
"You got married to feed your children?" I question, incredulous. 

"You do what you have to do. It didn't work though. Every penny in the house was his. 

I had to ask for money to grocery shop, to buy clothes for you. Anissa was on the way by then. 

The day I had to beg for money for personal items for myself, I drew the line. You cannot 

imagine the shame of having to justify asking a man for money to buy sanitary napkins. I swore 

that would never happen to me again or any of my daughters," she explained, with far less 

emotion than I felt listening to the story. The spoon whipped around the mixing bowl at a greater 

speed than before, a resigned punishment of the batter she has control over. 

"So, that's why you joined the military?" 

"Yep. I was walking down the street, saw some advertisement, and was in the recruiter's 

chair that day. Since I joined, I have always put a little aside for myself in case of any emergency 

or hardship." Fixing her liquid eyes run through with steel on mine, she continues. "If you never 

listen to another word I say, do not ever let a man run your life to the point where you cannot 

even take care of your own body without his permission. I will not stand for that." 

"But why did you have to go on welfare in the first place?" I ask, confused and frustrated 

for a humiliation that is now my own as well. "Why didn't you take Jimmie to court? Sue for 

child support like you're always advising me to do?" My voice has taken on a plaintive high­

pitched tone that I cannot control. 

Her back has taken on a rigid stance with both feet planted firmly side by side. 

"He was ordered to pay child support; he just didn't do it." 

I am stunned. Until now, I had grown up believing my mother just walked away from 

my father, too proud to ask for his help. Surely, he did not know about this ruling of the court. 

Surely, he did not tum his back on his children knowing they needed help. 

"Y ou mean, a court actually drew up papers and ordered him to help you? Are you sure 

he knew about it?" 
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"Of course they did and of course he did. His signature and admission of fatherhood 

were required for me to receive any aid." 

"He knew you were on welfare because of him and he did nothing?" I balk, my voice 

almost straining in disbelief. "Why didn' you sue him for not paying then, since he had already 

been ordered to?" 

"I did not see the point in a Black woman dragging a Black man into court so that a 

White man can force him to do the right thing by his own children. That didn't seem right to me," 

she states quietly. 

My mouth is suddenly dry as my lips snap together. Sitting back in my seat, I must blink 

rapidly a few times to think clearly. Looking at the work worn hands putting the finished bread 

into the oven, I am painfully aware that I am not this woman's equal. We are similar but not the 

same. She is still my mother, but now so much more. She has lived what I have only read about 

in sociology textbooks. I now see the pride and dignity in how she moves, the way she speaks the 

clothes she wears as integral to her being, not just personality traits. Her backbone has been 

hammered straight and strong over time; she could not do otherwise if she tried. 

As the smell of baking food drifts through the house, she suggests we sit on the porch 

until dinner is ready. The sun still filters through the branches of tall trees in the yard making a 

patchwork of the grass and driveway. We sit in silence listening to the birds meet and greet one 

another. The time for talk is done, for now. With my head in her lap, she strokes my hair as I 

stare in wonder at the sun sinking low and brilliant behind mountains that cannot be moved. 
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Conclusion 

Being a minority American evokes many different responses within a single human 

being: fear, pity, resistance, and anger. There is no way any single person can put a stereotyped 

label on "how Blacks feel." Every child goes through a time of confusion; they wonder about 

their place in society. They wonder whether or not they will be accepted, trying to prove 

themselves worthy. But a Black child has a different experience that cannot be fully understood 

unless you have lived it. One grows tired of proving oneself time and again. While most of these 

stories deal with rejection and acceptance, there are many varied themes and conclusions to draw 

from the material. While this conclusion is by no means exhaustive, it will give a concise guide 

to using this collection of stories to deal with broader issues then the ones explicitly dealt with in 

the body of the work. 

Firstly, it must be understood that those who are willing to learn new information, skills 

and techniques are the only ones who can bring about any substantial change. What is written in 

textbooks about slavery or the Harlem Renaissance is not enough. We are real people who are 

living the experiences so many blindly believe are behind us, or only apply to the ignorant. Do 

not forget about past wrongs, but there are plenty of current wrongs that go unnoticed and 

un rectified every day. Good faith efforts and speeches by key public officials do nothing to help 

young Blacks feel they have any course for redress through the channels that are supposed to be 

established for exactly these reasons. As in "Chocolate Bar" and "Dirty," those the system has in 

place to help people in need do not put forth the effort they should. Parents, teachers and 

bystanders have to become actively involved or the status quo will never change. There should 

certainly be no surprise when one finds Black Americans wary of any governmental promises to 

right past wrongs. Affirmative action and least of all guaranteeing the right to vote as the great 

equalizers have had very little commitment for the long haul. 
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It is an uncertain world Black Americans live in. Integral to this uncertainty is the 

definition of the race by an "other." No one should have to wait around to find out his or her 

label, as the little girl in "Dirty." But not all injustice comes from an antagonistic outsider. Even 

those who are "friends of the Negro" or personal friends can spurn you leaving you more alone 

than when you began. There is the double-edged sword that tells Blacks to fight for their rights, 

but not too hard. Again, "Chocolate Bar" is an excellent example of bureaucracy adding more 

confusion to an already complicated situation. Many Blacks grow tired of dealing with situations 

where obvious wrongs are being perpetrated and ignored by those claiming to be friends or at 

least enlightened. "Milkshake" has many themes, but one is a reiteration of this idea of self­

preservation at the cost of another. If it does not affect a person directly, it is not their problem, 

whether or not they witness the situation. Rights have been given to and taken away from Blacks 

indiscriminately since they entered this country. There is no reason to assume that this will 

miraculously cease in the 1990's. 

Blaming the victim for his suffering is neither justified nor logical, but there are many 

injustices heaped upon Blacks by other Blacks. Intraracial segregation according to appearance is 

a form of internalized self-hate; it is also self-defeating. The story "Hair" deals with this idea of 

good traits versus bad traits. Because Blacks have long been unable to truly define themselves, 

there is confusion about what being Black truly is. At different times it has been popular to be 

fair; comedians joke that the only good time to have a dark complexion is during Black history 

month. "Zebra," too, discusses this mixed media message both young and old in the Black 

community receive. An interracial couple is seen as negative while their offspring are deemed 

beautiful. Stereotypes are not all them against us. Oftentimes it is us against ourselves. 

Women have always had to take care of their children. The recent rash of persecution of 

fathers who abandon their families is merely the courts' reflection of what society is demanding. 

This is true for all hues of the population; Black families do appear to be disproportionately 

represented, however. There is the problem of the defeminization of Black women with no 
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chance for the issue to be redressed. While women work outside of the home supporting families 

on their own, it is seen as emasculating the Black men. If women did not work outside of the 

home, many families would literally starve as my mother so eloquently put it in "The Rain in 

Spain." No woman should have to choose between her mate and her children. Not every Black 

man is on drugs or in prisons; that is a myth also perpetrated by propaganda. But there is a 

problem with men choosing themselves over their children. The long-term affects can be 

devastating. 

Rights are not given to Blacks on some golden platter as so many in privileged positions 

might suggest. We fight for them every day inch by inch. The battle is being waged by our 

children as well as our women and men. And the struggle is not one-sided. There are whites 

willing to reach out ("Blue Line Dancing" and "The Duke") and stand as equals for their own 

sake, not what others might believe to be appropriate. While most of the stories involve some 

conflict over the status quo and my perception of what it ought to be, one thing should become 

obvious. I keep trying. Our parents had race riots and peace marches. The struggle is not over, 

and the Dream is not dead. People have to help people who are willing to help themselves. 

There is no other way for this fiery issue to be resolved without active participation from all 

sides; a yielding of ground so that we may all meet in the center of the green. 
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