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For the unseen






INTRODUCTION

My early career as a journalist coincided with the collapse of the newspaper industry. A generation prior, I might have spent years filing stories for the same newsroom. Instead, following my graduation with degrees in journalism and English in 2002, out of economic necessity my writing took many forms: daily news stories for struggling midsize papers, culture pieces for alternative weeklies in major cities, travel features for global airline magazines, even grant proposals for statewide social service agencies.

Meanwhile, through my twenties I tended my yearning to go deep and long with narrative; many nights, I worked on a book about my rural, working-poor family. (Other nights, to make ends meet, I poured whiskey at a biker bar on Interstate 70.)

Along the way, I earned an MFA in nonfiction writing from Columbia University, taught journalism as an adjunct at a small private university, and became a tenured professor of nonfiction writing at a midsize public university. My writing labors turned academic; amid teaching undergraduates, I revamped the English department’s journal, wrote research papers, organized author lectures, sat on writing-conference panels. Even then, to augment my modest salary, I remained an ink-stained hustler. During one summer break, I researched and wrote two pop-history books for a small publisher in order to pay for my own wedding.

While it required dexterity to do so, I was fortunate to make—or half make—a living as a writer through that perilous new digital moment when print journalism became “content,” TV news became “infotainment,” local newspapers and even major magazines folded, and media in general became more urban, more coastal, more class-privileged. One former colleague after another was laid off by some news organization and found work in public relations—in many cases, creating the spin we were trained to outsmart in pursuit of facts. A decade into my career, among my graduating class from a venerable journalism school, I was one of the last reporters standing.

Simultaneous with this historic, consequential reshaping of an industry, a more personal tension pressed against my journalistic calling: where I came from.

My first news story distributed by the Associated Press, in 2001, when I was a college senior, had documented classist frameworks for determining student financial need at the US Department of Education. Ever since, my work had exposed various sorts of marginalization. I never set out with such a mission. Rather, as a woman out of rural poverty, my own marginalization—not just in our society but in the newsrooms covering it—trained my eye on injustice.

As political and cultural fractures deepened during the Obama era, I saw that the increasingly corporatized, digitized, and monopolized news industry didn’t just have blind spots. Rather, it viewed places like my home at the center of the country through a telescope from a faraway dimension and, worse, pronounced its misunderstandings with palpable smugness.

Many fine, underpaid journalists preserved local reporting in such places wherever possible. These were no “media elites,” to be sure. Yet, even they were from a different world, a place where parents had college degrees, kids went to summer camp, clothes came brand-new from the mall, and no one had ever eaten turtle caught from a cattle watering hole—conditions my own family regarded as “rich.”

By the 2012 presidential election, when I was in my early thirties, I had left academia. I had left a marriage too. I had left, as I reference in more than one of these collected essays, assorted manner of bullshit. A cleared vessel, I could feel my voice throbbing in my throat, aching to scream what few, if any, in mainstream news media could see or name: the multipronged classism of these United States and related stereotypes about rural America.

I felt that I could be of best service to my profession not only by reporting objective information about those matters but by contextualizing them with subjective personal truth. That effort should not be the detached analysis of the op-ed pages, I thought, but a direct witnessing.

Such a turn involved several obstacles.

To begin with, entering the story is generally frowned upon by reporters of a certain era, those who taught me that “I” is an embarrassing pox upon the dissemination of facts. (That shame is applied selectively; those same reporters tend to venerate the White, male, upper-middle-class gonzo “journalists” of the mid–twentieth century who not only employed the first person but wholly fictionalized their accounts whenever it suited them.) For years I had successfully compartmentalized my journalistic work and a years-long memoir project, allowing the first person into the latter but never the former. While I remain a purist about conveying facts—in my work, no direct quote shall be altered, no detail shall be conjured, and even in memoir the fallibility of memory shall be acknowledged—I had come to believe that personal perspective might deepen the resonance of those facts without blurring their edges.

This interior triumph, overriding a learned distaste for my own voice, had difficult timing. My country was not ready to hear what I had to say. Or, rather, the gatekeepers of an increasingly exclusive industry were not ready to let me be heard. For several years, even as I landed a couple major digital bylines for Harper’s reporting on a state constitutional crisis over school funding in Kansas, my essays on class were turned down repeatedly by newspapers and magazines. The first such essay of mine to go viral, a 2014 examination of access to dentistry as class signifier, was rejected by multiple US outlets before finally being published by the digital magazine Aeon, based in London—a place that, while no less rife with class problems, differs from mine for having discussed those problems for centuries.

Then there was the matter of needing to eat. The first essay in this collection, a 2013 piece for the Huffington Post—notoriously built on the labor of unpaid writers seeking a “platform”—received zero compensation, though I was no fledgling journalist; I was thirty-three and had been a professional writer for more than a decade. Two years later, for a New Yorker digital piece about laws that unfairly punish the poor, also included here, I received—for at least forty cumulative hours of research, writing, and responding to the meticulous editing and fact-checking that makes the New Yorker a standard-bearer worldwide—$250. Within hours of its publication, my excellent editor there, whom I trust was working with a scant budget of someone else’s design, emailed to say the piece was the second most popular read at the New Yorker website.

Being underpaid by the world’s eminent newspapers and magazines for illuminating socioeconomic struggle would become the central paradox of my work as an essayist—an insult that validates the points I make in their pages about undervalued labor and the chattering classes who can afford to write for peanuts since their wealth is assured by other means.

Due to the biases of such publications, preserving the dignity of the people I document often has required running defense against edits, headlines, or accompanying photographs and illustrations that conveyed the very stereotypes against which I wrote. If I filed a two-thousand-word, thoroughly researched piece on, say, the large, diverse minority of liberals and progressives in “red states,” without my vigilance it would be packaged with a headline such as “A Different Perspective from Trump Country” and a photo of round White men wearing red “Make America Great Again” hats. In the fast media landscape, these trimmings affect a reader’s posture before she ever reads my words. I have been largely successful in my requests that editors and art departments eschew these clichés, but such requests by a freelance writer are generally considered audacious.

I summon that audacity on behalf of the poor and the working class not because they are a sentimentalized ideal from my past—some salt of the earth I reflect on from an apartment building with a doorman—but because they are the complicated, human core of my present. They are my neighbors in rural Kansas. They are my blood. They are the foundation of who I am and the reason my voice exists. Their relentless portrayal as scapegoats for a nation’s ills evoked in me a relentless rebuttal—which, across publications, required repetition of specific points that I hope you’ll forgive in this collected format.

I have written about them in specific, individual terms only when I had their blessing to do so. While I will not claim that it has always been easy for the people described in these essays to see their private traumas and shames offered up to the masses as evidence of socioeconomic injustice, I have never sought a blessing that wasn’t given.

The sharing of intimate information—in my case, not just the details of my life but my voice—isn’t easy for me either. It might surprise readers to learn that I am one of the most private people I know; my memoir books and essays are by no means a litany of the worst or most shocking things I’ve experienced but rather have been selectively rendered to illuminate our shared public concerns. My impulse toward withdrawal and self-protection in today’s garishly confessional world is often painfully at odds with my obvious calling to be heard. The essays in this book differ in form and theme; they range from political commentary to media critique, from reportage to memoir, from policy analysis to cultural criticism. They frequently address gender and the environment, with class as the ever-present underpinning, whether implicit or explicit. While they vary in these ways, not one was published without my becoming nauseous at the thought of it being read.

Despite these barriers, the essays in this collection (and many more, left out) entered the world. Because they did, I met some people who changed my life.

I met the literary agent who represents me, the editor who shepherds the books I write, the publishing house that pays me very well for those books, even major celebrities who publicly endorsed my work. But I met someone else who, in some ways, changed my life even more.

I met you.

Many thousands of you, relieved to read about the aspect of American identity for so long ignored that you struggled to articulate it about your own lives.

You are poor. You have never contacted a writer before. You joined the military to pay for college, or you were homeless for twenty years. You can’t get Medicaid to cover the treatment you need because you smoke. At a free dental clinic, they pulled out all your teeth. You knew I was the real deal because I wrote about the good times poor folks enjoy. You would rather be a toothless old witch laughing with her friends at Dollar General than the queen of England, because you couldn’t live with yourself hoarding so much material wealth.

Or you used to be poor, and now you aren’t. You are from a working-class family in Pennsylvania and attended an elite university, or you grew up in the South Bronx and now afford things your family of origin can’t. You feel emboldened to call out class condescension. You are from Somalia and now study at a state university in North Dakota. You are wondering, how do I navigate the feeling of isolation both where I began and where I’ve landed? You are from the Appalachian Mountains and feel like an alien at the office. You are twenty-three and feel like you’ve lived decades longer, or you are sixty-two and will never forget how your father brought home roadkill and fried the meat. You were raised on tribal lands, which is a rural experience. You loved reading about the three-wheeler, which reminded you of your grandparents’ house, where you spent a lot of time for complicated reasons. You feel like you aren’t as good as other people, even though intellectually you know that’s not right. Your White mom met your dad, a recent Vietnamese immigrant, while working at a drill bit manufacturing company. A guy from the city bought your mom’s farmhouse, and later you discovered a blog post he wrote about the “redneck refuge” she left behind. You are from Louisiana and believe my White grandmother and your Black mother might be the same woman. You are a Bay Area director crying on your way to work. You are no longer humiliated by someone else’s descriptions of your background. You define yourself.

Or you never were poor. You are a physician who treats elderly immigrants in Massachusetts, a relatively generous state, and even there your patients struggle to access care. You are a dairy farmer in upstate New York, getting by but angry about corporate greed. You are a young television writer who will be following my work. You are a Swedish woman who wants me to know that, despite the social safety nets, class is a problem in your country too. You are a White man who volunteers on the board of a health clinic and admires the clinic’s toughest staff worker, who used to be in a gang in California. You will remember what I wrote and meet people where they are without pity or condescension.

This dialogue we have found over the years is the honor of my life. I hope you will share with others what you have shared with me. If you do, we will transcend the failing of newspapers and the rise of social media, which eventually will fail too. So long as we keep talking—bearing witness to our own truths while staying humble to what other eyes have seen and open to the facts that would disrupt our assumptions—we will uncover the single, unchanging reality that we are all writing, reading, posting, sharing, and speaking toward: our connection to one another.

Sometimes, “I” is just another word for “we” or “you.” The White, rural, working-poor people about whom I most often write—they are your people too.

August 31, 2023






HOW I MOVED TWENTY-ONE TIMES BEFORE COLLEGE Parcel, 2013



	1. Decision. Maybe it was made of necessity—a rent payment couldn’t be made, a job beckoned on the other side of town, a cruel or wishy-washy or absent husband made a place unbearable. This place doesn’t have a good vibe was reason enough, because the reasons didn’t matter so much. Reasons were intangible or, at best, details. Action was real life.

	2. Notification. Tell the boss, call the utility companies. One last outing at the bar with friends from work, maybe. Family members might receive a casual announcement, at the last minute. Mom told me about her first divorce while we were folding towels on top of the dryer, and neither of us cried. I tried to hide my excitement as I asked to call my only friend on our rural party line to break the news. My dad embraced a drunken depression, as any rational person might, but Mom had about her a thrill, a cat’s quickened scratching at the door upon sensing that it soon would open. While Dad silently moped off to construction sites and wheat fields, she filled out change-of-address forms and made to-do lists in gorgeous cursive on dollar-store legal pads. (Also an option: Leave now, report later.)

	3. Sorting. We did the grunt work ourselves, of course. I had no idea a professional moving industry existed. We gathered cardboard boxes from grocery stores, avoiding those that had stored produce, as they smelled rotten and had big, square holes in the bottoms. But before we could stuff them with shirts and papers and pictures from drawers, plates and vases from cabinets, wrenches and canned food from basements, we made two piles: things we’d keep, and things for the garage sale to be hosted by whichever family member lived on the highest-traffic street of Wichita at the moment. I spread my toys across my bedroom floor and discerned what I really needed. I implored my four-year-old brother to consider that he never played with that G.I. Joe anyway. Mom was in the living room getting down to business. Hand-sewn Halloween costumes of Dorothy, the Scarecrow, an Indian girl? Halloween is over. Almost-new lamp? Reminds me of the ex-husband who bought it. Coffee table? Piece of junk from someone else’s garage sale anyhow. Into the sale pile.
Sarah, have you seen my lighter?



	4. Sale. The night before our sales, which we called garage sales even when they took place on driveways or front yards, I made signs with cardboard and black, inch-thick markers that squeaked as I colored in the arrows that would point bargain hunters our way. I made the signs because everyone knew I could draw a straight line. Mom, a saleswoman, knew the best price to write on adhesive tags, and Grandma Betty was a formidable opponent in haggling matches. Aunt Pud was good at spotting thieves, and her boyish daughter Shelly could carry a solid oak headboard on one arm. We all had our specializations.
On the eve of a sale, after sorting and pricing and spreading items onto long card tables to be kept in the closed garage until early morning, we rigged the homemade sale signs to impromptu stakes, taking care that arrows on opposite sides of the sign pointed in the same direction. We loaded the signs into a pickup bed and lurched around the neighborhood of the moment, the driver idling the engine as the rest of us jumped from pickup to curb, laughing in the darkness as we pounded the stakes into hard earth with hammers. At least one sign would give us trouble, refusing to pierce the ground deeply enough to be stable; at sunrise, when someone went to get a fast-food breakfast and a newspaper—to check on the classified ad we took out (HUGE SALE)—the stubborn sign would have fallen. But we counted ourselves lucky if it hadn’t rained overnight and made a soggy mess of the cardboard.

If the newspaper ad said the sale started at 8 a.m. on Thursday, the female bargain warriors arrived before seven, their hair wet in the early summer sun, faces makeup-free, agendas fierce.

Do you have any lamps, what do you want for the mirror, and would you take a quarter for these tennis shoes because they’re pretty dirty.

Male patrons often were war veterans who wanted to chat about the old days; they sought tools and antique toys, maybe some dated electronics.

Over two or three days our inventory shrank, and the purchase list we kept on a legal pad grew longer. The list included three or four columns to track separately each seller’s profits, since the whole family joined in the sale, even if only one person was moving. I sat with a calculator at a card table and made change from a brown metal cash box, as I did every Fourth of July when we sold firecrackers under a tent in a field.

Sarah, have you seen the marker? Where are the scissors? Mark down the underwear table to a nickel apiece. Hey, check out the van—plenty of room for them to take our junk.

Everyone was sweating. The sales usually ended Saturday afternoon.



	5. Donation. After the exhausting, three-day sale, we threw what remained into plastic trash bags and drove it to a thrift store. But before that, a friend of the family would decide to take the floral comforter that hadn’t sold.
C’mon, let me pay you something for it.

Aw hell, just take it.



	6. Packing. I put Matt’s tiny clothes and my slightly less tiny clothes in boxes. My hands were black with newspaper ink from wrapping whiskey tumblers with Mom in the dining room. Bedding, curtains, pillows, and stuffed animals went into trash bags because they couldn’t break and would squish into tight spaces in pickup beds. Last to go were bathroom items, magnets on the fridge, mustard in the fridge.

	7. Departure. We loaded a pickup and a trailer hitched behind it. Heavy stuff went in first, or steering would be a real bitch. Then the mailbox was in the rearview mirror, and the cats were in the cab of the truck, clinging to the vinyl seats.
Sarah, run in and tell them five dollars unleaded and a pack of Marlboro Light 100s.



	8. Transit. During the drive—thirty minutes, maybe—from old place to new place: the lightness.

	9. Arrival. We pulled into our new driveway. We unpacked cheap decorations, decided what shelf the extra sheets would go on, cleaned the bathroom the last resident left filthy with thick hairs and rusty razors.
What day does trash go out? Did you get the toilet to stop running? Jiggle the handle? Where is the light switch? This bedroom seems to stay cooler. Sarah, write “roach trap” on the grocery list. I found the fan. You see an outlet?










HIGHWAY CONSTRUCTION MAY UNEARTH HUMAN REMAINS The Huffington Post, 2013


In a recent New Yorker story called “Rush,” a South Indian man says of his region’s growing East Coast Road, “Civilization only kills. I was much happier before we became civilized.” His wife, similarly devastated by their teenage son’s death in an automobile collision but recalling nights in a thatched hut surrounded by howling jackals, has a more nuanced take—the highway should be safer, its drivers better trained.

I’ll be the last to romanticize the rustic and the first to appreciate a paved road. Highway 54 in southern Kansas, visible on the flat horizon from my upstairs farmhouse bedroom, eased a portion of the hour-long bus ride to and from my crucial public education. (In a handful of years, I experienced three school-bus flips and crashes on muddy, snow-packed, or deer-frequented dirt roads.)

After school I often drove one of our Honda three-wheelers, first to the cattle pasture with feed buckets and then miles away to the closest county bridge over 54; I’d park the ATV, climb onto the concrete safety barrier, and dangle my legs. When eighteen-wheelers zoomed toward me at eighty miles per hour, I’d pump an arm in the air and clutch the railing as they whooshed beneath my feet, their friendly honks echoing from beneath the bridge, my hair lifting toward the sky on swift gusts.

It was a rush, as was the day I drove that same highway toward the University of Kansas in Lawrence, the hilly, treed town I have at times called home in the northeast corner of the state.

There, in coming weeks, construction of the South Lawrence Trafficway—six miles of broad highway meant to circumvent the college town—is set to violate a swath of the Wakarusa Wetlands, 640 acres of hydric soil rich with biodiversity and cultural significance. Following decades of legal battles, the $150 million project finally would join existing stretches of Kansas Highway 10 to east and west of Lawrence. The southern loop would provide a handy bypass for semitruck drivers and other commuters between Kansas City and Topeka (most efficiently linked at present by more northern points along Interstate 70).

Environmentalists, biologists, Indigenous tribes, and others have been fighting for an alternate route since the 1980s; some of them occupied the area, recently sliced by a wide, mowed path marked for digging, for three days this month.

As Akash Kapur’s New Yorker story demonstrates, progress is in the eye of the beholder. In many American cities, strategically charted twentieth-century highways represented “urban renewal” for white-collar commuters but meant, in James Baldwin’s words, “Negro removal” for established Black neighborhoods suddenly isolated from goods and services. To small towns, meanwhile, highways have been what railroads were during the nineteenth century: economic life or death.

The folk singer Tift Merritt describes the latter conundrum in a song perhaps inspired by Bynum, North Carolina, the former cotton-mill town where she got her start as a young performer. As Merritt sings about a new highway laid through the next town over, “Some nights, I’m glad it passed us by / Some nights, I sit and watch my hometown die.”

The South Lawrence Trafficway means destruction not for neighborhoods or industries but for one of three sensitive wetland ecosystems in Kansas. Points on quantitative ecological losses and conservation merits are best left to scientists and groups such as the Sierra Club, which called the would-be highway one of the fifty most environmentally offensive projects in the country. But many Kansans have become experiential experts on the Wakarusa Wetlands area—by leaving our computers and cars and entering it.

We’ve witnessed its snakes, herons, and turtles, touched its grasses in their tall autumn season, and worn its spring mud on our feet. We’ve watched its flowers open toward the sun, its foxes and owls move in and out of sight with the moon.

We are qualified to speak of its value and its life-forms, who suffer greater dearth of habitat than do we of asphalt thoroughfare. Where will they go? It’s a question imperialists and capitalists historically ask as afterthought and answer in whatever manner suits their purposes—as Indigenous tribes, African Americans, agricultural communities, the inner-city poor, and others know all too well.

The threatened wetlands border Haskell Indian Nations University, a four-year institution that opened under very different purposes in 1884 as the United States Indian Industrial Training School, a federal outpost for cultural genocide. The swampy area at the southern edge of the existing Haskell campus is held in memory and ceremony as a place to which terrorized children escaped to speak forbidden tongues, practice forbidden customs, remember themselves, and find family members. Haskell students died from disease, abuse, or suicide; a small campus cemetery contains more than a hundred of their bodies, but many were thrown, tribal elders say, into the wetlands.

State consultants, after reviewing such reports by trafficway objectors, said insufficient evidence existed for halting the project. In 2012, a federal appeals court made way for construction to begin.I

Officials have promised the highway won’t dig into deep soil and that tribal representatives may attend excavations. If construction workers hit human remains, officials have said, they will stop, notify police, call the state archaeologist.

As for environmental considerations, about $23 million of total funds have been earmarked for tending surrounding areas and constructing new wetlands and an education center. Since 1968, nearby Baker University has owned most of the wetlands area and used it for field research and education programs, while much smaller sections belong to Haskell, the University of Kansas, and the Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks.

No habitat goes unchanged, and our species is a flicker in infinite transitions of place. But we choose what role we play in that unfolding, and our choices reveal what we value, what our highways mean to us.

An improved life?

For whom?

In the case of the South Lawrence Trafficway, many commuters may enjoy an even faster transit. Wealthy developers and corporations will garner much of the projected $3.7 billion in commercial impact. An ecosystem will suffer, increasingly so as the highway gives rise to surrounding development. And, should construction machinery strike human remains, children’s bones will be disturbed by civilization for the second time.


	
I. The South Lawrence Trafficway opened in 2016 and is now part of a major transportation corridor in northeast Kansas. Its impact on the surrounding wetlands remains a point of research and concern.








DEAR DAUGHTER, YOUR MOM The Morning News, 2014


Your mom walks into Hooters. She’s wearing the famous spandex uniform. She’s eighteen. In her wallet is a Mensa membership card, which she knows is distasteful and wouldn’t show a soul but carries to remind herself that she knows a thing or two—a point that’s easy to forget and harder to share in necks of certain woods. When she’s a little older she’ll consider the ironic elements of the costume: the tank top’s wide-eyed owl, symbol of wisdom she’s possessed since birth, stretched across round breasts she herself sometimes admires; the nylon shorts’ neon hue, “safety orange” as the hunting garb she sometimes wore around the family farm to keep from getting shot. But right now she’s thinking about her body. Does it look good?

“What do you think, Billy?” the skinny manager, Bones, says to the squat, wolfish assistant manager. They’re both looking at her crotch. (The two men are also roommates, and Bones just handily won a debate about pubic hairs on bars of soap. Billy, who may have been inspired by dialogue on Friends: “Soap cleans itself.” Bones: “You’re an idiot, Billy.”)

“Turn around,” Billy tells your mom. Her heart races as she pivots awkwardly on her white high-tops. “Shorts are too big,” he says.

“What?” she says, playing dumb. She’s five foot three. She knew the smallest available uniform size would be required to achieve protocol, but she gave it a shot—not because she wouldn’t be seen in shorts shorter than her ass but because she’s genuinely worried about how her ass looks.

“They’re too big. You need the smallest size,” Billy says, rubbing his hand along his short black beard.

“I don’t think so,” your mom says, her voice firm. Her hair is blond, as in any good joke. “These are fine,” she says.

“Maybe she’s right,” Bones says, looking your mom in the eye.

But Billy orders her to put on smaller shorts. She smiles on her way to the back room so as to not seem difficult or defeated. Your mom is here to make however much money a Hooters Girl might make without flirting or tolerating abuse. She’s tired and unimpressed and knows that plenty of jobs are worse than this one.

Your mom’s previous summer job involved weighing wheat trucks, wearing a hard hat, and hauling feed sacks into the volatile mill of a rural grain elevator just after an elevator down the road exploded, killing seven people. When she was a child, her carpenter dad took a second job transporting industrial chemicals and, after fumes leaked into the cab of the truck, foamed at the mouth in an emergency room. Her uncle died when his tractor slid off a muddy bridge and pinned him to a creek bed. Her great-grandma was raped while closing a small Wichita hamburger stand. Her grandma chased and counseled felons as a cop and probation officer (but was shot at home by an ex-husband with her own gun). Your mom’s mom spent many summers under a hot tent (with your tiny mom), in a field whose stubble was sometimes on fire, unloading and peddling Chinese fireworks that are now illegal. There were many other dangerous jobs, homes, and men. Taking all this into account, your mom—the accidental daughter of a very smart and rightfully angry teenager—decided early to do things differently than everyone around her. That meant she would not drink, smoke, have sex, or get any grade but an A until she had a job and a home where she was safe.

Your mom got a full ride to the biggest university in Kansas, the only school to which she applied. The guidance counselor at her three-hundred-student, rural high school—which had no Advanced Placement program and sketched out for her a loose individualized education plan with a teacher for gifted students who served multiple underfunded school districts—had forgotten to tell her she should take the SAT, which many top universities required of applicants. (She did take the Preliminary SAT one morning, somehow, but was exhausted from waiting tables at Pizza Hut the previous night and, thinking it an inconsequential practice exam, answered questions with uncharacteristic carelessness. Weeks later, the counselor approached her in the hallway. “You only missed National Merit by a few points,” he said. “What’s National Merit?” she asked.) She experienced her enrollment at the University of Kansas as a supreme success, though, attributed in part to not drinking or smoking but, above all, to not letting a single penis anywhere near her vagina.

A few days after she turned eighteen, before the Hooters gig, your mom loaded the back seat of her car, which she bought with money earned at the grain elevator and at a Best Western reservations call center in Wichita, with her books, swing CDs, corduroy, and journals. She drove alone three hours from the dirt road to the county blacktop to the interstate to her new town, following directions she’d carefully highlighted in mailed packets back in her bedroom. (This was, at least among a certain class, just before the digital age.) When she found her dorm room, her three roommates were there with their parents, who wrote them checks when they left.

Your mom took many jobs that freshman year. She worked the front desk at her dorm, taking messages and sorting care packages from mothers into appropriate mail bins. She tutored mostly Black junior high students in Kansas City and Topeka. She organized and led a mostly White environmental cleanup crew at Lake Erie over spring break. She worked on the stage crew for a major performing arts center and wrote popular columns for the college paper. She often was recognized on campus, though, as “the Loveline girl,” a moniker that arose when Adam Carolla pointed her out as “a piece of candy you can’t unwrap” before thousands at the events venue where she worked, and as a featured guest in a black cowboy hat at a party launching the first-ever “Women of KU” calendar, though later she declined to be featured in said calendar. Your mom always acted composed and self-assured, but it was a harrowing task, discerning among the vocations inherited from her family, suggested by the world, and authentic to herself.

Your mom double-majored in journalism and creative writing. (She was among the first in her family to finish high school, so she received little reliable advice on such matters. She’d intended to be a paleontologist, but after she’d said as much for years, when she was ten or so your well-meaning grandpa asked what a paylia-whatever was, shook his head, and told her that a girl could be a teacher or a nurse.) She got straight As. She got a little drunk but not too drunk. She barely let a single penis anywhere near her vagina.

After her front desk gig and dorm government involvement, the housing department offered your mom a coveted resident assistant position. She declined because the placement was for the all-girls dorm where most Greek pledges lived until moving into their respective sorority houses as upperclassmen. Making her home in such an environment, where girls indirectly abused one another, she imagined, would sap what not even Lilith Fair could restore. But her current approach to self-sustenance, working several minimum-wage jobs while taking eighteen credit hours of honors courses per semester, wasn’t sustainable either. She was eighteen and tired. Sometimes she had to steal food. (There no doubt were less-draconian options—slow down, take fewer classes, work even longer hours—that she either rejected or couldn’t see.) She needed fast money, both in yield per hour and in the immediate form of cash. She heard a high school friend had worked at Hooters. She’d been hearing about her own breasts the last few years. So that summer after freshman year, while living in Wichita, she put on the orange shorts and the tank top with the owl. She turned nineteen that August and, when sophomore year started, moved three hours up the highway again and changed restaurant locations to a Hooters in an affluent Kansas City suburb—moving up.

Most of her fellow Hooters Girls enjoyed their roles, it seemed; they accepted invitations to caddy for NBA players at golf tournaments or attend parties after last call or hold car washes in the parking lot to attract customers from the highway. Your mom, though, drew a durable line between herself and her job and stuck to the necessities: put on the uniform, show up, take orders, set beer and chicken wings on tables, collect payment. She smiled; she worked quickly and efficiently. She relished slow shifts that allowed for existential conversations with chain-smoking cooks or for learning about the children and modeling dreams and military husbands of her fellow waitresses, who were startled by her interest and obliged with photos and stories.

She took any chance to sell merchandise rather than serve beer. Merch girls were slightly detached from broader operations; they wore all-black getups that set them apart on the floor and, without the kitchen-staff middlemen required for food sales, enjoyed considerable opportunity to rob the place blind. On nights peddling merch, your mom, the quiet Hooters Girl in black, dispensed golf balls, key chains, and T-shirts bearing the corporate slogan’s unnecessary comma and apparently unintentional redundancy of meaning, and she neglected to report about a quarter of the proceeds.

Your mom didn’t hesitate to steal a little from Hooters. She knew the people who ran the joint stole a little from it too. And she didn’t worry about getting caught. In junior high she’d walked out of drugstores with entire sets of Topps baseball cards under her jacket; she enjoyed the cards for a while and then sold them (except the Kevin Seitzer rookie card, with which she couldn’t bear to part) to buy Christmas presents for her family. Back then, at night she cried and prayed fervently to the Holy Trinity for forgiveness. By college she was less convinced about where the guilt lay. She didn’t hesitate to steal a little.

She did, however, hesitate every time she drove to work, first in Wichita and then in the wealthy Kansas City suburb. The entire Hooters corporation, whose inner workings she saw laid bare, was in her eyes a cynical affront to many things, perhaps most of all the souls of men. But any judgments she passed on Hooters and its trappings were, of course, judgments on herself; an indignant, self-righteous Hooters Girl is still a Hooters Girl, and the meaning of her title is up to her. For plenty of her coworkers, it seemed, the title meant fun, attention, happiness, power, which she never begrudged. But for your mom, right or wrong, it meant sacrifice and discomfort. She clenched when she cautiously mentioned her job to her fifteen-year-old brother, once a child she’d cared for in many ways, who openly cherished her as a hero. He wept. “Don’t lower yourself,” he said, snot running out of his nose.

After almost a year of feeling uncomfortable at Hooters, keeping her job a secret from most and agonizing over its implications, your mom remembered the question she began asking when she was little, before her ovaries dispensed their eggs. When she met a crossroads in her strategic pursuit of a life that nurtured rather than poisoned, she’d ask herself, What would I want for my daughter? As in, what would she advise you to do? When your mom imagined you, even during her own childhood, translucent neck hairs stood up in wonder. The love was beyond categorization and made clear the right course of action. If you felt naked yet unseen, coveted yet unappreciated in some uniform, what would she want for you?

She quit Hooters.

What would I want for my daughter?

The answer was always correct and its implementation reliably unpleasant. Human intimacy, so she suffered hugs until she became enthusiastic with affection. Honesty, so she said what she meant. Love, so she showed hers.

She claimed she wanted all those things for herself, but that didn’t always get the job done. So your mom treated herself as sacred because you so obviously would be, and because she had enough sense to know that if one person is sacred, she must be too.

This way of being raised some eyebrows. Your mom absolutely cared what people thought of her and daily sought courage to bypass that concern when it countered your (her) highest good. In terror and discomfort, she broke much more important commitments than a job at Hooters, because even pretty-okay-but-not-quite-right wouldn’t be good enough for you. Once, in a single year, your mom experienced two major injuries and, seeing how her husband didn’t take care of her, ended a fifteen-year relationship; had her personal life introduced as a discussion topic among professional colleagues and, discerning a broad institutional context of gender disparity, resigned five months after gaining tenure; found out your grandma had advanced breast cancer and, realizing that we’ll all die, sold most of her belongings, put her house on the market, and drove west to connect with the mom who’d been too young to raise her.

What would I want for my daughter?

The idea of you delivered her; she became the girl she loved. Spirit-child midwife, thank you. If one day you are manifest in this heavy, confusing form and face a tough decision, you might ask two questions:

What would I do for the most precious thing on earth?

What would I do for myself?

You will know your own integrity when the answers are the same.






FREEDOM MANDATE Guernica, 2014


Students have fifteen seconds to make a decision: Will they discuss a handout on the US Constitution in pairs or in small groups? The fifth graders huddle, whisper over desks in a Kansas classroom painted to look like a jungle.

“Sparkle when you’re done,” says teacher Pat Zimmerman. It’s September 2013, and she has just started her twentieth year at Perry-Lecompton Unified School District 343, a small network of brick rectangles between ethanol-bound corn and the forested dam of man-made Perry Lake. These unfussy classroom buildings sit in the rural, northern fringes of the I-70 corridor between Topeka and Kansas City. As the twenty White students conclude private deliberations, they do jazz hands and make soft noises to “sparkle.” Half the class wants to work in pairs, half wants groups.

“Oh, we have a split vote,” Zimmerman says, affecting fascination for the teachable moment. “That happens sometimes in committee.” At this hitch in democratic process, Zimmerman sends female students to the front of the classroom to pick boy partners. The girls line up before a sleek, digital whiteboard and old-fashioned cubbies, above which flash drives marked with student initials dangle from hooks. They giggle, point, cup hands on ears, and hint at their crushes.

“Ladies, come on!” says Zimmerman, who wears thick, straight black bangs and a utilitarian ensemble of white shirt, blue skirt, and comfortable sandals. “We’re strong women here. Make decisions.”

Soon co-ed pairs sit on beanbags, reading and discussing a Scholastic News cover story on the First Amendment called “The Right Stuff.” In addition to definitions for “censored” and “party” and a web address for petitioning the government, the spread features images of the 1963 March on Washington, a smiling Anderson Cooper, and a tween with green hair flashing a peace sign.

The classroom activity is Zimmerman’s response to Celebrate Freedom Week, an unorthodox new curricular mandate by the Kansas legislature—traditionally charged with funding, not shaping, public education—that all students, kindergarten through eighth grade, receive instruction on this country’s founding documents during the week of Constitution Day, September 17. Last year, Kansas became the fifth state, after Texas, Arkansas, Florida, and Oklahoma, to pass legislation embracing the initiative, pioneered in 2001 in Texas by Republican representative Rick Green. While specifications differ by state, its purpose, according to Kansas House Bill 2261, is “to educate students about the sacrifices made for freedom in the founding of this country and the values on which this country was founded.”

When students return to their desks, a boy with a notebook of careful Snoopy sketches offers me a seat at “the beach,” bright Adirondack chairs beside a small aquarium and palm-tree wallpaper. Just to the left, an impressive mural of parrots, monkeys, and foliage—painted by Zimmerman herself—surrounds the teacher’s desk. The ceiling, from which green plants dangle, showcases animal paintings done as student research projects. Zimmerman, who once got in trouble with the fire marshal for adorning the walls with actual palm fronds, has learned to make the space indelibly hers while following the rules—physically approximating the intersection of academic freedom and institutional standards that every teacher must navigate in classroom content.

“What does the First Amendment protect?” Zimmerman asks, ready to list hallmark freedoms in alternating red and blue.

The first shout: “Religion!”

With her digital stylus, Zimmerman writes “freedom of religion” on the glowing board, which is synced to her laptop.

“In some countries, the government says, ‘You must all be—Catholic,’ ” she hypothesizes for discussion. “Who’s Catholic?” A few hands go up. “You’d be fine with that, wouldn’t ya? If you do not go to a Catholic church, do you want to be forced to go to a Catholic church?”

The tepid consensus: no.

“What if the government came in and said, ‘Okay, all of you have to be Buddhist.’ ”

“No one knows what that means,” one girl submits.

Emboldened, a boy weighs in: “I don’t know what Catholic or Buddhist is.”

Zimmerman is unfazed.

“Or—‘If you are Christian, you will go to jail!’ ” she tries. This elicits the grumbles that signal insult and thereby comprehension.

Past the window on this sunny afternoon, the American flag slumps at half-staff, marking the Washington Navy Yard shooting two days prior. Like tropical beaches, the nation’s capital is a long way from Perry-Lecompton public schools, but its reach is evident here. In 2011, Zimmerman and fellow teachers started phasing in the Common Core State Standards Initiative, the contentious curriculum pushed by the Obama administration and adopted by all but five states. Though derided by opponents on both sides of the aisle and now facing a swell of repeals, Common Core is more flexible than the standardized-testing measures of the Bush era, according to Zimmerman, as it favors integrating multiple subjects into themed units. Common Core, set to hit full steam in most states by 2016, uses math and reading as springboards to other topics, a strategy Zimmerman already employs heavily in social studies. (During the upcoming American Colonies unit, students will study simple machines like windmills in science, sample meat puddings in health, and learn building measurements in math.)

The only National Board–certified teacher at her school, Zimmerman makes no bones about her professional excellence, the magnificence of her creative space (“Are all the classrooms this cool? No.”), or her suspicion of didactic texts. Like most Kansas school districts, hers affords great liberty in instructional approaches and text selection, and thereby Zimmerman’s plucky individualism shines.

“We have a basic outline curriculum, and then how you get there is up to you,” she says. That state curriculum tasks fifth-grade teachers like Zimmerman with covering colonial and early Revolutionary War history; civics follows in eighth grade, with additional American history by way of language-arts reading materials during junior and senior year. The Kansas State Board of Education oversees these broad standards and their implementation, while state legislators allocate funding and enact professional contracts. But deciding precisely what to teach, and when to teach it, largely has been left to those trained in such matters for more than 150 years.

Enter Celebrate Freedom Week, by which state representatives effectively tell teachers what to do. Touted as a means for addressing Americans’ infamous civic ignorance, the Kansas incarnation of the law calls for lessons “concerning the original intent, meaning and importance” of the Declaration of Independence and US Constitution “in their historical contexts.” In particular, the bill’s authors state, “The religious references in the writings of the founding fathers shall not be censored when presented as part of such instruction.”

If this esoteric stipulation was an evangelical wink—some legal wiggle room for religious proselytizing while teaching the very subject that addresses separation of church and state—the Kansas State Department of Education seemingly winked back with its list of recommended resources for school districts developing Celebrate Freedom Week curricula. Cited sources include secular nonprofits, apolitical state organizations, and major academic publishers, but also, among others, the American Heritage Education Foundation (AHEF), whose teaching materials include The Miracle of America: The Influence of the Bible on the Founding History and Principles of the United States of America for a People of Every Belief. According to the AHEF website, this compendium “shows how the Bible and Judeo-Christian thought are arguably the nation’s most significant foundational root and its enduring source of strength.” Exemplifying the contemporary allegiance between free marketeers and the religious right, for whom one shared goal is the privatization of schools, AHEF was cofounded by Richard Gonzalez, the now-deceased top economic adviser to Exxon ancestor Humble Oil and Refining.

Meanwhile, Celebrate Freedom Week progenitor Green now operates Patriot Academy, a traveling political training camp at which current and former elected officials teach young people how to campaign and about systems of government “from a Biblical worldview.” Green himself hasn’t held elected office since 2002, when he lost a reelection bid after using his statehouse office for a health-supplement infomercial and advocating for a financial fraud convict who lent money to his father’s company.

Zimmerman, unmoved by any new effort to disrupt a secular education, is less concerned with Celebrate Freedom Week’s mission than with its practical application. The date-specific edict, she says, disrupts the careful order of classroom operations; she typically lays colonial-era groundwork during the fall to help ready students for a spring-semester democracy unit she designed (it features a mock tax system wherein locker contents are property and hallways are highways).

“You get stuff handed to you that says you have to do this on this day or this week. It’s a matter of figuring out, how can I take that pause from what we’re doing and connect it some way and move on?” Zimmerman says. “You tie yourself in knots if you get mad or frustrated with it.” She understands pinning Celebrate Freedom Week to Constitution Day, also known as Citizenship Day, which since 2005 has carried a federal mandate that public schools somehow address the Constitution—commonly done with school-wide activities or extracurricular projects. “But,” she adds about the classroom itself, “I don’t know anybody that teaches the Constitution at the beginning of the year.”

With help from students, Zimmerman continues outlining the First Amendment, listing each hallmark freedom on the board and voicing real-world applications: a local immigrant family that recently fled religious persecution in Russia; the mortal peril of journalists in modern-day China; one student’s grandfather sitting on the local school board.

“Our founding fathers took care of a lot of things in one amendment,” she says. Several impressed students look around with wide eyes and slack jaws. A boy in glasses raises his hand and says, with the unemotional wonder of a biologist counting monarch butterflies on their migration this month through Kansas, “It’s so much freedom.”



For years, members of the religious right have redrawn science standards to make way for natural creationism in biology class. Now, with the passage of Celebrate Freedom Week, they make way for historical creationism in social studies. A civics teacher selectively emphasizing, say, Christian threads of American history isn’t perfectly parallel to a science teacher presenting “intelligent design” as alternative to evolution. History, though we hope it is rooted in fact, is the province of interpretation; biology is data-reliant and less vulnerable to human beliefs. But the trouble with Celebrate Freedom Week’s religious accent isn’t open acknowledgment of the theological influence on America’s framing. It’s the agenda of those behind the legislation to erode the separation of church and state.

The law is more severe in Oklahoma, where third through twelfth graders must use “Creator” language in reciting the Declaration of Independence, barring excusal via parental request. Florida’s and Texas’s laws contain similar requirements. Oklahoma social studies coordinator Kelly Curtright told the Kansas City Star last year that Celebrate Freedom Week had not, in fact, “opened a Pandora’s box” of classroom evangelizing there. But Celebrate Freedom Week risks invitation not only to religious bias but to curricular interference by lawmakers who know far more about politics than pedagogics.

One of the Kansas bill’s most vocal objectors was Mainstream Coalition, a nonpartisan, Kansas-based watchdog over separation of church and state. During House floor testimony in February 2013, Micheline Burger, Mainstream Coalition’s former president, raised hell for two hours over the bill’s religious origins, its unsupported implication that Kansas public schools have failed to teach students about government history, and its conceit that one token week might address issues of social studies proficiency anyway.

“If the point of the bill is simply to emphasize teaching about the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, and our form of government, then it is totally unnecessary; Kansas law already requires other bodies, not the Legislature, to make provision for the curriculum in the public schools. If these bodies, including the Kansas State Board of Education, are not doing their jobs, then let’s deal with that. But I have heard nothing to this effect,” Burger wrote in an account of her testimony at the website of Jill Docking, a Democrat and former chair of the state Board of Regents now running for lieutenant governor with gubernatorial candidate Paul Davis. “If, on the other hand, the objective of the bill is to promote religion in the public schools, then we have a very serious problem.”

Like the war protestor accused of hating America or the scientist accused of hating God, Burger found herself in the position of defending her own allegiance—in this case to American-history education—to ideological wolves in sheep’s clothing. “It is hard to explain to people what is wrong with legislation titled in such a positive way; to oppose it would seem to declare war on motherhood, apple pie, and the American way,” Burger wrote.

To some, though, the title is the first sign of mischief. Like a father with a camera telling his kids to smile like they mean it, the law says that you will celebrate how free you are. In naming Celebrate Freedom Week, Green may have successfully employed the linguistic strategies of those people who brought us “pro-life” and “freedom haters,” but his political portfolio is hardly coded. He facilitates firearms training with his so-called Constitutional Defense class, whose promotional web copy promises, “Even if you know nothing about the Constitution and you have no experience with a handgun, your Constitutional knowledge and your passion for American Exceptionalism, as well as your handgun skills, marksmanship and safety awareness will all dramatically improve.” He performs across the country with self-described “God’s comic” Brad Stine in a bookable Comedy and the Constitution Tour. On Sunday mornings after shows he is available to speak at church services. A status update on his Facebook page warned that food-stamp recipients could become dependent like wild animals fed by tourists in national parks.

Since 2001, the year Green introduced the Teach Freedom Act in Texas, he has been a public representative for WallBuilders, a revisionist-history organization founded by fellow Texan David Barton, with whom he cohosts a syndicated radio show. Barton, author of The Founders’ Bible, which casts the US as a Christian nation and the Constitution as derivative of Christian doctrine, recently blamed natural disasters on America’s “wicked” policies and was urged by Glenn Beck to run for the Texas Senate in 2014. Kansas governor Sam Brownback is an open admirer of Barton, who endorsed his 2008 presidential run. Brownback has said Barton’s research “provides the philosophical underpinning for a lot of the Republican effort in the country today—bringing God back into the public square.” Barton’s research, however, is less lauded in other corners; his 2012 book The Jefferson Lies, which proclaims that Thomas Jefferson was no secularist, was pulled by publisher Thomas Nelson for containing, well, lies.

Barton and Green both are active in the ProFamily Legislative Network (PFLN), an offshoot of the WallBuilders group devoted to fighting, at the policy level, issues it terms “homosexual indoctrination” and “fetal pain,” as well as to promoting school vouchers, homeschooling, and charter schools. It was at PFLN’s annual conference that Kansas representative Kelly Meigs was inspired to champion the Celebrate Freedom Week legislation. She joined Green and Barton on their radio show in July 2013 just after the Kansas law, cosponsored by twenty-nine fellow Republicans, passed handily. She thanked Green for his help and lamented opposition from those who thought “we were mandating the teaching of certain things in the schools.” They had it backward, she said.
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