance calls. We didn’t have a TV. I didn’t know what to do 
with myself. I’d flip through the same Family Circle magazine, 
daydreaming of making a pineapple upside down cake with those 
pretty red cherries in the center of the pineapple rings. 
 Since I only wanted to report good stuff, I didn’t call anyone—
not Mother, or Sandra, or Dorothy, who was now working at a 
bank. I didn’t know how to be honest and say I was miserable. I 



had my ukelele with me so I’d strum on it for comfort, playing, 
“Show Me the Way to Go Home.” 
 Proper Aunt Clara invited us over to play Canasta on a Sunday 
afternoon to get to know my new husband better. She politely 
allowed jovial Uncle Harry to break out his homemade blackberry 
wine. 
 Four years of college had not prepared me for married life at all 
and I had a hard time adjusting. 

~  



!
!
!

Up North and Back 
!!! !
Before I knew it I was pregnant. The married-with-children life 

had begun. By October 1962, my husband had a new job, a new 
Chevy Impala, and we were crossing the border from Georgia into 
Tennessee on our way to Oxford, Ohio with two boys and another 
on the way. 
 I was glad to be leaving Georgia because we had a racist 
governor and the Russians had stashed missiles in Cuba. Ohio was 
a lot farther away, so we’d be much safer, was my thinking, now 
that I was a mother. 
 Motherhood was a huge adjustment. I’d never even held a baby 
before John was born at Emory Hospital. My mother-in-law smiled 
and said, “the directions come with them.” Apparently not when 
you are an only child.  Mother was as lost as I was when she came 
to visit those first three months we were living in Decatur, Georgia. 
Somehow you manage when you’re good at improvising and read 
Dr. Spock. 

~ 
 While we were living “up North,” Mother and I always wrote 
to each other. She flew up to stay with John and Todd when our 
third son, Troy was born. 



 Later, I wrote her about the first born attending kindergarten. 
Mother liked hearing about her grandsons. I wrote her my husband 
was taking a new job and we’d be moving to Kalamazoo, 
Michigan. 

~ 
 Mother wrote me saying she’d met someone at a hospital. She 
said she happened to be visiting next to a room in which a man 
named Bruce sat with his dying wife. The next letter she wrote that 
his wife had died and he’d asked her to go out with him, and she 
thought they might get married. 
 It was hard to take in. I still felt like she belonged only to me. 
She got married while we were living in Kalamazoo. I couldn’t 
make it down for the wedding. 

~ 
 Then after four years “up north,” my husband got the job offer 
of his dreams and we packed up once again. 

!
 After moving in and out of seven different apartments or 
duplexes since marriage, we moved back to Athens, Georgia for 
him to be an assistant director in the University Alumni office. 



 I didn’t know how much I’d missed the South until I saw red 
clay and tall pines as we crossed the Georgia border on our way 
back home. !

R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  T H E  D A Y  I  T U R N E D  T H I R T Y !
 On the day I turned thirty, September, 1966, just eight years       
after graduation, I was a completely different person. I knew I 
should be happy, after all we’d moved into a sensible brick house 
on a dead end street which led to a park, a playground, a small 
lake, and a small zoo. 

 Just behind our house a path led to the Little League ball field.       
The street was full of little boys the same age as ours. For an only 
child growing up in an older neighborhood with no playmates, 
we’d moved into Camelot! I should’ve been happy, and if you’d 
asked me then, I would’ve said Yes. 
 But I wasn’t happy. And it wasn’t Camelot, either.       
 That morning of my thirtieth birthday, I was smoking a       
cigarette, still in my drip-dry, cotton seersucker duster, staring at 
the rain, resting my forearm on the sill of a narrow window in the 
kitchen overlooking the street. 



 There would be no party tonight. There was nothing to       
celebrate. No doubt it would be an excuse for the neighbors, 
George and Louise, to come over for a drink. 
 What I remember was that it was raining on my thirtieth       
birthday, that I had the blues, because the mailman hadn’t brought 
the guitar Mother had said she’d ordered. 
 I moved from the window. The cereal dishes were still on the       
woodgrain laminate kitchen table. The cabinet doors left open from 
rushing around fixing breakfast, getting the boys off. 
 I stirred a spoonful of Maxwell House Instant Coffee into a       
lightweight aqua Melamine stained cup. I’d bought this new set of 
dishes because they were modern and unbreakable, if any of the 
boys dropped one. I folded back the open box of Cheerios and put 
it away. It was still raining. I was home alone with no car, not that I 
had anywhere to go, and I didn’t like to drive anyway, but it was 
my birthday. 
 I was thinking about what it would be like to play a guitar— a       
guitar that hadn’t arrived. I was remembering playing “That’ll Be 
the Day,” on a baritone ukelele for the sorority housemates, sitting 
on the lumpy sofa in the upstairs hall back in 1957. 
 I couldn’t even remember where that ukelele was. I’d taken it       
with me to every apartment, to the house in Oxford, Ohio, where 
our third son was born, to the two-story in Kalamazoo, Michigan 
in 1965, when I first noticed the times and the music were both 
changing. 
 I remember first hearing“Blowin’ in the Wind,” on the radio.       
When the youngest two were napping after their lunch of “Sheriff 
Instant Chicken Soup,” with little noodle cut-outs of cowboy hats, 
holsters and guns, I’d gotten out my ukelele to pick out the chords. 

~ 



 I stood back at the window again. It almost never rained on        
my birthday, but it did that year. I felt so old and worn out at thirty. 
All I could think of was that I’d always wanted a guitar. I was 
surprised at how happy I’d felt when Mother said she’d ordered it, 
like someone cared enough about me to touch my soul with a 
magic wand. But the guitar hadn’t come and I’d put too much 
stock in getting it. 
 Three days later, a Kay guitar arrived and it was the most       
important thing in my life. I had no idea how lonely I’d been 
without a way to make music. The steel strings were set way too 
high off the fret board, so I took the strings off and filed down the 
fretboard with a metal fingernail file and restrung it. Even so, my 
fingers were raw, burning in hot dishwater. 
 Coincidentally, an educational television series about learning       
to play the guitar was beginning. I told my husband he had to take 
the boys for half an hour so I could watch it. 
 It was the first time I knew I wanted something enough that I       
could ask for it. The rest of the time I just deferred. He was the 
man. He knew best. 
 It was about that time Mother sent me my father’s obituary       
from The Atlanta Journal. It mentioned that he’d worked for John 
Hancock and had been treasurer of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church. It 
mentioned his two daughters Betty and Sarah, and nothing about 
me. If I’d ever harbored any dreams that one day I’d be so famous 
he’d have to come and see me, that was over now. 

~ 
 I really tried to be a good Betty Crocker mother and wife. It is       
wonderful to see the world all over again through the eyes of a 
child. I could buy toys for three little boys, all the toys I’d wanted. 



 I loved reading books to them and hearing them learn to read       
themselves, and teaching me about dinosaurs and generals in the 
Civil War. I learned songs on the guitar from a book called The 
Fireside Book of Children’s Songs, singing “Hush, Little Baby.” 
 I learned how not to be so only-child-selfish.       

~ 
 One night at the kitchen table my husband was making up a        
list of bills to pay off and purchase some things he wanted. He read 
off the list: build a retain wall for the red mud that flowed through 
our yard every time it rained, pour a patio, fence in the yard, buy a 
color TV, and buy a $150 dog to be shipped to us from a fraternity 
brother in Ohio. 
 When he finished his list, he said, “So, what do you want?”        
 I said, “Three NFL bed comforters that zip up into bed rolls        
for the boys and,” I hesitated, reluctant to ask for something for 
myself, then said, “ . . . and a used piano.” 
 He took out a $10,000 loan, and bought everything but a piano.       
 “You can have my Mother’s piano when she dies,” he said.       !!

~ !



!
!
!

The Times, They Were a’Changin’ 
!!!!
By 1972 I’d developed painful rheumatoid arthritis in my right 

knee. Larry had taken on the care and feeding of eight dogs and 
puppies. The boys were nine, eleven, and thirteen. The oldest boy 
had been arrested for climbing on a University tractor and steering 
it into a ditch. He was restless and lost. 
 Weren’t we all.       
 We’d witnessed unparalleled events during the past ten years       
beginning with the assasination of a president in 1963 when we 
were in Oxford, Ohio. We’d started a war in Vietnam which was 
nothing like World War II, when I’d saved tin cans, collected 
newspapers and grease to earn a Victory Badge in second grade. 
 By 1965 students were protesting the draft.       
 During the summer of 1967 Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco       
became the birthplace of America’s counter-culture. 
 The Summer of Love, baby!       
 Drugs were in. Crew cuts were out.       
 Then came the murder of Martin Luther King and then Bobby       
Kennedy, and we sat stunned on the edges of our sofa, every night 
watching armed police guards at the Chicago Democratic 



convention in 1968. The wave of social upheaval, like the riots in 
Watts, were frightening. 
 We also gathered to watch the landing on the moon.       
 After the 1969 Woodstock Festival, guys with long hair were       
frequenting our shopping area called Five Points. 
 How could we process this psychedelic madness?       
 Larry and I couldn’t, and we didn’t.       
 We only changed in that Larry gave up his crew cut and I       
bought a pair of go-go boots and a dress with a mini-skirt, still 
playing the role of the ditzy housewife, sitting around drinking 
with the neighbors after supper. 
 I especially remember Larry saying, “Chip would be all right if       
she’d just learn to heel!” 
 Everyone laughed and I laughed too.       

~ 
 In the meantime in 1966 when we’d arrived back in Athens, I’d       
joined a University Women’s Discussion Group, the purpose of 
which was to discuss anything but diapers and recipes. Someone 
led a discussion of the book The Feminine Mystique. Another 
woman told us about “The Trapped Housewife.” I led a discussion 
of two different approaches to education, Walden II and 
Summerhill. 
 My consciousness was slowly being raised, though I was yet to       
see the feminist handwriting on the wall. 
 I carpooled to these discussion meetings with an intelligent,       
psychologically minded woman, Margot, who had two boys and a 
husband in child development. She led a discussion on Sartre and 
existentialism. 
 We went to the University library while our husbands babysat.       
I found books that weren’t too complex or abstract, because I had a 



growing interest in what motivated people’s behavior. I discovered 
a small book, Freud’s Psychopathology of Everyday Life, easily 
readable as Freud gave personals examples of slips of the tongue, 
and introduced me to the terms unconscious and repressed. 
 It was wonderful to finally have a friend. We would sit in the       
darkness of the car in one or the other of our driveways, and talk 
and talk and talk. Margot would interpret her dreams to me 
explaining their meanings. She said her mother loved Rollo May’s 
books so I read him, too. 

 ~ 
 Meanwhile, Mother took up planting ferns and soon considered       
herself a fern collector. She bought bed sheets with a fern design 
and had it made into a sleeveless “fern dress” with two big 
pockets. She bought a used faded green Volkswagon with three 
bullet-hole decals on the side window. She even purchased one of 
the first Georgia “Vanity” license plates. 
 Hers read: FERN.       
 Now she could drive over to Athens during the summer for       
visits. I would park on the street so she could pull up into the 
carport since we lived on a hill. She would start at the bottom of 
the driveway, shift back into first and then gun it up the driveway. 
 The first time she drove that little used Volkswagon to Athens,       
she quietly waited for one of her grandsons to say, “Grandma, 
LOOK, you got bullet holes!” Then she would smile with a certain 
mysterious air, as if maybe she had been in a Bonnie and Clyde 
shoot-out herself. 
 Besides going to yard sales, Mother and Bruce went to clock       
exhibits and fern shows in Florida. She joined a group called The 
Golden Age Club and took a trip to Nassau. I just couldn’t believe 



it, my mother on a boat to the Bahamas! She brought me back a 
straw hat. 
 Her life was so much better than mine.       

~ 
 I remember Mother calling me on the phone one summer day.       
 “Guess what, Shug? she said.       
 I was standing by the beige wall phone in the kitchen. Every       
wall in our house was painted egg shell white—my husband’s idea. 
I was in my striped cotton duster, smoking a cigarette, drinking 
more instant coffee. 
 “Mother’s bought you a used piano at a yard sale and some old       
sheet music, and sea shells from a man who was a sailor. He 
picked them up on a beach in Australia.” 
 “Really!” I said overwhelmed.       
 Mother’s voice was so happy.       
 “I’ve hired two off-duty fireman and a truck to bring it to you,       
tomorrow,” she continued. 
 “Tomorrow?”       
 “Yes, it’s their only day off.”       
 Oh, my gosh! I couldn’t believe I could even feel such       
happiness again— both my knees hurt so bad now. 
 A piano! Mother is sending me a piano!       
 I got tears in my eyes just thinking about how much I’d missed       
a piano. It was wonderful to think that Mother had enough money 
to plunk it down at a yard sale, and then hire a truck to bring it to 
me. 
 The next day a truck was backing up our short steep driveway.       
 “You the lady that gets this piano?” said a heavyset young man       
at the carport door. The other man was opening up the truck door 
and had discovered that the piano had rolled all the way to the 



front. They climbed in and heaved and heaved, a step at a time, 
pushing—like Sisyphus rolling his stone—moving the old piano up 
the slope and out of the Ryder U-Haul. 
 Oh, Lord, it was another huge ornate upright, and there were       
two high carport steps to haul it up and into the kitchen. I suddenly 
had a flashback of that old piano Mother had bought for me back 
when I was six. 
 In the kitchen I kept backing up and directing them to the only       
place to crowd it into—the little dining area. I thanked them 
profusely from the carport doorway, thinking I should tip them, but 
I had no money. Then I noticed the back door knob had been shorn 
off in the moving process. 
 Oh, but there it was, a piano! I brought in a kitchen chair and       
sat down at the piano, just like Mother had done when I was six, 
except that after plunking on a few keys, I found out it was way 
out of tune. Lifting the lid I saw it was seriously moth-eaten. 
 I hadn’t forgotten my own song, “Yesterday’s Love”—not one       
bit.—the one I’d written at sixteen for my lost love, Robert. 
 I called Mother to thank her and said, “It’s a little moth-eaten.”       
 “I know, but you can get that fixed,” she said.       
 I had a job as a first grade teacher aide in the Fall, so I went to       
the local piano store and found a little Baldwin for $1,100. I went 
to the bank and asked if I could get a loan. 
 “Your husband will have to co-sign,” said the bank officer.       
 I guess my husband could see how much I wanted it, because       
he agreed to come to the bank with me and sign the note. 
 I had already taught myself a few jazz chords by listening to a       
record by Ahmad Jamal. When the piano was finally delivered 
with a nice bench, I sat down and played “It Might As Well Be 
Spring.” 



 I felt like eighty-eight keys of my soul had arrived. I’d even       
composed a Broadway tune, “I Was Never Meant To Be a Star!” 
with self-deprecating lyrics . . . !

Second banana, also ran, stand-in, understudy, 
I was never meant to be a star!” !

                                          . . . a sad, self-fulfilling prophecy. !
B L O O D Y  M A R Y’S  A N D  S C R A M B L E D  E G G S !

 As young married couples with children, we didn’t start off       
drinking all that much. 
 We were too poor.       
 But once we settled in Athens, with a decent salary, we began       
racing along on a social trajectory that moved us out of the 
conservative 50s values and into the 60s, shape-shifting with every 
newest product . . . liquor, cigarettes, cars, dishwashers, electric 
knives . . . brand names and logos targeted by Madison Avenue 
with advertising precision to sell me hope and happiness. I found 
myself shocked to open a magazine to a full color ad of a woman 
holding her blouse open, saying, “I dreamed I went to Paris in my 
Maidenform bra!” 
 Good Lord! Just that phrase good housekeeping said it all. I       
was buying the latest new sponge mop, making a molded Jello fruit 
salad with mini-marshmallows, and now I was also learning to be 
Betty Crocker, the hostess, with a booklet, “How to Mix Drinks.” 
 Our little covey of newly hired University married couples       
gave BYOB parties, made space in our houses for dancing to 
Downtown and Hang On Sloopy, and began to drink too much. 



 By 1968, after ten years of marriage, I, who had never had any       
company in the house I grew up in, gave parties with cars lined up 
and down our narrow street. 
 Step 1:  Invite 40 people.       
 Step 2:  Bring out the stainless steel Penguin ice bucket. Have       
plenty of ice and mixer. Bring out the chip & dip sets. 
 Step 3: Move everything out of the kitchen so we can dance.       
 Step 4: Have some atmosphere.       
 I fashioned my own strobe light system in the kitchen by       
placing red, blue and green flashing Christmas lights in nightlight 
switches plugged into three kitchen outlets. Quite an effect with 
the Hi-Fi blaring 33 1/3 recordings by Herb Alpert and his Tijuana 
Brass. 
 This was long before disco. I was always a little ahead of the       
times and good at creative “set decoration.” Once for a Christmas 
party, I decorated a six foot styrofoam Tyrannosaurus Rex with 
colored mini-lights and put it in the picture window instead of a 
Christmas tree. 
 Now that we had a big cement patio, my husband would order       
oysters from Savannah shipped fresh to us on a Greyhound bus. 
We had tiki-torches, boiled shrimp, steamed corn, Bugel chips and 
onion soup mix with sour cream dip, music, dancing, and booze. 
 On Sundays, we slept late, while the boys ate Captain Crunch       
or Pop Tarts and watched cartoons in their pajamas. When we got 
up, Larry mixed up Bloody Mary’s and I scrambled eggs. 

~ 
 Then there was that infamous vacation of 1968 with another       
couple, George and Louise, and their children in a large summer 
house on Fernandina Beach. 



 It was the summer of our discontent and Mercury was in       
retrograde. We were lounging on a screened porch drinking Jim 
Beam and discussing the meaning of life, when Larry suddenly 
said, “Women have no souls!” and passed out. 
 I brushed it off as the indiscriminate effects of bourbon, as I        
did with other disdainful remarks in those Betty Crocker days . . . 
but I never forgot it, either. 
 I left with George and Louise soon afterwards, to party at the       
Aloha Bar. I wore sandals and an orange linen sheath that fit well 
and made me feel good about myself. 
 Inside the smoky beach bar we ordered more drinks. A lean       
rugged man slid in the curved booth beside me. He said his name 
was Norman and he was in town laying water lines on the Amelia 
Island expansion. I said my name was Dr. Chip and that I was a 
psychologist studying death. 
 “Yeah,” he said, a swagger in his reply.       
 “Yeah,” I said, “I study what people think and feel about open       
coffins, burials, cremations, stuff like that, and what people think 
about an afterlife.” 
 “Yeah?”        
 “Yeah!”        
 “Let’s dance,” he said taking my hand and deftly guiding me        
through a beaded doorway and into the darkness of the adjoining 
room with a low ceiling and raunchy music. He held me much too 
tight in a “shut up and dance” mode, which was both disturbing 
and exciting. 
 I’d never allowed myself to respond to a man like that in the        
ten years I’d been married. But then I’d never had a husband pass 
out after declaring that women had no souls, either. 



 The next day I lost my heavy gold wedding band flinging my        
hands into a salty ocean wave. 
 Five years earlier Larry had lost his wedding band on a        
Kalamazoo golf course. He said he lost it when he took it off and 
put it in the trunk. He probably had. 

~ 
 I wish I could tell you I was a good mother. I wanted to be. I        
read Dr. Spock and P.E.T., Parent Effectiveness Training. Then I 
continued to make it up as I went along.  
 I stayed anxious all the time, afraid I’d mess up and something        
terrible would happen to one of them. I was afraid to take all three 
of them anywhere by myself, except on short carpool trips. 
 We more or less settled into being parents more interested in       
fitting in socially. I can’t ever atone or erase it, either. It was no 
consolation to know I wasn’t the only mother who felt that way. 

~ 
 More and more I kept having this eerie feeling that I was going       
to die before I was forty. It haunted me. Both knees were swollen. 
It hurt to turn over in bed. I couldn’t bend my knees to get 
anything from under the kitchen cabinets. I was able to walk, but 
not able to lift either foot very high off the ground, so I had to be 
especially careful. The orthopedist said take two aspirins and if 
that didn’t work I could have gold shots or cortisone. I expected to 
be crippled the rest of my life. 
 Meanwhile the Vietnam war continued to rage. There was a       
report of a Mai Lai massacre. In 1970, protesting students at Kent 
State were shot by police. 
 This wasn’t the Leave it to Beaver, Donna Reed Show world I’d       
envisioned raising children in. The marriage continued to unravel. 
We tried counseling three times. 



 And then came that fateful night when I’d just had it. I was       
gaining weight. I remember my knees hurt so bad that night getting 
up and down to serve meals, pour more milk, and clean off the 
table. I don’t know what prompted my husband to say, jokingly to 
the boys, “Well, if Mama gets to 140, we’ll just have to kick her 
out.” 
 “You don’t have to wait!” I said, stung with a sharp fang into       
the soft tissue of my self image. 
 We both knew I meant it.       
 After a few more late night bedroom pleas of, “Please, please, I       
need space. Take all the furniture. Find homes for the dogs. I just 
want the beds, the sabre saw, and the piano,” he began to look for 
unfurnished apartments. 
 Finally we made the announcement at supper, “Mama and Dad       
are going to separate, he’s going to move out.” The youngest burst 
out in tears. 

~ 
 Looking back and writing about it now, I still don’t know how I       
did it. It was reckless of me. It all sounds so drastic and horrible, 
but after sixteen years, it was me I couldn’t live with, because I 
hated the person I’d become.  

~ 
 I heard the heavy moving truck grinding down our narrow       
street. Why was it so big? My stomach turned over as I met them at 
the carport door, leading them to the cardboard boxes where I’d 
packed up Larry’s smaller things, like his yearbook and heavy oak 
shoeshine kit. 
 Then I solemly began directing the two men to take away the       
sofa and chairs, the coffee table, the lamps, the hi-fi in a blonde 
cabinet, that Larry’s fraternity brother had given us when he went 



to graduate school, the kitchen table and chairs, the color TV, our 
double bed and dresser, another end table and lamp. 
 I had wrecked all our lives, to save mine.       
 I stood at the window watching the movers slowly drive back       
up the street on the saddest day of my life. 
 The house was practically empty. There was only my little       
piano and a black and white TV in the living room. 
 That first night I made grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato       
soup for supper. 
 “Here,” I said ladling Todd his sandwich onto a small plate.       
 “Where do I eat this?” he asked.       
 There was no kitchen table.       
 “Use the TV trays,” I directed.       
 “Where do we sit?”he asked.       
 “Oh!  . . . Oh, go out and bring in the aluminum lawn chairs.”       

~ 
 I don’t know how we all got through it. Children adjust or they       
have problems. Parents adjust or they have problems. We had a 
little of both. I remember Todd and Troy got into a minor fight near 
the garbage cans, and I didn’t know what to do. They never fought. 
I went into the bedroom and lay flat on the bed and cried for about 
thirty seconds. Then I stopped abruptly. You can’t do this. You have 
to get up and take care of it. But I didn’t know how. Todd was 
wonderful that day. He saw how distraught I was. 
 “It wasn’t that bad, Mom, if we’d really been mad at each       
other, we’d have hit each other in the face.” 
 I didn’t know anything about boys. Todd was always wise.       

~ 
 In July 1973 I was repainting the woodwork, listening to the       
Watergate trials every day— the National Soap Opera. I couldn’t 



believe President Nixon could have flat out lied. Could this 
country I trusted to elect honest leaders, cover-up misdeeds? 
 The foundations of my life were crumbling away. What would       
happen to us with a leader we couldn’t trust?  
 I remembered when President Roosevelt had died. It was like       
losing God. His dead body, in a special funeral car, had travelled 
from Warm Springs, Georgia to Washington. 

~ 
 The boys and I went to a family counselor. When he asked me       
how I felt, I said, “I feel like a failure.” 

~ 
 I was lucky that the school secretary job came open. I could be       
home with the boys in summer. I remember reading them To Kill a 
Mockingbird, The Princess Bride and Lord of the Flies. 
 When Mother came for a visit, she always gave me a $20 bill. I       
always needed it. We never talked about the separation. She acted 
as if it was just another matter-of-fact thing to do, for her to sit on a 
piano bench and me sit on an outdoor aluminum chair made of that 
green and white plastic webbing, drinking iced tea off a metal TV 
tray. 
 I could picture her saying to Aunt Gladys, “If Charlotte wanted       
to get a separation, well, she just did.” 
 When Aunt Gladys and Mother both came over, Aunt Gladys       
said, “We are all survivors.” 
 I didn’t want to hear that. I was just thirty-seven. I wanted to be       
more than a survivor. I wanted my life to mean something. 

~ 
 I was a soccer and baseball mom, carpooling, buying shoes,       
socks, underwear, and jeans every six months for growing boys 
and somehow managing to keep a job and keep them fed. 



 I’d always wanted to do pen and ink sketches. I bought some       
India ink, a pen with two nibs, sketched mushrooms from pictures 
in a children’s book. I was surprised it felt so right. 
 I saw an ad for a writing class led by a Farm Bureau Newsletter       
Editor. I was really surprised that I was even interested, but I’d 
read Flannery O’Connor’s 1965 short story collection. She was a 
Georgia writer and a woman. She wrote stuff like, “Be-have,” and 
“I’ll knock the living tar out of you.” 
 I was impressed that she wrote like that and received awards. I       
thought I could write like that, say things like, ‘mosey on up the 
alley,’ describing the man that plowed up our backyard. I could use 
dialog the way my Grandma talked, like “This here’s how we done 
it back at the ol’ homeplace.” So I signed up for the writing class 
that met weekly around the woman’s dining room table. I turned in 
a story entitled The Yellow Dog about Betty Ann Grove giving me 
a “used” birthday present.  
 Mrs. Causey wrote on my paper that I had a good ear for       
dialog. Feedback like that meant a lot to me when I was trying to 
figure out what I was good at. 

~  
 I was eligible for Food Stamps because the ten-month school       
secretary job paid so little, plus the alimony and child support were 
minimal. You picked up your stamps at a certain hour at a window 
by a gravel parking lot. I remember sitting alone waiting in the old 
station wagon, crying quietly. I hated that the boys had to suffer the 
embarrassment. 

~ 
 My principal knew Larry and me both and he was very       
understanding and told me to apply for a job at Westinghouse 
Electric Corporation, so I did. Maybe he even put in a good word. 



 I remember the day for the interview in 1976, because it was       
our bi-Centennial year and I’d made a two-sided wrap around skirt 
of a red, white, and blue print on one side and blue chambray on 
the other. I had worn it to school that day. 
 I had to enter the huge fenced in plant site by the guard gate       
and walk a long way to the side door for the personnel office. 
 I sat there feeling so stupid dressed in that skirt. Who would       
want to hire me? I’m forty years old? There must be a dozen other 
women applying. 
 Mr. Brewer in Personnel thanked me and said there was a       
freeze on hiring. 
 Oh, well.       
 A job came open at the school board in Federal Programs, so I       
took it and got off Food Stamps. Hoo-ray! I had a new job, and I 
hadn’t died by forty. 
 In fact my rheumatoid arthritis gradually cleared up. The       
psychic pain and physical pain were so enmeshed I barely noticed 
that first morning I rolled over and my knees didn’t hurt as bad. 
Someone commented on my pretty nails—I’d never even seen 
them before. I’d quit biting my nails for the first time in my life. 
 Nine months later the personnel clerk job came open. I was       
really surprised they hired me. If I had to guess I’d say it was 
because I could type fifty words per minute, I’d had tele-type 
experience at State Farm, and I’d edited the sorority newsletter. 

~ 
 My husband called and said he’d met someone and was filing       
for a divorce. That was hard to take. The day the divorce was final, 
I remember I was more upset over seeing the old aqua Impala 
station wagon turn over 100,000 miles, than knowing I was now a 
divorcee. 



 I got a salary increase after three months so I bought my first       
car from another woman. It was a maroon Thunderbird with a 
white landau roof and suicide doors. $1,500. I gave the station 
wagon to the oldest son who was seventeen, still restless and lost. 
 Weren’t we all.       
 What would my life be like for the next 100,000 miles?       !

~  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As a personnel clerk, my job was to sort bags of mail in the 

corporate mailroom and relieve on the switchboard. No stress, 
whatsoever, once I got the hang of it, so I could concentrate on 
practicing my music, building up a repertoire of songs I played in a 
slow style all my own. 
 I also painted the kitchen bright yellow. With the sabre saw I       
designed and built a kitchen bar out of plywood and made a coffee 
table of scrap wood. 
 I saw an ad for jazz piano lessons. Who would want to teach a       
forty year old lady who could barely read music? I met the teacher, 
a young man named Steve Dancz, who had a grand piano in a 
damp basement. He asked me to play something. I felt so foolish 
playing my version of “It Might As Well Be Spring.” I said I could 
read enough notes for a lead sheet. 
 I couldn’t believe he agreed to take me on as a student. He       
gave me a Fake Book with over three hundred jazz songs. “Song 
for My Father,” was my first assignment, way too hard for my 
level, but I worked at it. Steve was encouraging, patient, and kind. 
“You can do it,” he’d say when I was scared to try to improvise. 



 After five months he announced he was moving to Hollywood       
to try his hand at composing music for the movies. 

~ 
 All this time Betty Crocker managed to keep hungry boys filled       
up on dozens of toasted hamburger buns and Manwich. I created 
Schlotsky’s burgers, made pots spaghetti and meat sauce. I bought 
jeans, belts, shirts, underwear, soccer socks, cleats, knee pads and 
endless pairs of sneakers. The boys learned how to use the washer 
and dryer. 

~ 
 Sometimes I’d meet Margot or Virginia for raw oysters. It felt       
so good to be sipping whiskey sours and laughing at Sparky’s 
Savannah Style Seafood Restaurant in a renovated warehouse. The 
restaurant was new and so was I, feeling free to be me, happier 
than I’d ever thought possible. 
 Sometimes I had a date there, for shrimp bisque, crab legs and       
steamed ears of corn. I liked the casual atmosphere, the bar, the 
crowd. I’d also noticed piano players there at times. 

~ 
 Back at work I’d be sorting mail, cubicle by cubicle, thinking,       
That last piano player wasn’t so hot. Right? I could maybe fill in 
sometimes. 
 Our plant shut down for two weeks at Christmas. With a little       
time off, I got up enough nerve to ask. I remember I stood on the 
corner across from the restaurant, waiting for the light to change 
from red to green. 
 I was Hamlet, to play, or not to play?       
 Standing there in that moment of indecision was like that day       
of the college scholarship test when I didn’t trust my abilities. Who 



cares whether I play in a restaurant or not? I asked myself. No 
one. No one but me. 
 The light changed to green. I went in feeling like a fool, and       
found the manager. 
 “Do you ever need anyone to fill in on the piano?” I asked,       
looking over at the piano. 
 She said, “What weekend can you play?”       
 Oh, my God! I was flabbergasted. She didn’t even ask me to       
audition. 
 I picked a date near the end of February so I’d have six weeks       
to practice. They paid $15 for 7-10 p.m., plus a meal. I didn’t care 
anything about the money or the meal. I had a good job. 
 I went home and played everything I knew. Oh, my God! It       
was only forty-five minutes of songs. 
 I told the man I was dating about my dilemma. He said,       
“Here’s what you do. Play the first set straight through. Take your 
ten minute break. Play the second set backwards. Take your second 
break and play the same first set.” 
 The Thursday before, I asked the manager if I could practice       
for about ten minutes. Lord, what a beat-up piano, a couple of 
ivories were missing and it was out of tune— like b-flat. There was 
no bench, just a restaurant chair which wasn’t the right height for 
me. 
 That Friday night I wore an orange wool knit Italian cut top,       
jeans, gold loop earrings and my new Joe Namath dingo boots. My 
hands were freezing from nerves. I dragged a straight backed chair 
to the piano. No one even noticed me. I became aware of the 
clinking silverware and noisy conversation. Good, no one will 
know if I miss a note. It wasn’t like people even clapped after I 
came to the end of a number. It didn’t matter, though, I was in 



Heaven. As the crowd thinned out, I did get a little cursory 
applause. You know how that sounds. 
 Understand, I really wasn’t all that good. I just worked hard at       
developing what little bit of talent I had, using one finger and a few 
jazz chords. I still have my list of songs, like “That’s All,” “Bye, 
Bye, Blackbird,” and Ain’t Misbehavin’.” 
 Still, it was more than a dream come true! It makes me happy       
to remember that scene. 

~ 
 One night I went to an audition for Angel Street at our local       
Town and Gown Community Theater. I didn’t want a part— 
there’d be too much rehearsal time— but I helped with the sets on 
weekends. I loved doing sound effects and being a stage manager. 
One spring when their funds were low, I even designed the set for 
The Member of the Wedding and did sound and lights. 
 Later, it was fun to play the ditzy Doris in Damn Yankees and       
sing in the finale, “Ya’ Gotta Have Heart!” under the stage lights, 
hearing the applause. 
 That was the second moment I would most want to relive.       
 At the end of the show, Ralph, who played the baseball       
manager, said he was moving and did anyone want the chaise 
lounge he’d loaned for the “Whatever Lola Wants” number? I said 
yes, right away since I still had no furniture. Someone brought it to 
my house and put it in the living room. 
 “Oh, Hollywood!” I said lounging in it’s curved back noticing       
the stage make-up on the brocade. Maybe I could have it covered 
in white naugahyde, I mused. 

~ 
 By then I’d constructed a scale model of three walls of my       
living/dining area, like a set design. I had an idea for three arches 



out of plywood fitted on the dining area wall, adding strips of 
moulding to simulate three columns and hang three door mirrors 
between the columns. I used little rectangles of aluminum foil to 
simulate the mirrors on the scale model. 
 I’d read in a magazine article about ‘decorating with fabric’       
written by Johnny Carson’s exwife. She wrote that you could 
stretch and staple fabric to the top and bottom of your wall, then 
cover the seams with wood strips covered with glued-on material. 
 I covered the dining room wall with an end bolt of a rainbow       
sherbert plaid of pink, orange, green, and yellow. I painted the 
arches and one wall periwinkle blue. I also designed a larger arch 
to fit above the piano. 

~ 
 Back at work after my precious weekends, I continued to sort       
the mail and relieve at the switchboard. I changed out the bulletin 
boards every day, walking a route covering four acres under one 
roof, clunking around in steel-toed safety shoes. Every afternoon, I 
weighed all outgoing mail and affixed postage, like a little postal 
clerk. I had a regular postage meter issued from the Post Office. 
Once I erred in manually changing the dates on the postage meter 
and sent out all mail stamped July 32, 1977. 
 My boss, Gary, put me in charge of organizing the plant United       
Way Campaign. After that was over, our employes had raised so 
much money, a photographer from the local paper came out to take 
a picture. 
 I noted how the photographer, Karekin Goekjian, carefully       
posed us for the $42,000 check we were to be presenting to the 
United Way, because I was now in charge of the company camera. 
I was to take all the “grip & grin” photos when diginitaries visited. 



 The next quarter I enrolled in a photography class at Athens       
Tech. I guess that’s called ambition, but to me it was just common 
sense. I remember I was at the switchboard reading a magazine 
article about setting goals which asked you to write down the ‘ten 
things you want to do before you die.’ Then you were to go back 
and prioritize them. 
 (I still have that list. I was forty-two.)       
 Be thin.       
 Work my way up in the company       
 Send the boys to college       
 Add on a sundeck       
 Get an electric organ       
 Develop my piano/organ ability       
 Rewrite the play I finished last year       
 Buy an electric typewriter       
 Find a friend to read aloud with       
 Go to Charleston       
 Read a list of books       

~ 
 One Friday afternoon, the Personnel manager called me into       
his office. He closed the door. He looked serious. Lord what had I 
done? 
 I was stunned to hear him offer me a promotion to administer       
the I.B.E.W. Union contract and edit the company newsletter. That 
was my boss’s job, a man’s job! I had a vague sense of what the job 
entailed, but I really didn’t want that kind of responsibility. He said 
to think it over during the weekend. And I did. 
 The main reason I said ‘yes’ came down to this: that it was       
better to take the promotion than not to take it. But there were a 
few other reasons. I felt I owed it to the women’s movement. I 



wanted to be successful at something and this was a chance to 
prove myself. I also wanted to give up my alimony, but not child 
support. I wanted to be the breadwinner, so to speak, like Mother 
had been for me. 

~ 
 The first morning in my new office, Diane, my secretary       
delivered a stack of job requisition forms to my inbox. I didn’t 
know what to do with them. They stayed there and stayed there. 
 Near lunch Diane took a phone call and relayed a message to       
me from the Tank Line supervisor. “Eddie wants to know where’s 
his bid list?” 
 I had to ask my old boss, Gary, again what to do, though he’d        
explained it to me. Every open job in the plant went through me. I 
sorted through all the bids for each job, determining who was 
eligible, made out a list in order of seniority, and then put the 
signed requisition and the bid list in my outbox for Diane to pick 
up. 
 I was edgy for three days, but once I’d gone through the       
process for more job openings, I got it. I liked the system because 
it was fair. I was surprised at how good I was at the job, sort of like 
being a stage manager. 

~ 
 I began to dress for success, bought a briefcase, and was flown       
to Pittsburgh to receive training in E.E.O.C. hiring laws. I was in 
charge of all the sports’ programs and planned the annual sports 
banquet and service awards. I typed up a newsletter every two 
weeks. 
 I Am Woman, Hear Me Roar!       
 In 1980 only men were allowed in our local Toastmasters Club.       
So I joined a brand new Toastmasters Club started by two women.. 



 What an interesting new group of women I met, an attorney, a       
scientist, an office manager, a plant pathologist and a marketing 
manager. Each two weeks I was inspired by their speeches on such 
topics as imminent domain, and the judicial system. I set a goal to 
be certified in two years, making the required fifteen speeches. 
 I could feel myself becoming ambitious to prove something       
myself, but what? That I’d be so big I’d overcome the shame of 
that backporch bedroom? I didn’t want a big house, though. I think 
it was fame or recognition I was after, to prove I was worthy. Of 
what, though? Love? Did I feel I had to earn love? I had that same 
feeling as a child, of wanting to be the elusive somebody. 
 I thought I was handling this challenging new job, but on       
Sunday nights I’d start feeling queasy, just thinking that I had to go 
to work on Monday. I was always afraid of making some huge 
irreparable error. Something that would undo me. 
 No more time for theater or music.       

~ 
 Two more years passed. When I wasn’t filling out requisition      
forms, or planning the next newsletter, I was flying off for 
corporate communications conferences at Pittburgh, and Seven 
Springs, Pennsylvania. It was exciting, like a movie, or a racy 
novel, flying high on a Lear Jet, sitting behind the pilots, watching 
the altimeter climb to 20,000, right out of the Athens Airport, 
landing in Jefferson City, Missouri just to visit a plant similar to 
our manufacturing set up. !

R A C I N G   T O W A R D  N I R V A N A !
 I was on two tracks now . . . the fast lane . . . and the ‘road-      
less-traveled’ track. 



 The prestigious job was just a means to an end and did not fill a         

longing to find out who I really was. Self-help books seemed a 
way, so that other journey started when a friend, Virginia 
recommended The Road Less Travelled, by F. Scott Peck, so we 
could discuss it. 
 I attended a Progoff’s Journal Writing Group. One exercise was       
to write a letter to your mother. I was glad we didn’t have to read 
anything out loud, because I felt my face flush thinking of my 
shabby background. 
 I sat at a long table with others bent over notebook paper. I kept       
cringing. What would I want to say? Tears came in my eyes as I 
wrote. The experience was so personal, like therapy. But hearing 
what some others shared, was comforting. I felt in some way I did 
belong with this group. I also felt conflicted to discuss working for 
a corporation in a setting of idealistic academics. 
 The next session we were to write a letter from our mother to       
us. A strange feeling came over me to be writing my projection of 
mother’s thoughts. I was writing from an unexposed part of my 
brain. I’d never been so aware of what being introspective and 
empathetic was about. I remember we made a timeline (age 0 - 45) 
with a graph of levels of happiness. It was all there in those jagged 
lines of happiness, a story told in pencil marks. 

~ 
 For the next four years, between racing toward nirvana on      
weekends and managing communications in the corporate world, 
before I knew it Mother and Aunt Gladys had come over for the 
boys’ high school graduations. 
 In 1985 I turned forty-nine. A dangerous age. I’d lost weight      
and was single, with an even better salary, hair lightened and mind 
enlightened. 



 Betty Crocker on the loose.      
 Heady stuff.      
 I was making up my own operating-instructions. “Don’t do      
anything to embarrass the corporate image!” was my mantra. 

~ 
 At a Corporate Wellness Conference in Orlando, I tipped a      
hotel staff guy $20 of corporate money to find a piano and bring it 
up near the lounge. Then I played my little repertoire at the piano 
at Happy Hour, a comfort to me, while quietly showing off a talent. 
Later I had a drink with a communications manager who had 
nodded at me, liking my music. 
 Sitting at the bar, I remember he lit up a Lemon Menthol      
cigarette. I asked him if he wanted to be a writer. He told about a 
story he’d written long ago, saying he’d described it from two 
points of view, the lover and the beloved. I said that reminds me of 
a passage from The Ballad of the Sad Café. 
 He looked at me astounded.      
 “Yes.” he said, “that’s exactly what I was trying to express. I      
can’t believe you recognized it.” 
 “Me, either,” I joked, suddenly feeling strangely connected to      
him. It was late and we were lonely and Carson McCullers brought 
us together. 
 That and the Margaritas.      
 That and The Pointer Sisters singing, “I’m So Excited.”      
 All those restrictions I’d set earlier, all the gossamer clouds of      
romantic love dissolved into something so compelling, nothing 
else mattered. Was it love or lust or loneliness? I don’t know and I 
didn’t care at the time. 



 When I got back home, I lay in bed that night, still sleeping      
single in a Jenny Lind spindle bed, one that Larry and his brother 
had when they were growing up. 
 I couldn’t believe how my life had changed.      

~ 
 Through the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship, known as UU,       
I met Anne, who was in the Gifted Education graduate school, and 
was my same age. She made me feel like I had something of value, 
though I didn’t know what. Soon I’d met enough people, I admired 
and needed for role models, mostly women, and I joined the 
Fellowship. 
 Next I attended a Quest group Anne belonged to and learned       
about past life regressions, mandalas, auras, the charkras, and 
channeling. 
 I found it interesting, but I didn’t connect at all, in fact, I began       
to feel a foreboding, This time I began to fear my lifeline showed 
that I was going to die at fifty-five. It was an irrational fear, I 
know, but still it was connected to something deep inside my 
bones, similar to when I was afraid I would die before I was forty. 

~ 
 I remember it had rained all weekend long. I was absorbed in       
reading each chapter of The Handbook to Higher Consciousness, 
and suddenly I realized how happy I was in that moment. I knew 
no other person could ever really make me happy. I was enough for 
myself. 
 Whenever I dated it was because someone had matched us up.       
Once it was with the Dean of a Business School in Texas. Another 
time I was matched up with a theater director, another time an 
interesting divorced architect. 



 On the first or second date I’d ask my date to write a list of his       
top ten books. That was how I decided whether to continue dating, 
and also found some interesting books to browse. 

~ 
 One afternoon I found a book on my door step You Can Have It       
All:The Art of Winning the Money Game and Living a Life of Joy 
by Arnold Patent. A recently divorced Religion professor had heard 
me mention wanting to read it. 
 The author Arnold Patent had quit his job of twenty-five years       
to live out the principles he’d discovered. He said an infinite 
intelligence was always available to us, that only joy was real, that 
the rest of our emotions were illusions. I loved thinking of that 
possibility, that everything in the Universe was already perfect; 
that judging thoughts made them less than perfect. I felt a 
connection to something I already knew. 
 I recalled that first speech I’d written for Toastmasters: You Are       
What You Expect to Be. I’d written: To change in psychological 
terms is not to become something else, but to become that which 
you already are. 
 The book supported my own connection to knowing something       
deeper, but not on an intellectual level. It was as if I’d just 
recognized my own handwriting on the wall. A gear shifted in my 
brain, like a tumbler clicking into place. I knew I had to do 
something about it. First I asked about working part time. No way 
said the personnel manager.  
 At least I could begin to extricate myself from my outside       
activities, so the next speech I gave at Toastmasters I entitled: 
“Will the Real Chip McDaniel, Please Stand Up.” 
  We were all seated at a long table, maybe fifteen women and      
one man, for our lunch meeting at the Holiday Inn. I had told two 



members, Pat and Sally I was going to use their names, but “don’t 
stand up.” 
 I started off the speech with a question, as we had been taught,       
looking out at the faces of this group that had meant so much to 
me. I felt nervous and almost tearful because I knew I was going to 
announce my resignation at the end of the speech.  
 “Will the real Sally N., please stand up?” I began.       
 I looked over at her for a moment, then said, “Will the real Pat       
C., please stand up? . . . What would it be like if the real you stood 
up? What would it be like if you could say what you wanted, do 
what you wanted to, loaf if you wanted to?” 
 I don’t know what else I said that day, but at the end I resigned.       

~ 
 In my race toward nirvana, I read Please Understand Me by       
David Keirsey. I learned about sixteen types of personality patterns 
of behavior. I loved it! And hadn’t I’d been interested in human 
nature all along? Suddenly I found a niche that was a perfect fit for 
my brain. 
 The study of the Myers-Briggs Personality Indicator was the       
tool to help me. I called corporate headquarters to ask if they had 
any training classes for the MBTI, as it is called. A corporate 
trainer said they’d just finished a training session and had no plans 
for another. 
 From what I’d read in Please Understand Me I understood now       
why I wasn’t drawn to metaphysical explorations. I was a sensing-
perceiving type. Most of the Quest group were intuitive-feeling 
types, or intuitive-thinking types, I surmised. 
 I had to learn more.       
 I hadn’t had such a passion grab hold of me with such ferocity,       
since hearing that jazz piano album back in college. 



 I applied for training and was sent Jung’s Psychological Types,       
a training manual, and Gifts Differing by Isabel Myers. 
 As I delved into my type studies I recogized my excitement       
about playing jazz piano, as the Dionysian intoxication of the 
sensing-perceiving temperament, the artisan improvisors, who are 
tool hungry with the impulse to act: to beat a drum, paint a canvas, 
toot a horn, operate a sabre saw, hammer a kitchen bar together. 
 It wasn’t determination, or will power, or ideals that drove me,       
but intoxicating, creative energy. I knew that I had gotten better on 
the piano by playing not by practicing, but now I understood the 
patterns of behavior behind that. I was wired for action. 
 In my simplistic wise-fool mind, I was a player, other types       
were the workers, thinkers and feelers. For me finding my true 
nature was more about mastery than mystery. I was eager for my 
training. 

~ 
 In the meantime, I had begun to occasionally throw up, always       
after eating some meal not cooked by me. At first I thought it was 
food poisoning. Could it be undercooked chicken at a potluck? Or 
was it that rich array I’d indulged in at the lavish smorgasbord at 
the Greenbrier conference with Ben Bradlee as keynote speaker? I 
didn’t know. 
 When my week of vacation came in late July, I flew to Boulder,       
Colorado spending $1,500 of my savings for travel and training 
plus the three-day Association for Psychological Type conference. 
I’d never done anything like that on my own. 
 My life was transformed once again.       

~ 
 I loved my training classes in Boulder. I met Dr. David Keirsey,       
our keynote speaker, author of Please Understand Me. I was 



offered a scholarship by Dr. Linda Berens, founder of the 
Temperament Research Institute, for training in Washington, D. C. 
 A different me landed back in Athens and was about to have       
my last vomiting episode. 
 I was assigned to make the arrangements for the annual       
management meeting at the Holiday Inn. Besides coordinating the 
room, food and drinks, I was the designated female to turn the 
overhead projector transparencies, while the men gave their “dog 
and pony” show, as they are called. I remember sitting there in my 
gray pinstriped suit, turning transparency after transparency 
recognizing the meaninglessness of it all. 
 I came home and threw up all night long. This time I realized it       
wasn’t the kiwi or the bourbon. It was my soul vomiting. Vested 
interests strangling me. I was a successful fraud with my briefcase, 
and “dress for success” gray pinstripe suit with matching gray 
heels, and I couldn’t stomach it! 
 I used an internal corporate reorganization memo as an       
opportunity to turn in my resignation, otherwise I wouldn’t have 
had the guts. I gave up health care benefits, twelve years of perks, 
and a fabulous salary. 
 As soon as I turned in my resignation letter, I was persona non       
gratis. Management treated me like dead meat and insisted I leave 
even before they could hire a replacement. What an unexpected 
blow to my ego. I lost my identity and influence in the community, 
too, or so I imagined. 
 Oh, but it felt so good lie back and stretch my mind in the       
grassy areas of psychology and human consciousness. I wanted to 
create a new life of joy and abundance I’d been reading about. The 
Universe was here to support me if I believed it, and I did.  



 It felt like right action to find personal and spiritual meaning       
through poetry, too, not the kind I never understood in college, but 
a new kind of relatable poetry by Mary Oliver, May Sarton, and 
Marge Piercy. Yes, it was time to stop and smell the roses, learn to 
trust my intuition, and grow a soul. 

~ 
 During this time Mother decided to leave her husband, Bruce,        
and buy a house in Between, Georgia. 
 That story begins back on my fiftieth birthday.       !!

~  



!
!
!

The Crazy Club 
!
!
!
!
It was a beautiful Friday in September, 1986—the day I turned 

fifty. I got off work early to visit Mother at the rest home. I gently 
opened her door, stepping into a too warm room smelling of baby 
powder and urine. Mother was hunched in her old brown Lazy Boy 
recliner by the window staring at the sharp blue September sky. 
Her shiny, swollen brownish-red ulcerated legs and feet were 
sprawled out on the raised footrest. 
 “It’s my birthday, today!” I said. “Did you know that?”       
 Slowly she raised one arthritic finger and pointed to a large       
drugstore calendar on the peeling plastered wall. Big X’s were 
marked on every day through yesterday’s date, September 18th. 
She kept her finger deliberately pointing until I had gotten the 
message. 
 “Do you know how old I am?” I asked.       
 Frowning, she rolled her eyes upward. She was seventy-seven       
now. 
 I waited.       
 “No . . . I don’t.”       
 “Guess!” I said like her little girl.       
 Wrinkling her brow with scrutiny she shook her head.       



 “You’ll have to tell me,” she said.       
 “Fifty!”       
 “Really, Shug? Fifty?”       
 “Mother, do you remember that party you gave me for my       
fourth birthday?” 
 It was the only big party I had ever had in my life.       
 “Oh, yes.” Her watery red-rimmed eyes brightened. “I invited       
all the children in the neighborhood. I wanted all of you to be 

posed holding a flag. They kept wavin’ the flags so much, I had to 
take ’em all up. Miz Espinoza fixed your hair and even painted 
your nails.” 
 “Yes,” I mused, recalling how somber I looked in that picture.       
 “Listen to what I wrote today!” said Mother, fishing a notepad       
from the wide pocket of her sleeveless cotton print dress. On the 
pocket she’d had someone embroider her initials M.A.D. for 
Margaret Ashurst DeLoach. 
 Angling the writing pad toward the window she read, “How       
would you like to be the first member of the Crazy Club?” 
 Before I could answer, she added, “You can’t, I’M the first       
member!!” 



 We both laughed.       
 She continued, “In twenty-five words or less, tell me why you       
think I’m crazy?” 
 Again, before I could remark.       
 “Thank you, I’m now President!”       
 She continued, “How would you like to bake a chocolate cake       
with white gloves on?” 
 I looked dumbfounded.       
 “Try it, just once!” she laughed.       
 When I didn’t laugh back, she rested the notepad in her lap and       
remarked, “I hate weenies. That’s all we get here, weenies, 
weenies, weenies! The food is just awful! I wanna go visit my 
house in Between.” 
 A dull headache started at the base of my neck.       
 What I wanted to say was, ‘Oh, please Mother, don’t ask me       
that, again.’ 

~ 
 After fifteen years of living with Bruce in Atlanta, she told me       
about a house she’d been passing by on Highway 78 in Between, 
Georgia—as if she were planning on buying it. On her next visit 
she said, “I like the name of the town, Between. It’s near Split Silk. 
I’ve made a down payment.” 
 She said she’d already started loading up her little VW with       
stuff from her house in Atlanta and storing it in a neighbor’s barn. 
 One day she drove me over there. “I can’t wait for you to see it,       
Shug,” she said pulling into a little dirt driveway. “I’ve saved 
$8,000 from my grocery allowance.” 
 This was what I saw—a faded yellow asbestos shingled house,       
right on the two-lane highway with two-by-fours holding up the 
sagging front porch roof. Rotted front steps. A stained couch with 



broken legs left by vagrants. It was the kind of house I could 
picture being in God’s Little Acre with country people dangling 
their legs off the porch eating watermelon—where a skilled 
country boy could spit out a seed and hit a passing pick-up truck. 
 Soon Mother had bought that bead-and-board expanse of       
empty rooms. She already had her vision of what it could be. She 
was still drawn to life’s oddities. 
 “All I need are some shelves,” she announced.       
 She found a handyman to build squares of one-by-twelve       
shelves on every wall available. She also planned to live there, and 
stay married, but that part didn’t work out. Her husband, Bruce, 
filed for a divorce. No matter. That rundown five room house with 
a pantry, a porch, and a fireplace became Mother’s paradise. 
 “This is Heaven,” she’d say, as she poked at the open fire from       
her Lazy Boy. 
 One day I brought my friend Margot to visit. She’d heard me       
describe tales of growing up with Mother. 
 “Forewarned!” I said.       
 When we arrived the radio playing. Mother was delighted I’d       
brought a friend. She started telling her latest story, when suddenly, 
she stopped mid-sentence, switched off the radio, saying, “I can’t 
stand competition!”—then picked up her tale right where she’d left 
off. She had a sense of timing like Jack Benny, especially when she 
had an audience. 
 Then she took us on a tour of her house.       
 “And these are my green shelves,” she pointed out.       
 Everything on three open shelves was some shade of green.       
Green glass plates, a pair of green shoes, green mugs, green salt 
and pepper shakers, a green glass ash tray, and a dull green frog. 



 Mother turned and smiled at us, waving her arm like a museum       
guide. We moved on, eyeing each other. 
 “And this is my shoe collection.”       
 Then we saw three more shelves with an astonishing array of       
shoes: all sizes, shapes and styles of ceramic and glass shoes, a 
1900’s high-buttoned shoe, my old pair of black suede pumps with 
four-inch spike heels, even one of my low-heeled red leather 
pumps I’d worn the day I went to college. She picked up a worn 
man’s shoe turned up at the toe with a hole in the sole, and held it 
out to Margot for closer inspection. 
 “Look at this! I rescued this shoe out of a trash can,” she said,       
“because it had character!” 
 Moving us on, she said, “And this is my hat collection,” she       
We saw feedsack bonnets, a straw farm hat, a man’s fedora, Aunt 
Clara’s old collection of fancy brocades, and feathered ones with 
veils. The magazine collection was in another room: Vogue, 
Esquire, Look, Collier’s, Post and Life magazines were stacked 
neatly in piles on the floor. She was sure her collection of old 
Grier’s Almanacs would be worth ‘a pretty penny’ when she found 
the right buyer. 

~ 
 Things don’t ever work out like you think they will. Mother’s       
legs got worse. She was diagnosed with diabetes. Then I started 
getting phone calls at work from Walton County Electric. 
 A man’s voice said, “Miz McDaniel, yo’ muther, Miz DeLoach,       
refuses to pay her electric bill and we sho’ don’t wanna haf’ta turn 
off yo’ muther’s powuhr. Is there any thang you can do to kuhn-
vince her we didn’t make a mistake?” 



 At first I spent hours checking it out, talking to Mother on the       
phone, driving over to Walton EMC to hand them a check trying to 
placate the power company—and soon, the water company. 
 When I stopped by again, Mother said, “I don’t use that much       
G.D. water!” fuming with resentment that I’d given in and paid it. I 
argued a little that day, watching as she poked at a log that had 
fallen out onto the hearth, nudging it back into the fire. I worried 
about that too—that I’d get a call about the house and Mother 
burning down. 
 I wasn’t sure I could hold up handling Mother’s bills and       
keeping on top of my job. Finally, it came down to this: The phone 
would ring at work. I’d recognize the Walton County drawl. 
 “Miz McDaniel?”       
 “Yes.”       
 “Yo muther…”       
 “How much?”       
 “$17.20.”       
 “Thank you.”       
 “Thank yew!!”       

~ 
 Then Mother broke her hip. I spent a month driving back and       
forth to the Southwest Atlanta Hospital. With the hospital staff as 
an audience, Mother actually seemed to enjoy her stay. I witnessed 
her routine. She’d be sitting in a wheelchair in the hallway waiting 
to be X-rayed and spy a young male assistant to whom she would 
say, “You’ve got the cutest baby face. Did anyone ever tell you 
that?” 
 He’d grin embarrassed, and then Mother would break into       
song, “Ba-by face/You’ve got the cutest little ba-by face!” 



 She’d sing the entire song, with perfect inflections—the way Al       
Jolson sang it—ending with, “I didn’t need a shove, ‘cause I just 
fell in love, with your pretty, little baby face.” 
 By then others would have gathered around smiling and       
commenting. Later on, people would stop by her hospital room and 
ask, “Are you the lady that sings Baby Face?” 
 On occasions, I became, ‘The daughter of the woman that sings       
Baby Face.’ Soon, she began to keep her song repertoire in a little 
spiral notepad in her pocket along with a wad of Kleenex. She 
knew all the words to “Ain’t She Sweet,” “If You Knew Susie,” 
“Hard Hearted Hannah, the Vamp of Savannah,” and “Willie the 
Weeper.” 
 I mean, she could draw a hospital crowd!       
 If she got a particularly willing visitor and had gone through       
“Always,” “Carolina in the Morning,” and “Daddy, Won’t You 
Please Come Home,” she’d whip out her little spiral notepad and 
check her song list for her encore. 
 When the hospital dismissed Mother, I found a convalescent       
home and paid the full month’s rent until I could sell her house. 
 I spent my Saturdays driving over to Between, Georgia in my       
little red Pinto station wagon and cleaning out the house that was 
Mother’s Heaven. 
 It feels awful to toss your mother’s life in the garbage. I did       
save her favorite lamp made from a high-buttoned shoe and her 
wooden hatstand to stand in the corner with gingham and calico 
old-fashioned bonnets hanging picturesquely along with her cane 
collection, only three, but since President Roosevelt was famous 
for his collection, they were special to her. 
 Soon I was loading up boxes of plastic flowers, old shoes,       
empty liter bottles, fabric scraps, vases, and all those magazines, 



then driving to the Between dumpster and tossing them in until it 
was full. 
 I finally sold Mother’s junky old house in Between, Georgia       
for $8500. I had to. The nursing home expenses were over $13,000 
and would continue until it was sold. 

~ 
 Back to that September day in Mother’s nursing home room, I       
was still sitting on the side of the bed musing about hating to be 
“the responsible party,” when I could barely take care of myself. I 
resented making decisions or initiating anything seriously helpful. 
But the other part of me was so attached to my mother, so loved to 
hear her laugh and tell a funny story. 
 Mother said, “Helen’s promised to take me to my house the       
next time she comes.” 
	 “Good!” I replied, glad to have any befriender relieve me of      
my burden. I’d met Helen once. She’d had apparently “taken a 
liking” to Mother. I was glad of it. 
 I was half-listening to other complaints about the surly nurses       
for whom she didn’t give a rat’s ass! Then I heard myself say, “You 
know, Mother, I think you were the perfect mother for me.” 
 I swear, it just popped out of my mouth.       
 Mother didn’t reply at all—not that I recall. We sort of paused,       
and she let it go by and so did I. 
 Oh, but now, I’m so glad I said it. And that she heard it. For       
both our sakes. I think about that all the time now, and I’m still 
surprised that I meant it when I said she was the perfect mother for 
me. 
 And now I’ve come to realize that it was a little moment of       
grace. And you don’t get many. 



 After that I started getting restless, as I usually did, knowing       
she wanted me to stay as long as I could, especially today, but a 
party was planned for me later by a friend. I was about to get up 
off her bed and leave, when some huge pull of emotion welled up 
inside of me, and I burst out in tears, slid off the bed, fell on my 
knees and put my head in her lap, sobbing quietly as I’d never 
done before. I was crying uncontrollably through that awful armor 
I kept so tightly wound around my heart, and I heard myself say, “I 
don’t know how to help you.” 
 I lifted my head up slightly and continued, “Tell me what to       
do?” In that one moment I unleashed all the sadness, and love and 
helplessness I’d ever felt for Mother and our comedy of errors life 
together. 
 Tears had soaked into the skirt of her print dress. I wanted her       
to put her arthritic hand on my head, like Jesus, and absolve me of 
my suffering, saying, “Go child, live your life. You deserve it. I 
want you to. It’s okay. I’ll tough it out.” 
 I felt the passive purr of her breathing; the warmth of her thigh,       
and the familiar mother-smell underneath baby powder. She didn’t 
comfort me, nor cry herself, nor caress me. My hand rested on the 
dry skin of her bare arm, and that was enough contact for us. 
 Finally she replied, “You can be a member of the Crazy Club!”       
 And I looked up at her tired old green eyes rimmed in a watery       
pink. She smiled a toothless grin, and we both laughed, and it 
seemed just like old times. 
 Mother told me once that, whenever a nurse would ask her how       
come I didn’t visit her more often, she’d say, ‘My daughter and I 
have a perfect understanding.’ 
 I think we did.       
 And I’m so glad she could tell me what she told that nurse.       



 I keep that tucked away in my heart.       
 Yes, we did have an understanding beyond language and this       
book emerged from that poignant moment. 

~ 
 Mother died of congestive heart failure on my birthday. Aunt       
Gladys had died of the same condition earlier. 
 Unshed tears, I said to myself.       
 Mother dead! It was such a shock. I know she chose that day to       
die, my birthday, a rare and odd tribute, because I was her only 
child. 
 I held a private memorial service in my living room with her       
grandsons and a few friends, seating them in a little circle, on 
assorted chairs, the sofa, and the piano bench. 
 We each told a memory. Then I said to the group, “When       
Mother was sixty, she bought her first tape recorder. She made a 
broadcast of all her clocks chiming at nine o’clock. The clocks 
don’t all go off at the same time, so she entertains her broadcast 
audience with Carolina in the Morning and Early to bed, early to 
rise . . .” 
 They sat waiting as I moved toward the stereo . . . in my mind I       
could already hear Mother’s voice speaking over the microphone. 
 “And a goody, good morning to all of you out there, wherever       
you are. This is my first broadcast.” 
 I continued, “I can’t think of a better tribute to Mother, than to       
have her perform at her own funeral.” 
 And I pressed PLAY . . .        !

~  



!
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Leap of Faith 
!

!!!
 Sleeping Beauty raised the lid on a steel gray coffin, woke up,       
rubbed her eyes and walked out a corporate door. She began the 
most important part of her life. . . 
       . . . and there was no Prince.       

~ 

That last day at work I packed my office gear in a carboard box, 

having just given my own “humorous” retirement party with gag 
presents to my office friends, and never looked back. 
 Who am I now, stripped of my Corporate American Express       
Card and Westinghouse Badge? I asked myself. 
 Back to being a nobody, I answered, but it feels a lot better this       
go round. 
 My dreams of Broadway hadn’t come true. I knew they never       
would. The boys were all out on their own with their own hopes 
and dreams. 
 It was just me now. It always had been.       
 I planned to give myself space, and some breathing room to       
allow — just to allow — an unfolding of the universe. 



 Joseph Campbell’s words follow your bliss were echoing. I       
really believed I could live off my savings at fifty-two. I had a 
small vested pension for ten years of service, but that wouldn’t 
come due for thirteen years, at sixty-five. 

~ 
 That first Monday morning of retirement, I sat on the deck       
hearing the whir of nearby morning traffic. What a relief, I 
thought, not to have to dress and go to a corporate job. Now I 
could actually enjoy the sun deck I’d added. 
 I had mixed feelings, of course— the “money thing” thrummed       
inside me like a smoke dectector’s blinking light. I surveyed the 
back yard, envisioning making it into a garden of Eden. 
 “This is a day to die for,” became my new mantra.       

~ 
 It was a short walk to the University bus line, so I put on my       
first ever book bag and stepped up on the free bus, getting off at 
the University library. 
 I read wherever my interests took me: the journals of Anais       
Nin, Katherine Mansfield, and Virginia Woolf. I read Thomas 
Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, Dostoyevski’s Crime and Punishment, 
Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, Drieser’s An American Tragedy, and 
D.H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow. I liked Masks of Sanity by Hervey 
Cleckley, about psychopathic behavior. The study of personality 
psychology and projective tests like the T.A.T, Thematic 
Apperception Test, were especially interesting to me. 

~ 
 I continued to develop a garden, redesigned three gates which       
had been for those dog pens, sketched in a journal, mostly 
chronicling what plants were blooming, what I’d cooked, 
sometimes copying out a quote, but sometimes I’d be outside in the 



garden and an insight would come to me, and I’d write it down, 
too. I wrote things I didn’t always understand. I even began to 
write some poetry.  

~ 
 I had no identity now. When someone at the library asked what       
I did, I was caught short. I found myself grasping at some breezy 
half-truth, then felt ashamed not to be able to own the truth, that I 
didn’t know who I was, or what I was doing. 
	 But I was someone. I was Charlotte and Chip and Dorothy      
walking out of the Corporate Land of Oz returning back to Kansas, 
painting her barn yellow, the gate green, the wheelbarrow blue, and 
the wagon red. I was Alice through the looking glasses I’d hung in 
every room to make the house lighter and brighter.	
	 And I was also the Wizard.	     

~	
	 My friend Virginia gave me a book, Ordinary People as Monks      
and Mystics:Lifestyles for Self-Discovery, by Marsha Sinetar, 
saying, “This made me think of you.” It was nice to think someone 
knew me better than I did.	
	 I liked the word ordinary in the title. I was ordinary and I was      
more than that. This new journey was about self-discovery and it 
helped to read how others had changed their lifestyle too, though 
I’d never even thought of what I was doing as a lifestyle. I thought 
I was creating a little Garden of Eden, planting azaleas, dogwood, 
iris, daffodils, tomatoes and a fig tree, living alone, just like 
Mother in Between, Georgia.	
 Somedays I played the piano, and had visions of a real jazz       
trio, maybe three women, “The Grace Notes.” would be their 
name.  Could I afford one of those new digital keyboards to feel 
less alone? I was wary of using too much savings, so I sold the 
china, the silver, old wedding presents and albums at a yard sale 



and bought a Casio keyboard, but never mastered it, so I traded for 
an Apple II computer. 
 I didn’t really want a computer, but the guy at the UGa.       
Bookstore was making the trade and said the keyboard and the 
computer were of equal value.  
 What would I do with a computer, I wondered?       

~ 
 One night I was in the bathtub reading the playscript of Driving       
Miss Daisy which was a hugely successful stage play in Atlanta. It 
was a play with two chairs onstage for a chauffeur and an old lady. 
When I got to a page which mentioned Ponce deLeon Avenue, I 
was dumbstruck. Ponce deLeon Avenue! 
 I flung the playscript out onto the bathmat.       
 “I have to write my own story of growing up in Atlanta!” I       
shouted to myself. “That’s the street where I was riding the trolley 
wondering if I should get off and go visit my father, and now I 
have a computer!” 
 I knew just where I’d start, that day when I had that terrible       
cold and wanted to crawl back in bed and not take a three hour test 
for a freshman scholarship. 
 That day had been a turning point—a defining moment.       
 When I figured out how to cut and paste, the computer became       
another fabulous tool, like the sabre saw, to design and express my 
unfolding journey like the accordion pages slowly sliding out of 
the printer I’d bought for $400.  
 Looking back I think I felt a psychic release when Mother died       
in 1991 and Larry in 1993. I don’t think I could have written 
anything before that. I would’ve been too afraid of either of their 
comments.  

 ~ 



 I finished the first draft with that separation scene with Mother       
and I sitting in the car in the parking lot of Myers Hall. 
 It was exciting to be writing and revising. I felt like this was       
what I’d left my job for and maybe someone would like my book. I 
wanted to be successful at whatever I did, even in retirement, even 
if it was just someone saying “ah-h” over my garden. 

~ 
 One day I was in Target and noticed a simple print of African       
dancers, surprised at being drawn to it. It was not my type of art at 
all. I kept on shopping, then wheeled my cart around again to look 
at it. I really do like that. I could do that. Looking back I think it 
was the freedom the dancers expressed that captured my attention. 
So I made a sketch and decided to make one myself. 

!
 I loved that I had the time to do whatever I wanted, like being a       
child again, back in my own backyard, where I’d once made my 
own bow and arrow out a shrubbery branch and piece of string. 
 I liked my version of the African women, so I put it in a frame       
I’d had for an old album cover and hung it up. 
 “Set decoration,” I mused.       
 Then I made one with five white women in colorful fabrics       
dancing under a moon. I called it “Sisters of the Moon.” 

~ 



 In August of 1994 I’d been retired for five years. So far so       
good. I was soon to be fifty-eight, feeling no connection with 
anyone, so I decided to return to the Fellowship’s Wednesday night 
potluck thinking I might start a Singles Group similar to one I’d 
attended before. 
 A woman named Helen said she needed help for a new photo       
directory. It was a perfect task. I loved greeting so many new 
people, glad to be a part of something bigger— a group that valued 
the worth and dignity of all persons. 
 They had just hired a new choir director, Jimmy, who had       
majored in classical guitar. I liked Jimmy’s infectious free spirit. 
He and Helen were talking about starting a coffee house called, 
Java Jim’s to be held on Friday nights in the Fellowship Hall. I got 
so excited as they were planning it. I offered to play light jazz on 
the old grand piano that sat in the corner of the Fellowship Hall. 
One wall was brick, a perfect background for Jimmy to sit on a 
stool and play his guitar. 
 Already I was setting the stage.       
 I started remembering how I’d dreamed of going to a coffee       
house in New York when I was in college. And here it was coming 
true. I hadn’t played piano in public for so long. All my feelings of 
being so disconnected were now being filled with old and new 
friends and I might have an audience, too. 

~ 
 On that first Friday night, the aroma of fresh coffee was       
wafting over the checkered table cloths with candles lit in the 
center. As the Coffee House folks gathered, it felt so good to 
welcome them with live music. My fingers were freezing, but the 
more I played, the more I could express my emotions by holding 



spaces in between the notes. My eyes brimmed with tears as I 
regained some my confidence. 
 Back at home, I was motivated to relearn the chords to “Satin       
Doll,” and “Little Boat” from the old jazz Fake Book. I made up a 
new tune. What to name it? The more I read titles in the Fake 
Book, like “I Got It Bad . . .” I thought, so many titles are about 
co-dependence. So I named it, “Co-Dependent Blues.” 
 I played it at the next Coffee House.       
 Even with playing piano and helping with Sunday Services, as       
soon as I returned home, there was a let down. I had too much time 
alone to reflect on the briefness of my life. Too anxious to make 
something happen, or I’d never be anything, or anybody of any 
consequence. 
 Every six months my savings dwindled, I mean, really running       
out. I had no health care benefits and Social Security and Medicare 
wouldn’t begin for six more years. I decided to give up cable. 
 Java Jim’s stopped after about a year. Oh, but it had given me a       
new beginning in music, a new energy.  
 It really was about self-discovery.       
 I was nearing sixty.       !

M O R N I N G  T E A R S !
 Then one Friday morning a therapist friend I’d met through the       
Fellowship, called to tell me how awful she felt, “My knee hurts so 
bad,” she said, “I’m miserable. I’ve still got a bad cold.” Then she 
was crying. “I don’t want to see any of my clients.” 
 “I’m so sorry,” I said, just listening.       
 She lived alone too.       
 “I just wanted someone to know, how bad I feel, so I called       
you,” she said. “Thanks, I feel better.” 



 It was ten o’clock in the morning. I was standing there holding       
that cordless phone with all her emotions and tears pushing up 
against my heart until I thought it would burst. I admired, even 
envied that she could unburden herself like that, and part of my 
own sadness was for not having that kind of courage, afraid of 
exposing myself. 
 I sat down at the piano to play something comforting, just as       
I’d done so many times before. I hit some notes that went one way, 
and then another— my fingers were finding or following notes like 
a Ouija Board. An astonishing composition emerged from those 
depths. 
 I called it “Morning Tears.”       
 It was far and above anything I’d ever composed before. It       
made me believe in myself like nothing else. !

T R A I L  O F  T E A R S !
 Spring had arrived early, the yellow forsythia was blooming       
and the fragrant plum blossoms and the call of the earth to plant 
seeds. Not long after that, while digging in the garden, I uncovered 
an arrowhead. I washed it off feeling the sharp edges. I kept 
turning it over marveling that I was holding a piece of natural 
history in my hand as solemn and meaningful as that suicide note 
my grandfather had written— the one I’d found in the old black 
trunk when I was a teenager. 
 I could feel the presence of the Cherokee Indians or Creeks or       
whatever tribe was there. I felt their sadness when they were told 
they must leave. I knew how sad I’d feel, too. I was such a 
homebody. I felt a reverence for the little residential plot I thought 
I owned just because I had a deed. 



 I sat down at the piano and began to pick out a new song. I was       
able to stay with the notes until “Trail of Tears” emerged, every bit 
as beautiful and expressive of the sadness and reverence I felt for 
those Native Americans who had once squatted in my backyard 
and then been told to leave their home territory. !

T H E  P O W E R  O F  D R E A M S !
	 I got interested in the study of the Enneagram, another system      
of the psychology of personalities. I used some of the last of my 
savings to attend a conference in Towson, Maryland— it felt that 
important. I was learning to trust my intuition.	
	 The first morning session was on dreams, led by a psychiatrist,      
Dr. David Daniels. I happened to have a small journal with me and 
had written down a dream four nights before. I was chosen quite 
randomly to have a dream interpreted, as I’d raised my hand in an 
audience of a hundred.	
	 Mother and me and a piano were in the dream. We were to      
reenact it from audience members most like me and Mother. We 
were all up on a temporary stage in the conference ballroom with a 
microphone. In the dream Mother is blind sitting on a sofa and 
when she gets up, I am holding on to her.	
	  First I played the part of me, then I played the part of my      
mother. I felt what a burden I was to her, hanging on her wherever 
she went because she was blind.	
	 Suddenly I felt it was me who had been blind.	     
	 I broke out in tears and was embarassed that everyone was      
looking at me. I couldn’t stop crying, feeling what it was like to be 
my mother, that awful burden I was to her.	
	 In my dream, also, two men had been carrying a piano up some      
stairs to a ballroom where I was to play it.	



	 When the psychiatrist asked me what the piano meant to me, I      
said, “I can’t tell you.” How could I put into words what the piano 
meant to me?	
	  “I’d have to play one,” I said, “And I saw one there last night,      
just behind this curtain.”	
	 The assistant poked her head through the temporary curtain      
that had been hung for the conference session, and said, “Folks we 
didn’t plan this!” She pulled back the tarp-like curtain and there 
was a grand piano. 	
	 I was shaking and so nervous, almost like being in a trance, or      
stupor, but I knew I had to play “Morning Tears.” I could feel the 
audience with me and the music.	
	 I’d never felt so exposed and still cared for. Some in the      
audience came up to mention the music, or put an arm around me. 
My Enneagram “success-oriented achiever” type’s barrier to 
wholeness is not being authentic and vulnerable. It was hard to feel 
and show how needy I was.	

~	
	 When I was back home alone, unpacking, I found the white      
handkerchief the psychiatrist had handed me when I was crying so 
hard. I’d asked if I could keep it.	
	 I held it in my hand again. I hadn’t held a white handkerchief      
since my divorce. I thought of the kindness of the psychiatrist and 
other men at the conference. I hadn’t ever experienced that kind of 
tenderness from a man, ever, or even from women, really.	
	 But then, I’d never let myself be vulnerable since losing      
Robert.	

~	
	 Reentry from conferences is often hard, because you are      
literally between two worlds, especially, as I was during the Dream 
Session. I was reflecting on the kindness of strangers in that group 



that had continued to console me, or reach out, as I passed by, or 
sat in the dining hall.	
	 I sat down at the piano again. I’d been working on a song and I      
started playing it again. Then I started crying, the more I played the 
more tears spilled down over my fingers onto the keys. I was 
literally playing my heart out. Crying and playing. Crying and 
playing.	
	 I suddenly had a great heaving sob which triggered a flashback      
to when I was eight and Mother had gotten a week trip to her home 
office in Omaha with another office worker. She was so excited 
and Grandma said I had to sleep on the day bed in the hall because 
a neighbor lady was to stay with us.	
	 It was the worst week of my life. I tried to placate myself with      
a flashlight, a comic book, and a Dutch Oven dinner roll sneaked 
from the kitchen. Still I cried myself to sleep every night.	
	 Mother had never left me before. I was remembering all that      
while playing the piano, crying for that lonely eight year old child.	
	 I named the song, “I Really Miss You Tonight.”	     

~	
	 A journal entry: Aug. 13, 1997: So much not in this journal. So      
much opening up. The white handkerchief that brings tears. The 
unspoken words of grief. The absent father. What Mother’s buying 
me the guitar and piano meant to me. Her beautiful hands, her 
energy sitting at that old black piano. How unconscious forces 
were guiding or intervening in my life all along.	
	 Crying again, sipping coffee on the patio, Pachebel’s Canon      
soothing me, the kudzu runners sprawling over ferns, curling up a 
yucca. Have I learned anything? Anything at all? It’s about the 
thing I need most—connection or intimacy. “Do you see how 
beautiful you are?” I should say. “Do you see how much I already 
love you?”	 !



	 Where did those words come from? From the space between      
those two worlds, the echoes from those beautiful people at the 
conference.	

~ 
 Then reality set in. My Subaru needed an engine overhaul, and       
it wasn’t worth the expense. It was barely drivable. I started feeling 
hot and flushed. How could I afford a car? I felt panic for the first 
time since my retirement decision, my heart racing wildly. 
 Had I made the biggest mistake of my life and it was now       
catching up with me? 
 The car stalled and conked out again, and I had to have it       
towed this time. 
 I must live within my means.       
 I must live within my means.       
 That was my mantra.       
 Oh, Lord! Would I make it? I’d spent so much money on the       
conference. Everything depended on having enough money until I 
would be eligible for Social Security. I appealed for “early 
withdrawal without penalty.” I added a P.S. to the letter and 
threatened to tell Oprah, if it wasn’t granted.  
 The early withdrawal without penalty came through. Finally I       
started looking for cars and bought a periwinkle blue Mercury 
Mystique. (Don’t get me started on used car salesmen.) 
 I started worrying about making $273 monthly payments. Then       
anxiety set in big time marching up and down my blood vessels. I 
was so worried about high blood pressure and a stroke I went to a 
Neighborhood Health Clinic. 
 I remember sitting in that waiting room with people coughing       
and sneezing, looking woozy, or mentally disturbed. I have this 
tendency to want to “act out,” especially when I’m suffering from 



anxiety. I was so distraught I felt I could give myself permission to 
pace the waiting room, back and forth wringing my hands like 
Lady Macbeth, and no one would even notice or care and it would 
help. Inside I’d be chortling over what a good performance I was 
giving and maybe ease my blood pressure. 
 When I finally saw a physician he asked “What’s going on?”       
 “I’ve Got Sticker Shock!” I said not trying to be funny at all,       
more like a reality check. “See,” I continued, “I didn’t know a 
decent used car costs $11,000!” 

~ 
 In January, 1999, the winter of my discontent. I was reading       
Madame Bovary and was a juror in the middle of a malpractice 
trial. I was glad for jury duty money and the free lunch where we 
jurors were piled into the Clarke County van with bars on the 
windows and were driven to Wilson’s Soul Food Restaurant for 
great Southern cooking. 
 I had the following dream recorded in my journal:       
 DREAM: I am on an operating table. My husband is operating       
on me, skinning me from the feet up. I can feel the skin of my leg 
being separated and peeled back from my leg. I see something like 
an embryo still in it’s bloody viscous sack lying discarded in a 
basin by the operating table. I am glad my husband is a doctor. I 
worry that he isn’t going to put me back right. END When I wake 
up, I know immediately that he’s removed my soul. And I had a 
flashback to the Fernandina beach scene. 
 Remembering that dream is always disturbing, beyond words,       
and I don’t know how to comment. 

~ 
 In June, John, the oldest, was turning forty. Forty! How old did       
that make me? I’d been just twenty-two when he was born. What 



did I know about being a mother? Larry and I had expected him to 
be the kind of self-reliant first borns we’d been, and never gave 
him the attention he needed and deserved. John had improvised a 
life of his own, an undiscovered talent. I had hopes he’d be a late 
bloomer. 
 I’ll have the memoir bound and give him a copy, I thought. A       
book won’t ever make up for anything, but it would be a chance to 
celebrate his birthday with his wife Tina. 
 A new UU friend Althea, who played the piano and was from       
Baton Rouge, in graduate school at UGa., offered to drive me to 
Helen, Georgia, an Alpine Village tucked into the foothills of the 
North Georgia Mountains. 
 We all met there and enjoyed a Bavarian lunch with German       
potato salad on a deck watching people in giant inner tubes float 
down the bubbling Chattooga River. The waitress brought out a big 
slice of German chocolate cake with one candle and some diners 
sang Happy Birthday. I gave John the memoir, a card with forty 
dollars and a set of monogrammed champagne glasses for him and 
Tina. Later we went shopping for a new guitar for John. It was a 
good day. 

~ 
 By August, when I saw I could manage the car payments, I       
went looking for a better keyboard, so with my last bit of money 
running out, I spent $995. 
 When I finally figured out the digital basics I loved it even       
more than I could ever imagine. With the press of a button I had a 
bass player and a drummer right there with me, and even a 50s 
swing band sound. 
 I was magically producing and recording songs one after       
another. 



 I did feel like a wizard.       
 As December rolled around I had eight songs, enough to make       
a tape to give to friends for Christmas. Blank tapes didn’t cost 
much. 
 It was late. I was working on trying to get a song memorized       
enough to record it. I was so tired because of yet another recording 
error, but then I hit five perfect notes: 

 Hold - on - to - your - dreams 
 I heard the notes and words both, like I had with “Yesterday’s       
Love. They’d been in my head from reading a book The Cry For 
Myth by Rollo May. I added more words the way I was feeling that 
night. Hold on to Your Dreams. Keep them in a special place. 
Great or small, they sometimes may take years . . . or a life - time! 
Yes, a lifetime, indeed. Time and the century were running out. 
The lyrics continued: 
 And if you are not a great exception, yourself, well, then be a       
small one, at least, that your efforts may inspire others, as well. 

~ 
 I stressed myself out again and made another visit to the       
Neighborhood Clinic. “Overweight” read the clinic scales. The 
woman Dr. Hurley asked some questions and ordered a lab sample 
for thyroid. When the results came back I was put on Synthroid.  
 I was scared. Was it worth it? I didn’t know. But everytime I       
played the tape hearing my own songs, I was so happy, especially 
“Hold On To Your Dreams.” 
 I was now sixty four.       
 At the dawn of a new century, 2,000.       !!

~  



!
!
!

In the World of My Dreams 
!!!!
In August I was down to $1200. “Hold On to Your Dreams” was 

so beautiful, I thought about organizing a concert for my sixty-fifth 
birthday Maybe even get our new choir director, Amber, to sing it. 
 At the Women’s Spiritual Journeys gathering in August I spoke       
of the concert idea. There were a few who seemed interested. One 
woman in particular, Althea, was very supportive— her mother had 
been a piano teacher. As a matter of fact, when I’d been playing 
“Trail of Tears” one day in the sanctuary, she was listening, and 
when I’d finished, she said, “Play it again.” 
 No one had ever said that about my music. Just remembering       
that bit of affirmation helped me believe I could have a concert, but 
it was up to me to ask for the sanctuary the Sunday after the 19th. 
 I pictured I could play “Morning Tears” and “Trail of Tears” on       
the grand piano, bring my keyboard and solicit a choir ensemble to 
sing my New Age song, “Racing Toward Nirvana,” then I’d play 
“Co-Dependent Blues.” 
 I swear, my mind was racing so, I began hearing words for a       
finale for a musical, Come into this great circle of love. I thought 
of a circle of children at recess, when we played Drop-the 



Handkerchief and The Farmer’s in the Dell. I wanted that feeling at 
the end of the musical. It’s a good day, come in and play. 
 I sat down at the piano and found a melody. But this musical I       
envisioned was to be about adults, people with disappointments,  
doubts, even grief in their lives, With each verse, I moved up half a 
step, so I made the next lines: !

Come into this great circle of hope. 
You can forget all your fears, 

and tears of joy will ease your pain. !
 I now envisioned a “Racing Toward Nirvana” concert and       
designed a flyer, sent a notice to a local paper to be scheduled for 
Sunday September 23, 2001. 
 Then that awful fated Tuesday, September 11, 2001!       !

Everything stopped. !
 My son Troy called me from Atlanta to tell me one of the twin       
towers had been hit. I had no TV. I stayed glued to NPR all day. 
 Wednesday we left the Fellowship open and I volunteered to sit       
in the sound booth playing a meditation tape for those who came to 
just sit in a pew or pray. I didn’t want to be alone, either. We soon 
learned that the plane that crashed into the Pentagon held a 
member’s family members. 
 Everyone was grieving or frightened.       
 It took a week to begin to recover from 9/11.       
 To hold a concert or not?       



 I changed the concert title to “The Great Circle of Love: A       
Reflective Concert of Music and Readings.” and deleted “Racing 
Toward Nirvana.” 
 I recorded a piano solo of “America the Beautiful” to add to the       
new program. I didn’t trust myself to play it live. 
 I still hear the tears in that recording.       
 Nearly a hundred people showed up. We began by lighting a       
chalice candle in memory of those who were killed. Amber sang 
“Hold On to Your Dreams.” Jean sang an original song, “Bless All 
the People.” Stephanie read “When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple.” 
 The rest of the program was as I’d planned. I printed the words       
for “The Great Circle of Love” on the back of the program and 
played the recorded music as a final meditation. 
 The concert was all it needed to be.       

~ 
 Hallelujah! I was now sixty-five and had Medicare and Social       
Security. 
 The youngest, Troy, was getting married in October to a       
wonderful woman, Tobi, in Florida. My friend, Althea’s only son 
was getting married too, in Baton Rouge, so we shared what it was 
like to be mothers of the groom. 
 After she graduated, Althea continued to support my music. It       
helped to have someone who wanted to hear a new song whenever 
I emailed an mp3 to her in Baton Rouge. I had a much needed 
musical heart connection. 

 ~ 
 I started work on a musical. I set it near Broadway about a       
songwriter and an old lady, Vera Marlowe, who played piano for 
the Silent Movies. I imagined Vera Marlowe met the Silent Movie 
idol Rudolf Valentino at a Tea Room before he was a big star. 



 I imagined the tea room was now a “coffee house.” I named it       
Chez Café. Then I decided the old woman would die at the end of 
Act I after she’d sung “Hold on to Your Dreams.” The title, Silent 
Dreams, just popped into my head, as the name of my musical. I 
wrote a waltz, so the old lady could dance onstage. 
 Someone would find her diary and they’d write a 20s musical       
about Vera Marlowe and Valentino called Silent Lovers— a musical 
within a musical. 

~ 
 When it was finished and the songs recorded, I found a       
website, The Director’s Company which would accept submissions 
for musicals. 
 It was rejected.       
 Well, really, it wasn’t Harold Prince material. It was pretty       
contrived. I submitted a script and tape to a local Musical Director. 
He first said “yes,” then chose another musical to start the new 
season. “That’s Show Business!” I said with chagrin. 
 I swear from then on I suffered from a low grade depression.       
 I started eating. I looked like a blimp when I sat alone as       
mother of the groom on the front row at Todd’s wedding to a 
wonderful woman, Bambi.  
 But, what a joy to see all three boys together in tuxedos.       

~ 
 As I approached seventy I thought of my bittersweet destiny,       
still feeling the heartache of never being discovered. I’d done what 



I set out to do, lived off my savings and allowed an unfolding of 
my life into some poems, some songs, some art work, a garden and 
a musical. I’d finished the memoir. 
 Most days I’d go sit on the deck, write in my journal, looking       
out at the garden and bask in the beauty I’d created. 
 “This is a good day to die,” I’d say.       !

~  



!
!
!

Sliced Blue Tomatoes 
!!!!
Back when I was doing dreamwork, I’d had this dream: 

 I am sitting across a low kindergarten table. A friend looks       
over at me and says, “Sugar, you remember those sliced blue 
tomatoes,” like I was supposed to know what that were about. 
 I was fascinated by the title and thought it would be a catchy       
jazz title. Several years later, I realized the sliced blue tomatoes 
were symbolic of my looking like a Georgia Peach or a Hot 
Tomato, but being blue inside. I felt parts of me were sliced up into 
societal demands, roles of mother, wife, hostess, PTA member, 
church-goer, so who was I? 
 Then I read Augusten Burroughs’ outrageous memoir Running       
With Scissors, which I’d loved, heard an NPR interview about the 
mother he wrote about, and it triggered in me the guilt I’d 
repressed. All the irresponsible behavior I felt flooded into the 
lyrics. 

Sugar, do you remember those sliced blue tomatoes? 
What was that all about? 

Back in the 50’s girdled and gloved 
Waitin’ for big daddy to tell us we’re loved. !

Sliced Blue Tomatoes on a plate of broken dreams, 
faking our happiness in the busy mainstream. 



Betty Crocker is not allow to scream! 
That’s what it’s all about. !

 Let me tell you, if those lyrics hadn’t been so “spot on,” I       
would never have printed them, but I just couldn’t look away: !

 Sugar, do you remember drinking Koolaid with gin? 
Bakin’ all those cookies again 

I was the Mother that drove you insane 
What could I feed you, but a double dose of my pain. !

Sliced Blue Tomatoes with all our severed parts 
Faking our happiness behind a broken heart 

Betty Crocker mustn’t fall apart 
That’s what it’s all about. !

Sugar, do you remember those parties till dawn 
Throwing up on the lawn, 

Kids ate their Pop Tarts washed down with our dregs. 
We had Bloody Mary’s and scrambled eggs. !

Sliced Blue Tomatoes, the poised way we sat, 
Faking our happiness in a new Easter Hat, 

Betty Crocker must never get fat! 
That’s what it’s all about! !

Sliced Blue Tomatoes, in our fancy mink stoles, 
Faking our happiness, in the perfect role, 

Betty Crocker must, especially never, ever get old! !
 I was right to have been be so afraid of truth serum. The truth       
hurts. And the truth does not set you free when you have to face 
the music and the lyrics. The “Gotcha’ Gods” had descended, 
catching me with my own poetic justice. It still hurts, but the lyrics 
were to die for. 
 So in a way it did set me free.       

~ 



 It was good that I had that recording in my back pocket,       
because 2007 started out feeling too old, too fat, too neurotic, too 
defeated, too angry to reconcile ANYTHING—angry that the 
musical I’d poured my heart and soul into had never gone 
anywhere. Frustrated because I couldn’t seem to fix the trite plot. 
 I couldn’t lift shovelfuls of dirt anymore to plant ferns and       
hostas, because of shoulder pain so bad I had to sleep on the sofa. 
 “Over-reaching,” I said to myself in my mind-body thought       
process. 

T R A V E L I N G  A L T A R S !
 One Sunday afternoon I attended an art workshop to make a       
traveling altar. I’d bought a shadow box to display all my high 
school medals. I remember we spilled out photos and memorabilia 
at long work tables. Some brought thimbles, spools, a pink ribbon, 
magazine photos of flowers, shoe boxes for a diorama.  
 I watched the woman across from me deliberating with two       
photos, one of her mother, and another of her father, who had both 
died the year before—parents who had given her books each 
Christmas. I watched her eyes go back and forth between the two 
photos. How could she ever decide how to make a traveling altar 
that day? The memories were too close at hand. 
 Out of the corner of my eye a woman was busily engaged in       
pasting things inside a shoebox, a paper tennis racquet and a 
magazine photo of a crowd cheering at a match, and then she 
added a photo of a father from the Bronx in the earnest moment of 
a sweeping backhand— the father who had taught her to play 
tennis. 
 In my old shoebox of memorabilia were all my school medals       
like my Beta Club pin, and perfect attendance Sunday School pin, 



a clown nose, an I Like Ike pin, seashells, old coins. At the bottom 
of the clutter I discovered a photo of Mother at the beach. How did 
that get in there, I wondered? I had planned on arranging those old 
medals I’d hung on to for dear life, to show off in a fancy shadow 
box, so I would be admired and not be forgotten. 
 Shadow box indeed!       
 I had never thought of using a photo of Mother for an altar. No,       
indeed! Suddenly my heart broke open with the sting of shame and 
guilt and recognition. I felt so exposed and vulnerable without 
even knowing why. I rushed to the copier and made enlargements 
of Mother’s photo. I then cut and pasted them at the back of the 
shadowbox. 
 Mother, standing with her bare feet in the sandy surf at the       
beach, the ocean stretching out behind her. Mother walking on 
water in a way, like Jesus, smiling her beautiful smile, the breeze 
blowing her curly brown hair, her purse tucked under her arm even 
in cotton shorts. 
 And then I took those medals one by one, and laid them at her       
feet and closed up the shadowbox. Each of us quietly laid our 
hearts and souls out on those work tables, making our traveling 
altars, pasting together memories and tears, and one revelation held 
together with Elmer’s glue. !!!!!!! !



~ 
 Then my computer crashed! Oh, Yea Gods! The blue screen of       
death! How could I possibly afford a new one? What to do? I 
cancelled my internet provider and bought a MacBook and started 
looking for internet cafés. 
 Let me tell you, once I got a little training at the Apple Store on       
i-photo, and i-movie, I was in the movie business! 
 I dragged some old photos into i-movie along with the recorded       
music to “Hold On To Your Dreams” and uploaded it to YouTube 
at an internet café. 
 I was a movie star in my own show.       
 Then I sliced a green tomato and painted on blue watercolor to       
illustrate “Sliced Blue Tomatoes.” I sang the lyrics on a separate 
track to a jazzy beat, added other old photos and uploaded it to 
YouTube. 
 All this took weeks— maybe months.       

~ 
 I loved the originality so much! Oh, but there’s such a let down       
when things are over and no new idea worth fooling with. That’s 
the problem with being successful at something, you can never get 
enough. I’d forgotten all about joy and gratitude and the abundance 
of the Universe. 
 Floating around in my head, I kept hearing the lyrics, “lone-ly       
days, lone-ly nights.” I read more poetry and tried to write some. It 
was December and I was old, fat, depressed and lonely. And it 
doesn’t get much worse than that. 

 ~ 
 It hard, even now, to believe that a person can come into your       
life as if the Universe had provided. But it happened again in 
December of 2007, when I saw an ad for a memoir writing 



workshop. It met at night and I emailed the instructor asking for 
help to get a ride. A woman named Regina emailed she would 
come by. 
 Driving to the meeting I learned she had a Masters in Literature       
and compiled and edited environmental water reports. Our class 
homework was to write a three hundred word story and make 
copies for each class member. My story was entitled “Yesterday’s 
Love.” The opening paragraph began: !
 I’ll just start by saying that writing songs is more about being born       
with a broken heart than anything else. I know it’s hard to think that a 
baby can come out of a womb so sad and all, but I did. It was like being 
born with a port wine stain on my heart, except that no one could see it, 
especially me, and not until later, and then I could only feel it. !
 When I got my story back from Regina, I was ecstatic over her      
comments, especially since I didn’t know where the “port wine 
stain” idea came from and feared no one would get it, or like it. 
 After the memoir workshop was over we decided to meet once      
a week at Big City Bread Café to write. I listened to her life stories. 
She listened to mine. Then we’d do a ten minute writing. 
 She was the writing buddy, friend I needed.      
 She supported me enough for me to self-publish a book of      
poetry, Late Bloomer. She supported me when I got depressed 
again, and when I went on a diet. What a gift. What a blessing. !!

W E L C O M E  T O  M Y  W O R L D  O F  S I L E N T  D R E A M S !
 February, 2010. 3 a.m: I couldn’t sleep and heard about a       
contest on BBC World News: 



 “Send us a two minute video to the BBC My World contest,”       
the announcer said. 
 I could never resist a contest!       
 Since I had uploaded a music video using old photos to       
illustrate, “Hold On to Your Dreams,” I figured out how to upload 
it to the BBC. 
 I received a BBC email reply saying they were interested and       
asked me to shave off twenty seconds and also asked if I owned 
the copyright for all the photos. 
 I wasn’t sure.       
 The next day I got a phone call from someone at the BBC.       
 “I’m the producer for the BBC My World project,” said this       
British sounding male voice. 
 The BBC is calling me! I must be dreaming, I thought.       
 “Have you considered narrating your film?”       
 “Narrating?” I said.       
 “Yes, your own voice would lend much,” he said.       
 “I don’t know. I could try,” I said hesitantly.       
 “We liked your little film very much,” he said and hung up.       
 I was ecstatic.       
 “Film,” he’d called it. I was shaking. What a task, writing out       
my entire life in two minutes—actually 1:57, as it turned out to be 
after more tedious hours of trial and error. 
 I was making a real movie, something I’d always wanted to do,       
fitting it all together with my own music and narration and photos. 
 I’m telling you, those were the happiest weeks of my ENTIRE       
LIFE! Someone of note cared about something I was working on 
after all these years. And I was doing work I loved and learning 
how to get better. I was still hoping I’d be discovered as some 
talented little genius from the “sticks” in Georgia. 



 Since it was called the “My World” contest, I began it:       !
Welcome to my World of Silent Dreams. 

I was an only child with no daddy. 
So writing songs for me has always been 

about being born with a broken heart. !
 My little film made the short list of entries from the Americas,       
and was posted to BBC My World Feb. 23, 2010. I emailed the 
BBC again and asked “How long is the “film” going to be on your 
website?” The producer replied that the MyWorld films would 
remain in the BBC archives and emailed: “Feb. 24, Dear Charlotte, 
It is our pleasure, thank you for brightening us with your lovely 
film. Stay in touch!” 
 When I realized that mini-documentary would be there long       
after I was dead, I had a sense of relief. I can die peacefully, I 
thought, even if I don’t do anything else, because there are photos 
of Mother and me together in our little musical story.  And, yes, it’s 
still there. 
 That “My World Contest” couldn’t have come at a better time,       
because I so needed affirmation. I didn’t want anyone to ever know 
how needy I was, even at seventy-two. !!

T H E  C R E A T I V E  P R O C E S S !
 If life is a process, then the writing of Silent Dreams was my       
Moby Dick and my salvation. Even though it was never produced, 
and brought utter despair at times, the dialogue I created brought 
clarity and surprising insight. 



 I wrote what Mother might have been dreaming back in 1925,       
when she’d seen some of Valentino’s famous silent movies. I 
called her Vera Marlow and she sings in the “Silent Dreams” waltz. !

Once upon a cinema mist 
I dreamed of being wantonly kissed 

By a turbaned sheik in a desert tryst. 
But that was long ago. !

 I named the landlady Ola May for Grandma and called the       
boarding house The Hotel Chappelear. Writing lyrics to seventeen 
songs was a creative way to say things I would never have said at 
twenty. 
 I wrote the one scene I most longed for myself—a scene when       
the songwriter tells the audience that his father came backstage and 
said, “I’m proud of you, son. Then the son sings: !

 I’ve Waited So Long For This Day 
It seemed so far away 

I’ve found a place where I belong 
Someone to hear my song, !

 At the end we see Valentino dressed as the shiek with the       
young Vera Marlowe and the rest of the cast in 20s costumes 
singing the finale, “The Great Circle of Love.” Even the crew and 
stagehands come onstage and join the cast singing: !

Come into this great circle of love, 
You have know all along, that inner song, 

Step inside, Step inside, Step inside, Your Soul !
 Everyone takes a bow! And there’s such applause!       



 Every year when I watch the Tony Awards show I’m still       
wishing I’d be hearing one of my songs sung. In the meantime I 
listen to my own recorded music and see the cast waiting 
backstage hearing the overture. I see the ensemble of chorus girls 
and waiters singing and dancing to the opening number “Finding 
My Way.” 

~ 
 Another year has passed. I’ve slowed down.       
 I put the Silent Dreams musical aside.       
 Regina moved to Portland.       
 My sketch journal is my long time companion, that daily       
window into my soul. A laptop computer my sidekick. I started up 
the Blue Tomato Journal Blog. Posting has great psychological 
value. There is a presumed cyber audience, so I feel a happy 
satisfaction, as I upload the garbage of my life into cyberspace. 
 It helps depression just to press UPLOAD.       
 It doesn’t matter if anyone reads the crazy creative stuff, or not,       
but then, yes, it does matter. It always matters if I have an 
audience, or not. 
 Once, I invited some Jehovah’s Witnesses to come in saying,       
“Please come in, my religion is music,” And that day I situated 
them behind the piano bench and played “Morning Tears.” 
 I swear, there was a moment toward the end of that song when       
I felt like the music had connected our souls. Afterwards I stood up 
and the three of us held hands while one woman read a passage 
from the book of Revelation. 

~ 
 But it isn’t over, yet! The fat lady hasn’t sung off Broadway! I       
keep thinking I need some kind of happy ending—the way a music 
composition needs a fitting resolution. 



 I wish I could be satisfied with the unexpected beauty that       
came from “Morning Tears,” — a melody perfect and enough. I 
wish I could just relax and be grateful for writing the incredible 
lyrics to “It’s a Georgia State of Mind.” 
!

 S A L V A T I O N   A N D   R E C O N C I L I A T I O N !
 They say you can’t go home again. My God, I couldn’t ever      
leave home! I recreated my childhood, staying in a creative  
playpen for fifty years in a similar neighborhood. 
 Up until the last revision of Shug into Girdled and Gloved:A      
Bittersweet Memory, I thought that if I ever got to Heaven, the last 
person I’d ever want to look up would be my grandmother. I had 
nothing to say to her—nothing. After many rewrites, holding her in 
my hands, so to speak, I came to see my grandmother’s life 
differently. 
 I never thought I’d say this, but now I’d go find Grandma and       
drop to my knees, and tell her how sorry I was to have been such a 
burden, and tell her I hadn’t realized how I had ruined her life for 
the twelve years she had to take care of me. Even Mother had the 
freedom from child care. 
 Also, I said I’d never, ever use my maiden name, Ashurst,      
because that would acknowledge the existence of a father who 
never wanted to see me, and I could have a little poetic justice by 
withholding his name. But now I see that my father gave me my 
curiosity about words and their meanings, and maybe a few points 
in I.Q. He sent those monthly checks, so I have chosen to add my 
maiden name as part of the author name. 

~ 



 I belong to the OLLI Memoir Writers Group now. We read our      
stories to each other. We’re each other’s best audience. What a 
blessing! I found a place where I belong. 
 In April 2015 ten of us “seasoned citizens” read our stories at      
the library auditorium. I dug out my old 33 1/3 record albums to 
decorate the stage, brought a CD player to play Frank Sinatra’s 
Greatest Hits as the audience gathered. 
 We called it “The Many Voices of Memoir Writing.”      
 As I was arranging old album covers on a library table I had a      
new idea. Wouldn’t I love to have all my songs each with an album 
cover? I already had a design in my head for a CD entitled “Jazz 
and Gin.” 
 I assembled the Penguin ice bucket and a black serving tray      
from 1958, bought stuffed olives, put them in a martini glass with 
water, added a pair of earrings and took a photo on the shag 
carpeting. I made more album covers. Then I made a giant poster 
of all the covers and titled it All Those Songs. It’s so visual, like 
looking at forty-two life passages. 
 I added lyrics on the album cover for “Eternity”:      



!
One heart, one soul, one mind, 

The spirit within us all 
Eternal Wisdom binds 

We sing for life, we sing for death, 
For life and death are one. 

~ 
 I’ve been in this same house nearly fifty years transforming it       
like a set decoration into a New York style kitchen, with black and 
white tiled floor, mirrors, art deco wall covering, and the black 
kitchen bar. I fashioned a Hollywood liquor cabinet out of an old 
chest of drawers, painted it white. The bottles now dusty. 
 I created a white Hollywood bedroom with a white overhead       
fan, white wicker furniture, a white chaise lounge, French paned 
patio doors looking out onto the deck and garden beyond. 
 I gave the dining room table to Goodwill and turned it into a       
music area with album covers on the wall, a new 3-speed turntable 
and the retro album cover poster. My life story in songs. I wish 
Mother could see it.!

 The sands of time are running out. Soon I’ll be turning eighty.      
Some days it is enough to have created so much. 



 There was beauty in every teardrop, in every sadness, and      
broken dream. There was meaning in every moment, when I can 
stay curious about what’s around that last bend. The Universe has 
been supporting me all along, with a little help from my friends, 
the Marys, the Marthas and the Madelaines. 
 I got the idea for this book back in November 2015. Something      
in me always knew I had to connect all the dots of my life. I had to 
tell how my early life led to the music and here I am finishing it. 
Confessions of a Blue Tomato couldn’t have been written until 
now. It has a meaning all it’s own. I love realizing that Mother’s 
double helix is woven into every page. 
 Maybe all it takes is to learn to love your fate—amor fati.      !

Amor fati - love your fate 
even if you didn’t get what you wanted 
even if you didn’t want what you got, 

even if your plans were thwarted 
and ended in deadend streets. !

Love your fate 
even if hope was overrated 

even if the prison bars 
were of your own making. !

Love it because 
the sun will be there every day 

even when you can’t see it, 
because just living itself is beautiful, 

in some strange mad way. !
d


