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Chapter 1
Born Cajun
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I was born a poor little crippled girl in 1960 in Alexandria, Louisiana. As the doctor handed me to my mama, he prepared her for a life of taking care of a child who would never walk. My brother, Darrell was only thirteen months old, but he was perfect.    

If that wasn’t enough of a challenge, she also marked me with a name that set me up for even more bullying: Freda. Spelled like Fred. 

THANKS, MOM!

I have vague memories of learning how to walk at two years with casts on both of my legs. Not only that, I have vivid memories of the years I wore “corrective” shoes. We were low-income and the state provided for my surgery and shoes. I got one pair a year for all seasons.

When my teenage daughter had to get braces on her teeth, she whined, “Did you ever have to wear braces?” I answered, “Yes, but mine were on my legs!”

After corrective surgery at three, my grandma said I was blessed. My cousin, Pookie, was born with the same disability, but surgery didn’t work for him. He spent his entire life in a wheelchair. For years, the family debated whether it was a coincidence or genetics. In Pookie’s case? Definitely genetics.

His parents were cousins!
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Chapter 2
School Daze
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First Day Woes

The first day of school was excruciating for me for three reasons:

My shoes

My name

The note my mama pinned on my dress, giving my teacher permission to paddle me.

That note set the tone from the moment I entered the class.

Then came roll call. My braces clanked like loose tools in a toolbox as I waited for Ms. Miller to go down the list:

“Becky?”

“Here!”

“Julie?”

“Here!”

“Karen?”

“Here!”

“Susan?”

“Here!”

“Fred?”... “FRED-AH?” (Giggles).

I would meekly raise my hand and mutter, “It’s Freda with a DUH!” (More giggles. AGAIN, THANKS MOM.)

Soap Operas and Poundcake

We lived right across the street from the school. I could have thrown a rock and hit our front porch. But Mama still made me ride the bus. I was the last kid to get dropped off but this was her time to watch soap operas and chat on the phone.

From my classroom window, I could always tell when she had company—and knew she was serving coffee and pound cake. I would feign a stomachache so I could go home while the cake was still warm. When the teacher called, Mama told her to send me to the sickroom, paddle me, or put me in the hall. Do not send her home! “   

Mama didn’t drive and couldn’t afford a doctor, so when I was sick, she gave me an enema. It was her cure all. She’d fill a large pan with warm, soapy water while I ran out the back door faster than Seabiscuit. She chased me around our house with an enema bulb in her hand like a barefoot anchor in a baton relay. I was the lead off but after a few laps, my leg braces slowed me down. That and the fact that I was probably constipated. 

So I spent most of my days in the hall, jumping up and down, peeking in the little window on the classroom door. I wanted to know what I was missing.

I’m sure the noise of my leg braces was more distracting than talking, but I was beginning to like it out there.
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Chapter 3
Report Card Daze
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I was so excited when I received my first report card. The teacher handed them out and told us to bring them home to be signed.

I didn’t really understand the grading scale, but I saw a lot of check marks and assumed I was a genius. I ran home and handed the card to Daddy while Mama got the belt.
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The card read:


	“Talks Too Much” – Check

	“Daydreams in Class” – Check

	“Clowns to Get Attention” – Check

	“Does Not Use Time Wisely” – Check

	“Needs Improvement” – Check

	“Annoys Others?” – Check       




The only annoying one was Ms. Miller!



This was the day I told Mama and Daddy that I was running away from home. Mama, being a good caretaker, asked if I wanted a can of Vienna Sausage for the road.

I walked out the door and got as far as the steps. I sat and waited for what seemed like hours (probably 10 minutes). When I thought they’d suffered enough,  I tried to get back in. But the door was locked!

There was no “Freda Alert,” no helicopters or drones, and no picture on the milk carton—nothing!

As I finished my can of sausage, I figured home wasn’t so bad after all.
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Chapter 4
Clown Daze
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Use Your Noggin

My second-grade teacher, Ms. Sowers, was at least a hundred years old, and she quickly grew tired of my antics! One day, she told me to “use my noggin,” and I burst into giggles. I didn’t know what a noggin was, but it sounded funny. I took that opportunity to do a little comedy routine for my friend next to me, and she got the giggles, too.

That’s when I found out that, though she was as old as dirt, Ms. Sowers had the strength of a thirty-year-old bodybuilder on “roids”. She grabbed the front of my desk and dragged it from the back of the class to the front in two seconds flat. She spun it around so fast I went airborne and saw Jesus. I did a hard landing and was suddenly facing the class. She pointed at me and yelled, “You want to be a clown, Freda? Then, here you go! Be a clown!”

I guess you could say that Ms. Sowers gave me the stage. Before I finished my warmup, she called my mama to come get me.

No applause. No encore.

And what did Mama say? “Paddle her and send her back to class!”

Recess Wars

The classroom wasn’t the only battlefield. Recess had its own challenges. The sad part? Ms. Sowers wore orthopedic shoes that looked like mine. I heard about that. A lot!

My “corrective shoes” came with Thomas heels and steel-toe shanks that were as heavy as boat anchors. Ms. Sowers kept me in from recess whenever clouds even thought about forming. She said she was protecting me, but I suspect it was her own fear of lightening that kept me inside.

I loved to run, so I was fortunate that Winston Groom had not yet given birth to the infamous Forrest Gump. At least I was spared that taunt. However, every generation gets its own TV catchphrase that filters its way to the playground. 

To this day, I cannot eat a Frito corn chip without hearing the Frito Bandito jingle in my head. “Ay, yi yi yi, I am the Frito Bandito.” By the way, kids, it’s Freda with a DUH! Not FreTOE! 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5
Saturdays with the Little Bastards
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I loved going to my grandma and grandpa’s house on Saturdays. The grown-ups played booray while we kids ran wild in the streets like feral cats. I had 36 first cousins. Thirty-six!

When my aunts and uncles drove up to Grandpa’s house in their big station wagons packed with kids, Grandpa would announce, “Well, here come the little bastards.” And when it was time to leave, he’d holler, “Y’all better count ’em! Don’t leave any of the little bastards!”

As a kid, I honestly thought “Little Bastards” was a term of endearment. These days? I know better!

Pyro or Psycho?

One Saturday, one of the little bastards—my cousin Don Don—was playing with matches under Grandma’s back porch. He accidentally set it on fire, which broke up the card game real fast. The fire got put out, but every little bastard got a whipping.

From that day on, Grandpa started calling cousin Don Don “Al Capone.” He would forever be known as the infamous gangster.

Banana Pudding Inferno

But Al Capone wasn’t the only gangster in the family. My cousin, Phyllis and I were playing in the road, and she had a match, trying to burn this big ant. I felt sorry for the poor thing and tossed it in the empty field across the road.

We went inside and ate a whole bowl of freshly made banana pudding. When we walked back outside, the field was on fire. Phyllis grabbed a rake, and I started stomping with my corrective shoes. Grandpa sat on the porch rocking, never saying a word.
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