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Honey Hush!

Edited by Daryl Dance

From the Publisher
The vibrant humor of African American women is celebrated in this bold, unique, and comprehensive collection. Often hard‑hitting, sometimes risque, always dramatic and eloquent ("Sure God created Man before Woman, but then you always make a rough draft before the Final Masterpiece"), this humor arises from the depth and breadth of black women's lives. Daryl Cumber Dance has brought together a wonderful assemblage of contributors for Honey, Hush!‑‑from slave narrators to contemporary political commentators, from antebellum poets to Audre Lorde, from the earliest novelists to Toni Morrison, from Beulah to Whoopi Goldberg, from the blues singer to the rapper.  As Dance was growing up, she absorbed this humor that spoke to all aspects of women's lives: hair, men, white folk, black people, and the nation. She describes it as "the natural delight of my life." If indeed humor is "God's aspirin to soothe the headache of reality," as the folk tell us, then this book is just the prescription the doctor ordered. "Honey, Hush!" is an exclamation used among black women, especially those from the South, as a friendly encouragement, a mild suggestion of playful disbelief, or a suggestion that one is telling truths that are prohibited. Honey, Hush! includes folktales, proverbs, cartoons, short stories, autobiographies, and much more. 

An Anthology of African American Women's Humor:
The vibrant humor of African American women is celebrated in this bold and unique collection that the Miami Herald describes as "breathtakingly broad and deep." 

In this "dazzling anthology" (Publishers Weekly), Daryl Cumber Dance has collected the often hard‑hitting, sometimes risqué, always dramatic humor that arises from the depth of black women's souls and the breadth of their lives. The eloquent wit and laughter of African American women are presented here in all their written and spoken manifestations: autobiographies, novels, essays, poems, speeches, comic routines, proverbial sayings, cartoons, mimeographed sheets, and folk tales. The chapters proceed thematically, covering the church, love, civil rights, motherly advice, and much more. 

"Dance leavens this mixture of humorous work by well‑known authors such as novelist April Sinclair and poet Maya Angelou with a sprinkling of salty proverbs. The result makes for many hours of enjoyable reading on subjects from O.J. to rum cake." 
—Newsday 

"Authors of contemporary women's fiction, Zora Neale Hurston, and Moms Mabley are included in this more than 600‑page collection, celebrating the priceless, ever‑present Black female sense of humor."
—Emerge 
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Salt In Your Sock

by Lillian Beard, M.D.
From the Publisher
When your child is seriously ill, nothing but the front line of modern medicine will do. But for all those minor ailments that children seem to pick up just by breathing, there are safe, effective, and inexpensive home remedies.  In Salt in Your Sock and Other Tried‑and‑True Home Remedies, veteran pediatrician Dr. Lillian Beard presents more than one hundred of her patients’ favorite all‑natural treatments from around the world, collected over the twenty‑five years of her practice. For each ailment, Dr. Beard offers a medical explanation, warning signs for when to call the doctor, conventional treatments, and a colorful array of folk remedies to try, such as: 


• For cold sores, apply cool, wet teabags (Earl Grey preferred).


• For nosebleeds, have your child sniff a pinch of cayenne pepper.


• For earaches, fill a sock with salt warmed in a frying pan, then hold the sock against the ear.

The perfect marriage of folk wisdom and state‑of‑the‑art medicine, this book will surely become your most‑thumbed family resource.  Dr. Beard a Fellow of the American Academy of Pediatrics, is a practicing pediatrician in Silver Spring, Maryland, and an associate clinical professor of pediatrics at the George Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences in Washington, D.C. The web site for the book is:   GOTOBUTTON BM_1_ www.saltinyoursock.com
From The Critics (Publisher's Weekly)

Pediatrician Beard gathers over 100 family recipes for healing minor injuries and ailments from acne to warts in this handy and occasionally offbeat reference. After cautioning parents to check with a doctor before trying any herbal treatment and emphasizing that folk remedies are no substitute for a doctor's care in the case of a real problem, she plunges into the suggestions. Some, Beard says, have a biological basis for effectiveness, while others seem unlikely to do much good but are harmless (she also lists some folk remedies that should not be tried). For each ailment, she offers a brief explanation of its symptoms and causes, a rundown of conventional treatments, and then a "Parent's Report" of what she's heard works. Coughs, for instance, can be soothed by a tea of slippery elm or sage and thyme; alternately, "[a]dd 2 or 3 slices of bread to 11/2 cups of milk and bring to a boil. Cool, then put this poultice over the  child's throat." Earaches call for a few drops of oil of camphor or the titular recipe, wherein salt is warmed in a pan, put into a sock and placed against the ear. Beard postulates that the warmth soothes the pain and "[p]erhaps the salt also draws fluid from the painful ear...[and] might decrease the middle‑ear pressure." For do‑it‑yourself types, this is a good compilation of recipes and old‑timey folk wisdom. Parents won't find any miracles here, but they'll be intrigued by the inventiveness that infrequent access to professional health care inspired over the years.

Excerpt from Salt In Your Sock:
MANY YEARS AGO, while I was advising a young mother on how to manage her baby's facial rash, I was surprised by a question from the baby's great‑grandmother, who was in the exam room with us: "Ma 'dear," as she was called, piped up: "When are you going to tell my granddaughter about the urine paste?" I did not have the slightest idea what she was talking about‑‑and the idea of urine on a baby's face was definitely not appealing. But the older woman proceeded to educate me about her rural Alabama custom of using a baby's own urine to treat various rashes.

Later, when I heard tales of Hannibal's armies collecting and using their own urine to treat their war wounds, I began to make the medicinal connections to "Ma 'dear's" advice. And then the pieces came together: While I was comparing labels of some widely advertised facial creams in a drugstore cosmetics section, I noticed that urea (a component of urine) was a major ingredient of many of the costliest ones. Great Grandma had known just what she was recommending, even if she didn't know exactly why.

As a pediatrician, I am doubly blessed; I get to see not just my patient‑‑the child‑‑but also the child's family. One of the most fascinating and rewarding aspects of my practice is the opportunity to become a virtual member of my small charges' families, learning their traditions, sharing their joys, and participating in the family's growth and development. As I now care for my second generation‑‑the children of my original children‑‑I continue to be amazed by and learn from all "my" families.

Often as I examine patients and listen to their parents' descriptions of the child's illness, the families will usually sharewith me what they've tried at home. I've learned to ask for families' recipes for healing. I am convinced that most of these home remedies actually do something positive. Some represent ancient folk wisdom that science is only now beginning to test. Others allow the user to feel as though she is participating in restoring and protecting her child's health. Some of these home‑based prescriptions represent such a deeply felt part of a family's cultural heritage that if I were to frown upon or challenge them, it would create a climate of doubt and mistrust.  As I listen, I have earned to keep a straight face even when my initial reaction‑‑as with first hearing about the use of baby's urine‑‑would be to say that the practice is gross or unsanitary.

I have found that some families, although politely accepting my scientific wisdom in the form of a prescription, will not follow my advice or even return for a follow‑up visit if I don't incorporate their own beliefs. So if I am working with a Pakistani family, for example, along with giving traditional medical‑school advice and reassurance for their baby's jaundice, which is not uncommon in newborns, I will let them know that I have heard that a little diluted beet juice (2‑3 teaspoons mixed into 2 fluid ounces of water) just might help. 

As the healing pendulum swings, we have traveled a long way from leeches to lasers‑‑with much in between. There are many closely held family and home remedies introduced in past centuries and still practiced around the world. Although these may not have been taught in medical schools, they have been used successfully, managing to survive and thrive through the age‑old folk traditions of oral and written history.

I have discovered that there is definitely a place for folk medicine or natural healing in my practice. However, I always caution the parents of my patients to use common sense and never rely solely on these remedies without checking with me first. Some of the "cures" are just helpful ways to make a child feel better until a doctor can treat the little patient; they should never be a substitute for your doctor's advice and care.

Salt in Your Sock evolved over many years as I listened to thousands of families as their pediatrician. I've also asked friends and professional colleagues from various medical and health disciplines to share their therapeutic treasures from their families' histories.  Whenever I travel for business or on family vacations around the globe, I pick up "sure‑fire" family remedies from the people I meet. 

Through the years, as I listened and observed, I began to recognize some familiar themes. Many of the practices not only were cross‑cultural and transcended time but also sparked my own recollections of some family remedies from my childhood. This book documents the remedies I've heard, reflected though the prism of my medical knowledge and experience. I sometimes like to think of these remedies as the equivalent of "Doctor, have you heard the one about...?" 

Although many of these practices seem to have some biological and physiological basis for effectiveness, others are just fascinating, such as drinking beet juice to help erase jaundice. (Although I'm still not sure about the restorative benefits of beet juice, I know that a couple of teaspoons will not be harmful.) Most have never been tested in a laboratory. But others, like the proverbial chicken soup for colds, have been proven to work. Grandma was right: There really is a “penicillin like ‘ substance in chicken broth.

I've listed the most common childhood ailments from A to Z, including the health concerns most parents ask me about. I didn't include some concerns, such as knockknee, because I hadn't heard any "natural" remedies for them. I haven't included any of the formerly common childhood diseases such as mumps and measles, because vaccines have virtually wiped them out. Nor have I included folk remedies for any life‑threatening or otherwise devastating diseases. As with a number of behavioral issues such as stress and depression, I strongly believe that these are best addressed by your doctor or other health professional.

Under each heading, you'll find a brief description of the ailment, the most common or conventional treatments, and then a "parents' report" of what works. Many of these remedies and practices have survived the test of time because so many parents have found that they offer some relief and comfort. For some, I can theorize a biological/ physiological basis for their effectiveness. Others I've included even though I cannot offer any current recognized medical explanation for any results, but they can't hurt. And lastly, when appropriate, I issue a warning. I've mentioned some folk remedies that should not be followed because they're dangerous.  Not surprisingly, you'll find a special emphasis on food and nutrition; even the father of medicine, Hippocrates, wrote extensively about the therapeutic use of diet. The "recipes" fall under a large umbrella of categories: nutrition, vitamin and herbal therapy, acupressure, gemstones, aromatherapy, and more. You'll also find some remedies that I frankly find baffling‑‑putting raw potato slices on a belly to cure stomachache?‑‑but they make me smile when I hear about them and seem to cause no harm. However, I recommend parents take these remedies with, well, a grain or two of salt!

 SALT IN YOUR SOCK is not intended to be a substitute for your physician's advice. Always check with your physician before using any herbal or other family remedy. There is scientific documentation that some commonly used herbal medications may cause problems if combined with prescribed medicines. Recent medical literature also cautions that using herbal or other less traditional therapies can increase the risk for unexpected complications if surgery is performed. Many herbal remedies stay in the body's systems for weeks after use, or may interfere with heart rate, blood pressure, bleeding tendencies, or the effectiveness of anesthesia during a surgical procedure. So always tell your doctor before giving any supplement to your child.

The "New" Medicine Cabinet: If you want to stock your cabinet, I've listed the most frequently mentioned foods and herbs below. The much‑quoted "Take two aspirins and call me in the morning" can be replaced with: "Peel some potatoes for a headache, cut up some onions for fever, and then call me in the morning." Every culture cooks up its own cures, often based on what's growing out in the fields. My version of a natural medicine cabinet is one filled with foods, teas, herbs, and, as you'll see, plenty of onions and garlic!

Stock Your Pantry:

Ginger‑‑fresh or powdered

Fruit juice‑‑only naturally sweetened


Garlic




Onions


White potatoes



Oatmeal


Olive oil




Cayenne pepper


Horseradish/wasabi


Baking soda


Limes




Vinegar


Honey




Parsley


Pineapple (fresh fruit or natural juice)


Black tea bags (orange pekoe, Earl Grey)


Yogurt (with live cultures; look for Lactobacillus acidophilus and Lactobacillus bifidus)

Natural Remedies:  Herbs are nature's medicinals. From ancient times, there have always been herbalists who relied on the power of plants and their extracts. Following are the herbs and natural ingredients most frequently mentioned by parents.


Activated charcoal‑‑for food poisoning, gastrointestinal distress


Aloe vera (gel or juice)‑‑for minor burns, such as sunburn, cuts, scrapes


Arnica ointment‑‑for strains, sprains, and muscle aches


Bentonite clay‑‑for insect bites and stings


Calendula cream‑‑for cuts, scrapes, skin irritations, and bruises


Chamomile (tea, tincture, and essential oil)‑‑for stomachache, insomnia, and relaxation


Clove (essential oil)‑‑for teething and toothache


Echinacea (tea, tincture)‑‑for colds, flu, urinary tract and yeast infections, and acne


Eucalyptus (essential oil)‑‑for nasal congestion


Eyebright (tea)‑‑for eye infections


Fennel (tea, seeds)‑‑for gas and stomachache


Goldenseal (tea, tincture)‑‑for colds, flu, and gastrointestinal infections


Lactobacillus acidophilus and Lactobacillus bifidus‑‑for yeast infections and gastro distress


Lavender (essential oil)‑‑for cuts, scrapes, insect bites/stings, minor burns, relaxation


Marshmallow (tea)‑‑for sore throats and cough


Peppermint (tea)‑‑for stomachache, gas, and nausea


Slippery elm (tea, lozenges)‑‑for sore throats and cough


Tea tree oil (essential oil)‑‑for nail fungus, yeast infections, and acne

WARNING: It's important to note that herbs can have side effects. As of now, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration does not regulate herbs. That means they are not held to the same standards set for foods, which require accurate labeling, or medicines, which must demonstrate their safety and effectiveness. Without regulation, they can easily be misused. Herb labels can proclaim a wide variety of results and cures without being substantiated. When an herb is good for an adult does not always mean it's safe for children, even when taken in smaller doses. Just because a product is described as "natural" does not make it synonymous with "healthy." Herbs need to be respected ‑‑ they contain potent chemicals that function as medicines. When mixed with other  substances, they can reduce or boost some drugs' efficacy. Always check with your pediatrician first before giving your child any herbal supplement. Look for herbs labeled "certified organic." This means that they are grown without pesticides, herbicides, or synthetic fertilizers. This makes the herbs safer for ingestion. Also check for standardized preparations‑‑this means that every dose contains the correct (and same) amount of active, therapeutic ingredients. With nonstandardized preparations, even with measured amounts, it's just a "guesstimate" for getting too much or not enough of the herbal remedy. I recommend you avoid the bins of loose herbs found in many natural food stores, or preparations that do not list the specific amount of each ingredient.  Also keep in mind that many preparations that are safe for use on the body (say, in a poultice or inhaled during aromatherapy) are not safe for ingestion. Most essential oils, for example, can be harmful if swallowed. 

Shade of My Own Tree (2003)
Sheila Williams
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Excerpt:  Chapter One
I sit in the shade of my own tree now, but it wasn’t too long ago, I didn’t have a twig, much less a tree to sit under. I was running from a marriage that was no good. It took me fifteen years to take that first step, but once I did, I just kept going. Now, several years have come and gone. Already! Time flies when you’re having fun. Or running for your life.  I married my college boyfriend, Ted, when I was twenty‑one.  After a few years of marriage, I knew that I had made a terrible mistake.  But once I was in, I didn’t know how to get out. It was like being in prison. And I had a life sentence with no chance of parole.  I got three squares a day and had a bed, but that was it. There was hard labor and solitary confinement if I was uncooperative. Or if, as in Ted’s words, I acted like a “sassy, smart‑mouth bitch.”  Even when it got as hot as hell in the summer, I wore long sleeves. My arms were always bruised. One August, I wore turtleneck sweaters to work for two weeks until the marks of Ted’s handprints faded where he had tried to choke me.  I know what you’re thinking: She sounds so articulate! She could get a job anywhere. Why didn’t she just leave? Why did she stay and put up with that?  How many times have I asked myself those questions? How many times did I beat myself up after Ted beat me up? I’ll turn the tables on you. You don’t understand what I was dealing with. And for years, I didn’t understand, either. By the time I did, it was almost too late. 

The slaps, pushes, kicks, and punches didn’t start right away of course. The insults, put‑downs, scoldings,and verbal abuse began slowly. He started with “constructive criticism.” I knew that I was in for it when he said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but . . .” or, “This is for your own good.” By the time he finished with me, I felt like I was six inches tall and three years old, standing in the corner for bad behavior.  Ted was charming in college. Smart and handsome, athletic and talented, he played a saxophone that Sonny Rollins would have been jealous of. Everyone loved Ted. Especially women. The cutest girls on campus threw themselves at him. I, on the other hand, was awkward and strange. I liked Bach, the Indian‑influenced music of Alice Coltrane, Herbert Marcuse, and Jane Eyre. Ted could dance. I had two right feet and that is worse than two left ones. Ted talked and dressed “cool.” I didn’t. 

So when Ted Hearn asked the tall, gangly, studious‑looking redbone girl from Ohio with straw‑colored hair, braces, and glasses with lenses thicker than bullet‑proof glass for a date, everyone was shocked. Especially me. I had never had a boyfriend like Ted before. I was thrilled and proud to be seen with him. I was finally “cool.” Ted took care of everything. He was wonderful. He made sure that my friends didn’t take advantage of my weakness for loaning out books and albums and helping with term papers. He helped me deal with my mother, who had a tendency to be a little overbearing and critical. Ted helped me with my class schedules; he even started to suggest the subjects for the paintings that I did, because I thought that I was a painter. He was so protective of me.  At least, that’s what I thought at the time.  By the time we got married, the trap was nearly set. I was already isolated from my friends, who had been cut out of my life by Ted, who wanted only to be with me. He had alienated me from my mother, and my poor easygoing father accepted without question what he interpreted as a natural transition of authority: from father to husband.

Two weeks after our honeymoon, Ted and I moved to Atlanta, where he had taken a job. I was now three states and fourteen hours away from home. I had a new house, a car of my own (that was in Ted’s name), and a part‑time job. I was pregnant and I didn’t know anybody in the big, long state of Georgia, not one soul. By the time our daughter, Imani, was born, the cheese was in the trap.

It started with an argument, I think. I don’t remember now what the argument was about. It ended with Ted backhanding me and then apologizing. It happened so fast. And then we made love. And it didn’t happen again for six months. I remember saying to myself, Maybe I imagined that. Maybe it didn’t really happen.  But, of course, it happened again. A push and a shove into the stove. Dinner was late that night. It was early the next night and I was slapped because it was cold. This was before microwaves.  I thought about calling for help. But who was I going to call? Imani? My friends? I didn’t have any friends. The only people I knew were the people Ted knew. And he was very careful to make sure that I didn’t get too friendly with anyone. I couldn’t call my parents, either. In my family, whining is not allowed. Thanks to Ted, Mother and I were barely speaking. And Dad’s gentle nature hid a strong resolve when it came to working out your own issues in a marriage. “If you make your bed too hard,” he always said, “be ready to turn over more often.” I turned over and over and over.  So I did nothing. The years of my life flew by.  Unlike prison, there was never time off for good behavior, because Ted beat me whether I was “good” or not. What was “good”? He made me feel small.

As the years passed, I became numb. I did not feel at all. The only thing that made me smile was Imani, our daughter. And yet there were days when, even with her, I couldn’t remember how. My voice grew softer and quieter and then went silent. I nearly disappeared altogether. Except when I screamed. I had volume control. There was loud. And there was louder. When Ted told me to shut up, I bit through my bottom lip and sent the screams deep inside.  I saw a silly movie once about voodoo and zombies. I watched the campy‑looking zombie stagger through the scenes with its black‑circled eyes and a blank expression. I could have performed that role myself without makeup, script, or rehearsal. Ted had beaten the humanity out of me.

I did ask for help a few times when I could get up the courage and get past the humiliation.  I just didn’t take the advice that I got.  I called a domestic violence hot line. The woman told me to pack up my daughter and leave Ted. Right then. Take only my purse and my keys. They had a shelter on Peachtree. Leave Ted and do what? I was only working part‑time then. Imani was six. What would I do for money? Where would I live? How would I live?  Another time, after we moved north, a hospital social worker visited me, uninvited. I had been kept overnight for observation after Ted kicked me in the abdomen and broke a couple of my ribs. She touched one of the dark red roses that Ted had sent me from an expensive florist. I know that she saw the card that read: “I don’t know what got into me. I love you so much. I would die if you left me. Ted”  The woman sat down in the chair next to my bed and looked me straight in the eye. She didn’t say good morning; she didn’t say, “How are you feeling?” She just looked at me without smiling.   “If you don’t leave him, you will die.”  And then, there was the memorable occasion that I talked with Miss Thelma, one of the elders at my church. She clucked her tongue at me.  “Honey, there ain’t no problem with that man. Now he’s got a good job at the auto plant and he brings home good money. You‑all have that nice house over there on the east side and you got your own car. You ain’t got nothin’ to complain about. What’s the matter with you?”  Well, that was no advice at all. 

I was afraid to leave Ted. And I was afraid to stay.  I left him four times. And I came back four times. I called the police so often that they knew me by my first name: “Opal, are you going to let us lock him up?”  And I did a few times.  Ted called me from jail: “Are you gonna come and get me out? I’ll kick your ass if you don’t.” Ted wasn’t charming anymore.  I pretty much lost everything.  The few friends I’d made stopped calling because I always canceled lunch and girls’ night out at the last minute. And I wouldn’t return their telephone calls. I didn’t want to hear what they were telling me.  I missed the sermons and the music at church that gave me so much comfort. I stopped going to church because I dropped out of the choir. And I dropped out of the choir because I missed too many rehearsals. I missed too many rehearsals because I was ashamed. I didn’t want God to see my black eyes, bruises, and swollen lips. I didn’t want him to know.  Except for work and the grocery store, I became a recluse. I hardly saw anyone.

I learned, well, sort of, what set Ted off. I could walk on eggshells in high heels. I was good. I could sense an electricity in the air; I could tell from the set of his jaw or the look in his eye.  Sometimes I could tell whether I was going to be slapped or kicked. Or both. I should have used that ESP on better things.  It’s true that you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink. I call it the ruby slippers syndrome: you can wear those shoes all over the place, but until you click your heels together and chant the magic words, nothing will happen. I eventually made up with my mother and my parents offered me sanctuary. They knew what was going on. But I wouldn’t take it.  My brother, JT, threatened to just show up one day with a U‑Haul to take me, Imani, and all of our furniture and other belongings away. I refused to go.  Even my cats left. There was a time, some years ago, when Ted would come home after he’d been drinking and pick up one of them and throw him against the wall to see if cats would bounce.  They don’t.  You don’t have to tell cats anything twice.

By the time Imani was ten, she knew that her mommy and daddy weren’t like other mommies and daddies or like the ones that she saw on TV. The households of her friends may have been noisy and hectic, but the muffled sounds of shrieks, screams, and banging furniture were absent. The mothers of her girlfriends didn’t have bruises or black eyes. My daughter is a smart kid. She never brought her friends home with her.  And I was stupid and blind enough to believe that because Imani was a child, she didn’t notice what was happening in her home.  “Mommy, did Daddy hurt you?”  Imani asked this question again and again over the years until it became more of a statement than an inquiry.  “No,” I lied. “Daddy was just a little upset.” My eyes were puffy because Daddy was “a little upset.” The kitchen chair was a pile of sticks because Daddy was “a little upset.”  Who was I kidding?  Certainly not my daughter. I became a “shadow” mommy, there but not there, lurking around the edges of my daughter’s life.  Imani left for college when she was eighteen, and she hasn’t really been home since. She spent the holidays with my parents. Ted got worse after she left. Once she was gone, there was no more need for me to bite my lip to keep from screaming. There was no one to hear.

And still, I stayed.   I must have been waiting for a sign from God. It fi‑ nally came.  Ted and I went to Kmart. I think we were looking for a lawn mower or some yard tools or something, I don’t really remember now what it was. We didn’t find the lawn mower, but we picked up a few other things, moved at a snail’s pace through the checkout line, then headed home.  Ted was quiet in the car.  I knew then.  The automatic garage door hadn’t finished its descent before he started in on me.  “Think you’re pretty slick, don’t you?”  My stomach began to churn.   “Ted, what are you talking about?”  His voice got louder and he clenched and unclenched his fists.    “I saw you looking at that man in the white shirt. I saw him looking at you! Who is he?”

The first punch caught me on the back of my head. The second one grazed my right eye. I saw stars and dropped to the floor. “What man?”   “Bitch! I am tired of this shit! Do you think that you can sneak around on me!”  He kicked me in the ribs and in the stomach. My head was ringing and I remember thinking that now I knew how a football felt. A stupid thought, really, when you’re being beaten. But my mind was desperately trying to separate itself from the pain and the fear. I tried to open my eyes and look at Ted as I defended myself. But my left eye was bleary from the tears. And my right eye was swollen shut.  “I don’t know who—”   “You’re my goddamn wife and don’t you forget it!” he bellowed as he dragged me up from the floor by the collar of my shirt. “I’ll take care of this shit right now!”  He threw me against the wall and stormed off into the family room. I thought for a moment that he was going to get a gun and shoot me,  but Ted doesn’t have a gun. His fists and feet have always been lethal‑enough weapons. I just pressed against the wall where he had thrown me, stuck there like a piece of gum. My legs were so wobbly that I could barely stand up. And my vision was so blurred that I couldn’t see to run.

But I saw him approaching, his form dark and ominous. In his hand was a lighted cigarette.  “I’ll take care of this right now,” he repeated. “Your lover boy will know that you’re my wife. And you, you stupid bitch, you’ll know, too.”  He burned me in three places with that cigarette.  Ted left me in a heap on the floor of the foyer whimpering and moaning, my right eye cut and bleeding, my ribs sore, my kidneys bruised, and my arm and neck burned from the small glowing tip of a cigarette.  He went out to meet some friends for drinks at a sports bar.  I didn’t leave him that night.  I didn’t even leave him the next night.

To this day, I don’t remember a white‑shirted man in Kmart who gave a hippy, tired‑looking middle‑aged woman the eye.  I slept in the same bed with Ted for two more nights.  On the third night, the straw broke the camel’s back.  I was brushing my teeth.  It was late and Ted wasn’t home yet. I was tired and had to work the next day, but I knew that I would probably be up all night because he would come home drunk and we would fight about God knows what. I turned off the faucet and caught a glimpse of the woman in the mirror.  I didn’t know who she was.  I hadn’t studied myself in the mirror for years. I usually did just enough to get my hair combed and put my glasses on straight.  My hair was white at the temples and there were pouches under my eyes. My right eye was a mess, completely black‑and‑blue and still huge. My nose was crooked (it had been broken twice) and there were deep gorges in my cheeks like the Grand Canyon. My complexion was gray. There was a welt on my neck that was several weeks old, but it wasn’t healing right. I’d have an ugly scar there no matter what I did.  And there were small circular sores on my arm and neck where Ted had burned me with the  cigarette. I had been putting salve on them, but they still looked raw and nasty.   I looked like an old crack head.  I stared at that woman for a long time. And she stared back with sad, tired eyes.

My mind was confused. The Opal that it remembered was a caramel‑colored woman with hair the same color and brown eyes. It remembered a woman with dimples in her cheeks when she smiled and a pointed nose and a little more meat on her bones. Where was the woman who liked fusion jazz, Latin American literature, and Egyptian mythology? The one who dreamed of studying art in Paris and living in a loft? What happened to the Opal who wanted to wear a beret on top of her Afro and find out what was so great about Whistler’s Mother?  “What is this shit?” Ted would ask, looking over my shoulder when I was painting. When he was sober and mean (as opposed to being drunk and mean) he said nothing at all. I’m not sure which was worse.  When Ted began to take out his frustrations on my canvasses, I only painted when he wasn’t home, hiding the pieces in the basement behind the furnace. I pulled them out once a week, then once a month, and then I stopped pulling them out at all. As I looked into the eyes of the defeated‑looking woman in the mirror, I realized that I hadn’t looked at those canvasses in over ten years.

Hey! Didn’t you used to be Opal Sullivan? Didn’t you used to be her?  I didn’t know the woman in the mirror and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to. She was the scariest thing I’d seen in years. And she was me.  Then I noticed the ugly red burn on my upper arm.  Over the past fifteen or so years, I had been punched, slapped, backhanded, beaten with a belt, and kicked. I had been belittled and ridiculed. I had been “restrained” (a polite word to use when you have been locked in a closet) and almost choked. I had been smacked and pinched.  But I had never been branded.  And that’s just what Ted had done. He had branded me just like they used to brand slaves.  What was next? Would he stick pins in my feet? Tie me down and put wet bamboo sticks under my fingernails? Would he kill me?

The woman inside me had an answer to that question. The social worker’s words came back: “If you don’t leave him, you will die.”  Ted had his own litany: “If you try to leave me, bitch, I’ll fucking kill you.”   Well, maybe he would and maybe he wouldn’t. I might end up dead. But I’d be free.  The woman in the mirror was so angry that her face almost split open.  I would be a lot of things in this life, but I would be damned in hell if I’d be branded like a steer.   I left with the clothes on my back and my purse.   I wasn’t sure what to do next.

My parents lived in Florida, and Pam, the only friend I had left that Ted hadn’t run off, was out of town. I was too embarrassed to call anyone else or go to a neighbor’s. With shaking fingers I leafed through the phone book until I found the number that I was looking for.   “Women’s Crisis Center, LaDonna speaking.”  “I, uh . . . I need a place to stay. Just for a few days.”  LaDonna’s voice was calm. “What’s your name, dear?”  “O‑Opal Hearn.”  “Are you in a public place, Opal?” she asked.  I told her that I was.  “Is he around?”   “No, no, he’s gone. I’m in my car. At a gas station.”   “Good. You have transportation. All right, here’s what I want you to do. . . .”

The directions were crystal clear. I parked in the small lot behind the innocuous‑looking apartment building. A woman holding a flashlight stood in the middle of the lot. She waved me over like she was directing an airplane on landing.  “I’m LaDonna,” she said, smiling. “Come on; let’s get you settled.”  She was petite and wore her waist‑length bleached blond hair teased up in a style that I hadn’t even seen on a country and western singer in twenty years. At least two layers of makeup covered her fifty‑plus‑year‑old face. She was dressed in blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a fringed Western‑style shirt. Her earrings were almost as big as she was. She looked like Dale Evans on acid. But LaDonna wasn’t singing  “Happy Trails.” There was a no‑nonsense tone in her voice. This was a woman who was used to giving orders and having them obeyed. A small frown darkened her features. She touched my chin gently and turned my face to the side.  “Has anyone looked at your eye?”   I could barely talk. I shook my head.   She smiled sympathetically and passed me a handful of tissues.   “We’ll take care of it,” she said confidently. She took me by the arm and led me toward a taupe‑colored door that was discreetly set in the recessed entryway. “You don’t want to go blind in that eye.”  “Opal R. . . . what’s the R stand for?” LaDonna asked as she filled out a form. “Renee,” I told her, still blowing my nose.  “Nice name,” she commented. “Just sign here.”  I scribbled something that looked like my signature.

 “I’m going to recommend that you not go to work tomorrow. You need a thorough medical exam. I’ll ask Christine, that’s the nurse‑practitioner, to look at your eye tonight. But you should see a doctor just to make sure it’s nothing serious,” LaDonna said. “I’ll call your supervisor in the morning and—”  “No!” I shouted, suddenly getting my voice back. “No! Please . . . I’ll . . . I’ll just call in . . . sick or take a vacation day or something.” A lump was forming in my throat. I started crying again. “I don’t want them to know. . . .” LaDonna’s expression was warm, but her words were as sharp as razor blades: “Opal, they know already.”  The humiliation and embarrassment swept over me like a tidal wave. 

Of course they knew. I have had black eyes and bruises that paint and plaster couldn’t cover up. I wanted to crawl under LaDonna’s desk and hide.  She smiled and patted me on the arm. “It’s a form of denial, Opal; we’ve all been through it. It’s the work‑ethic shit. We are raised from the cradle to get over it. Suck it up! Ignore it,” she said matter‑of‑factly. “The son of a bitch that I was married to was six feet, five inches tall and weighed over three hundred pounds. I’m barely five feet tall and weigh one hundred pounds. He threw me against a wall once and cracked my pelvis. I went to work the next day with a cane telling everyone that I was having trouble with my arthritis! Who was I kidding? Only myself.”  My ribs hurt when I laughed. So I cried instead.

Christine’s fingers were cool and firm. Her blue eyes were nearly unblinking as she listened to my heart and probed my abdomen and back.  “Does this hurt? This?”  I shook my head.  “Let me have a look at that eye again.” She turned her head slightly to the left as she studied me. “Good. I don’t think anything is broken. Bruised ribs, that’s all. I want a specialist to check out your eye, though.” She wrote something on a notepad, tore off the top sheet, and handed it to me. “Here’s the name of an ophthalmologist. She’ll see you without an appointment; just tell her receptionist that you’re a client of the Center.”  “OK,” I said. “Thank you.”  “No problem,” the nurse replied. “Just be sure that you go see the doctor. You can’t take black eyes for granted. I should know. The last one I got nearly blinded me. I’ll never be able to see more than shadows out of my right eye.”  I must have gasped, because the nurse smiled at me and folded her arms across her chest.

 “I know. I don’t look like ‘the type.’ ” Christine sighed dramatically, then flashed me an impish grin. “I get that a lot. But there are all types, Opal, and that’s what you have to understand. This can happen to anyone. Unfortunately, our society has insulated itself with an antiquated image of a battering husband. They don’t all wear T‑shirts and dirty blue jeans and guzzle beer all day. They are mayors, ministers, corporate types, and teachers. They are policemen, believe it or not. They are your coworkers and your funeral director. They are everywhere.” She bandaged my forehead.

“My boyfriend was a medical student. He came from a ‘nice home,’ whatever that is. And went to ‘nice schools’ and lived in an ‘upscale neighborhood.’ ” She paused for a moment and looked at me.  I noticed then that one of her eyes didn’t move in sync with the other one.  “He was so ‘nice’ that he tortured cats and squirrels when he was a kid. I found out later that he had punched his prom date and broke her jaw when he was seventeen. When he grew up, he graduated from small animals and prom dates to girlfriends.” She smirked. “And I wanted to be a doctor’s wife. Can you imagine?” Then she gave me an engaging grin. “After I spent two weeks in the hospital after he tried to kill me because I was leaving him, I decided that I would rather be a doctor myself. I’m going to medical school in the fall.”

LaDonna settled me into a small room with three beds.  “We’re under capacity tonight, so you’ll be on your own. The room across the hall and the room next to yours are occupied, but I don’t  think you’ll be disturbed. Oh, and just ignore any clanging you hear from the basement. We had a broken pipe scare and the maintenance man is finishing up down there.”  She set an extra pillow on the bed and patted me on the shoulder.  “Sleep well, Opal. You’re safe now.”

I sat in the corner of the TV room by myself.  The woman in the room next to mine walked in on bare feet and got a Coke out of the vending machine. She nodded at me and padded out. I heard the maintenance man coming up the basement steps with the gait of King Kong. The basement door creaked when it closed and he clomped down the hall and stepped into the TV room, setting his toolbox on the floor. He, too, went to the vending machine to get a can of soda.  “Oh! Excuse me; I didn’t know that anyone was in here,” he said apologetically when he noticed me.  I turned my face away from his and scooted the chair quickly into a shadow. I wasn’t ready to face anyone else with a fat lip and one eye that was swollen and multi‑ colored.  “It’s OK,” I told him. “I was just sitting here.”

He paused for a moment. “Do you want me to turn on more lights for you?”  I shook my head. “No, thank you.”  “Then I’ll let you get back to it,” he said, giving me a nod and a quick smile. He had a nice face. And then he was gone. I heard his footsteps as he moved down the hall.   I smiled. He was trying to walk quietly on tiptoe in his heavy work boots with his huge feet. He wasn’t having much luck with it. He still sounded like King Kong.

It was now after eleven o’clock in the evening. With shaking fingers I smoked a cigarette, something I had not done since college. I still had the jitters. According to LaDonna, the “point of separation,” the phrase coined to describe the transitional period when women leave their abusers, is the most dangerous time of your life. I had tensed up my muscles so much that they hurt. My shoulders felt as if they were resting at the bottom of my ears. I exhaled and blew the smoke into a cloud in front of my face.  Through the window, I watched the lights in the apartment building across the street go out one by one. I tried to imagine the lives behind the drawn shades and closed curtains.  The late‑night TV shows were about to come on. Work clothes for the next day were laid out; showers had been taken. People with normal lives checked the locks on the front door before they went to bed. They had walked the dog. They fluffed the pillows and set the alarm clock. People with normal lives clicked off the lamp on the nightstand. People with normal lives.  Normal lives.  What was a normal life?

I was a woman with a college degree, my name on a mortgage, one car note, a Sears bill, and a “good job.” Wasn’t that “normal”? And here I sat with three cigarette burns, bruised ribs, scratched knuckles, and a swollen eye.  “Sleep well, Opal. You’re safe now.” LaDonna’s words echoed in my head.  For years I slept curled up in a ball on the edge of the bed with one eye open. How in the world had I ever thought that I had a normal life?  I would try to have one now.  That night I stretched out in the little bed and buried my face into the pillow. And slept. Well.

Dancing on the Edge of the Roof (2002)
Sheila Williams
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Excerpt:Chapter One
When I was forty‑two years old, I decided to run away from home. Just pack up and go. Wouldn't take dishes or nothin', no "household goods," stuff like that. Just my own stuff. What I could get into two suitcases.  Wasn't runnin' away exactly, just movin' on. I wanted to see things I'd never seen before, go places different from here.  I had been here too long.  Wasn't nothin' happenin' here. Not a damn thing.  Sometimes, you hear people say they want to find themselves. Well, I didn't need to do that. I knew where I was. That was the problem.

When I was a kid, I watched the Popeye cartoons on Saturday mornin' before my momma waked up. Swee' Pea, the baby, he was my favorite. He would feel like he wasn't bein' treated right, so he would tie up all his things in a bandanna (like the ones my son Rashawn wears on his head now) and put it on a pole and crawl away, him in his pjs. And he'd see monsters and China and the ocean‑the exciting things he'd never seen before.  It was like a big adventure.  That's what I wanted. A big adventure, all my own.

Now, you know there was a lot workin' against me. I'm not what you call educated or nothin' like that. I ain't never been nowhere, don't have much of a life as it is. Got a COTA bus life‑I go where the bus go: to work, to the carry‑out, then home.  And I'm not the kinda woman that you would think could have adventures. I'm not brave or smart. Not pretty or important. I ain't nobody  you ever heard of. Ha! I'll never be anybody you heard of!  And to most folks, I ain't much. But that's OK. I was smart enough to know that I couldn't stay here. Couldn't keep livingthe same old  piece of life, doing the same old thing. Somebody said "life is not a dress rehearsal." I know what that means.  You don't get a second chance.  I think it's time to leave. Juanita's great adventure.  Even if I don't get very far, it will still be farther than I've been.  If Swee' Pea can have an adventure, then so can I.  Now, I didn't come to this way of thinking overnight. It took a long time.  "Momma?"  Bertie's voice took me out of my daydream.  "Momma!"  "Momma in there?" I heard my daughter yell back to her brother.  "Bertie, she in there," Rashawn yelled back. "She just writin' in that notebook again, that's all. You know how she gets."  "Momma, you in there, or what?"

Bertie's pounding was starting to get on my nerves.  "Whatchu want, Bertie? And quit banging on my door! You gonna tear it down?"  "Sorry, Momma," Bertie said. But she didn't sound like she was sorry. "Momma, can you keep Teishia for me? Me and Cheryl goin' to the Do Drop."  "Then you and Cheryl needs to take Teishia with you," I said. "I want some peace and quiet tonight."  "Aw, Momma! I ain't been out in two days!" she whined. I hate it when Bertie whines.  "I won't be gone long, I promise," she lied. "Besides, Teishia'll be good. She go right to sleep."  I sighed. That was the right word. Sigh . . . I closed my notebook and went to put it away.

"Bertie, the last time you said that, that baby kept me up till two. And you and Cheryl didn't come home till mornin'." I opened the bedroom door. My daughter was standing there, dressed and ready to go. Teishia was sitting in the middle of the floor, playing with a Bic lighter. I ran over to her and snatched it away.  "Bertie, you a fool or what? You got t' watch that child every minute! She mighta set herself‑and us‑on fire! And put these up!" I clicked the lighter. The flame jumped up an inch.  Bertie rolled her eyes like she thought I was stupid. "Girl, you roll those eyes like that again, you be pickin' them up off the floor!"  "Momma, she only a baby. She can't work it."  "And you a fool." I stashed the lighter in my robe pocket.

"You gonna keep her or not?" Bertie's hand was on her hip, and she was getting a definite attitude. I woulda got one with her but I had just come off a ten‑hour shift at the hospital. I was tired. All I wanted was for this baby to go to sleep so I could relax. I could always jump an  attitude with Bertie some other time. "She better go to sleep," I told Bertie. Teishia stuck one fat finger in her mouth.  Bertie lit out that door so fast, it made your head spin.  She left an empty Doritos bag, four Coke cans, and a full ashtray behind her. Not to mention a stack of magazines and the TV blasting. I clicked off the TV and started to pick up some of the mess. Found one of Teishia's dirty diapers under the pillow on my couch. That really made me mad. I'm gettin' sick and tired of pickin' up after that girl.

The sound of a sonic boom came from Rashawn's room. "Turn that stuff down!" I shouted. I heard voices. It sounded like someone said "Shhh . . . y'all. It's my momma."  I banged on the door. Somebody turned down the volume‑but not enough.  "Rashawn, you got somebody in there with you?"  More voices . . .   Teishia grunted. I looked over at her. She had a funny look on her face. The smell made my nose itch.  Shit . . .  "Rashawn!" I knocked again, this time with my fist. I tried the doorknob, but it was locked.  "Rashawn, who's in there?"  Teishia grunted. I looked over my shoulder. Oh, Lord, it was gonna be a big one.  “Just Tiny and Pete, Momma."

Well, that's just great, I said to myself a few minutes later as I wiped Teishia's stinky behind. Pete was OK, but Tiny? "Tiny" was almost seven feet tall, and had four babies by three girls that I knew of. He was a crackhead most of the time. And a thief. He stole the little Walkman my momma gave me for Christmas. He took money outta Bertie's purse once and even took Rashawn's twenty‑two, tho'  Rashawn had no business keeping a twenty‑two in my house in the first place. Tiny was always grinning and bobbing around, gettin' up in my face with "Good mornin', Miz Louis, good evenin', Miz Louis. You all right? You need somethin'? I'll set you up. Get you straight."  Negro was always tryin' to give me somethin'. Shoot. He didn't have nothin' I wanted. Well, 'cept maybe for my Walkman he stole. Other than that, Tiny was a lyin', stealin', dirty junkie, and I did not want him in my house.  But tonight was not the night for that either. I let Tiny stay a little while. I told Rashawn to turn the music down again. He said "Shit." Then he and Tiny and Pete left.

I washed the baby up and put her to sleep in the fold‑up playpen. Took me a bath with Calgon and laughed. What does that commercial say? "Calgon . . . take me away."  I sat on the couch and smoked a cigarette. Watched the baby sleep. Heard sirens screaming down Main Street. Lots of noise outside. It sounded like Mardee was havin' another party across the hall. I blindly watched the figures dancing across the TV screen. Ducked down when I thought I heard a gunshot. I drank a Coke and listened to Mardee's party and to the cars going by.  Then I took out my notebook. It's pretty, covered with fabric. A "paisley" print, the saleslady had told me.  I had the pen in my hand‑a real ballpoint. It cost me good money at the flea market. It wasn't cheap or nothin'. I took a deep breath, got ready.  My hand didn't move.  What was I gonna say?

You're supposed to have a juicy story to tell on pages like this‑a hot love affair like the ones they talk about on the TV, or a long trip to a far‑off place.  I looked at the empty page. Then I looked at my good ink pen. I closed the notebook.  You don't write about a COTA bus life in a paisley‑fabric‑covered notebook.  And you can't write the story of a ninety‑nine‑cent life with a three‑dollar‑fifty‑cent Parker pen.

A ninety‑nine cent‑life goes something like this:  At home they call me "Momma." At work, I am "Nita" or "Hey, you!" But my name is Juanita Louis. And I like to be called "Juanita."  I live in the projects. They call it low‑income housing now. But when I came along ("back in the day" as my kids would say) they called 'em projects. My parents worked hard to move us kids outta there, Daddy worked three jobs and Momma worked two. I remember when we finally moved outta there and into a small two‑story frame house off Cleveland Avenue. Mom and Dad were so proud. Nowadays they try to make the projects look like someplace you wanna be, glamorize gunshots and crackheads. Now, it's called the 'hood.

Review of Dancing on the Edge of the Roof:
All of us have eaten in diners. But only some of us have found that Special One, the tried and true kitchen that serves comfort food just the way we like it. Whether it is a fancy plate of poached eggs on cornbread topped with a dab of chipotle hollandaise sauce, or plain old scrambled eggs and bacon, nothing quite compares to the warm smell of familiarity. It is the perfect setting for people‑watching, and sometimes I find myself looking from booth to booth wondering 'Who are all these people? What are they talking about? Where are they from?' Something draws us together, in this room of vinyl seats and greasy air, and for a few moments we share a common space in our very separate lives. 

Dancing on the Edge of the Roof is a novel that gives us a glimpse into one of these lives. The life of Juanita Louis. She has cleaned up other people's shit (literally, as a nurse's aide), supported a cigarette and wine habit (including those of her lazy, grown‑children), and suffered through several abusive relationships. However, despite the disproportionate dose of bitterness in Junaita's life, you would never describe her outlook as such. 

The routine of her existence is disrupted one day when, while sorting through the leftover belongings of a deceased patient, Juanita discovers a bag of romance novels in the closet. Yes, the cheesy, idealized paperbacks with brightly colored covers that feature really buff men and distressed damsels. But inspiration is inspiration, no matter what the source…and Juanita takes the opportunity to improve her reading skills and think in a dramatic way. She absorbs them quickly, living vicariously through the characters and traveling to places she never dreamed of, while building her vocabulary and interest in writing. Suddenly Juanita finds the motivation and meaning to achieve "a life worth writing home about." 

She packs her bags. She says goodbye. She gets on a bus. She ends up in Paper Moon, Montana. The story takes off from here with the introduction of new people, like a truck driver named Peaches, a Lakota Indian chef who prepares French cuisine, and an eccentric octogenarian who insists her cats are re‑incarnations of her late husbands. Juanita's ideas finally have the chance to evolve, including her perspective on the value of life and conquering life‑long fears. 

Interestingly, the setting for Juanita's new self‑discovery doesn't take place in an exotic country far away, but at none other than the Paper Moon Diner. 

Not every book you read is a gourmet meal filled with overly complex characters, mind‑boggling plot twists, and big fancy words. Sometimes a story can just be a satisfying, weekend read that makes you feel good when you're done. Sheila Williams has served up a nice dish with this novel, a real comfy eggs‑and‑bacon‑style peek into someone else's life. Even the awkward issues that the story addresses are kept palatable with the use of humor. The simple, light‑hearted use of dialogue and description leaves you with a pleasant taste in your mouth.

Interview with Sheila Williams about Dancing on the Edge of the Roof:
Bold Type (BT): Juanita is not your typical choice for a heroine.  But despite her undesirable day job, ungrateful children, and abusive marriages she remains determined and hopeful.  Who is your inspiration for this character? Did you write the story hoping to reach a particular audience that could identify with her situation? 

Sheila J. Williams (SJW): Everyone knows a "Juanita". She is your sister, mother, cousin or best friend. She might even be your nephew or brother. She is that salt‑of‑the‑earth person who does for everyone but herself. She can be depended upon to baby‑sit on short notice, cook for you, loan money and let you stay at her apartment indefinitely. She listens to your troubles. She asks so little for herself that people tend to take advantage of her. And the rest of us say, out of her hearing, or course, "She shouldn't let so‑and‑so use her like that!" This comment often comes after she's worn out, broken down and dead, however. The Juanitas of this world don't always get to live a life that they wanted for themselves. They are too busy taking care of everyone else's drama. We all know people like that. Some of us are people like that. And no, Dancing is not autobiographical! 

BT: A nice compliment to Juanita's outspoken and domineering personality is found in Jess, the strong and silent owner of the Paper Moon diner. What were the challenges you found in trying to bring a character to life using a minimal amount of dialogue? 

SJW: Jess is really a man of action not of words. So when he speaks, he uses economy and what he says, he means. With Jess, it was important to make certain that his comments were full of meaning — because he doesn't use a lot of words! Also, he speaks to Juanita in the way that he looks at her. She feels him as much as she hears him. 

BT: The other imaginative characters in the story add a nice flavor. Some sweet (like Mignon and Peaches), some sour (Juanita's children), from mild to spicy. How did you come up with such a colorful cast and manage to keep them all straight in your head? Who is your favorite? 

SJW: Characters in a book are like an extended family sitting around the table at Thanksgiving. You have a real gumbo of people — from tyrannical Great‑Aunt Bessie to peculiar Cousin Fred. When I am writing, my characters just show up like uninvited houseguests with lots of suitcases and big appetites! Coordinating a zany cast of characters can be a challenge. You have to keep them engaged and busy and make sure that they behave themselves and don't get into too much trouble!  My favorite character, besides Juanita, is Millie Tilson. She is intelligent, fun‑loving, adventurous and resourceful. And ageless — an old soul with a young heart. I want to be like Millie when I'm…older. 

BT: Dancing on the Edge of the Roof takes us from the crowded urban sprawl of Ohio to the wide‑open spaces of Montana. What experiences did you draw on in order to reflect the feel of these places? Did you have to do any research on an Indian reservation? 

SJW: While I have not visited any of the western reservations, I have visited a few of those huge boxy‑shaped states that stretch out forever. The vastness and dramatic terrain are intimidating to a Midwestern girl like me. I am like Juanita in that regard. I come from a flat place. The plains, mountains, lakes and the colors are beautiful and almost other‑worldly. The land itself is inspiring. And I used it to emphasize the contrast between the small, urban spaces of body and of mind and the wider, more open possibilities of life, illustrated by the vastness of Montana. Before I wrote Dancing, I stumbled onto a pow‑wow. (OK, I'll admit it. I was lost, driving on an unfamiliar county road.) I chucked the event I was headed to and stayed. It was a revelation. The beauty of the clothing, the pounding drums and voices, the dance. I was awe‑struck. It was a spiritual experience that I have never forgotten. 

BT: Juanita runs away, and ends up at the Paper Moon Diner. The way she describes it you can feel the grease and smell the bacon frying. What made you decide to choose the familiar, cozy diner as the main setting where her transformation occurs? Does it have any symbolic significance to you? 

SJW: Without even thinking about it, we gravitate to places that are familiar and, therefore, safe. Juanita has never been to Montana but she knows her way around any kitchen. The diner gives her a launching pad for her next adventure. It provides her with a home base as she recreates herself. The kitchen, the hearth, is often the place where people gather and make themselves comfortable. It has been that way since the dawn of time. In the kitchen, Juanita feels both creative and empowered. As for me, I am a veteran of the "It's 6:30, Mom, what's for dinner, we're HUNGRY!" kind of cooking. Now, I just enjoy puttering around the kitchen, mostly on weekends, taking all day to make something that is spicy, high in fat and calories and goes well with cornbread. 
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About Sheila Williams:
Sheila J. Williams was born in Columbus, Ohio. She attended Ohio Wesleyan University and is a graduate of The University of Louisville in Louisville, Kentucky. Throughout elementary, middle and high school, Sheila wrote poetry, short stories (one of which nearly got her suspended), articles for the school newspapers and plays. In high school, she won a prize from the local arts and letters society. In college, one of her poems "The Cage" was published in the college literary magazine. She continued to write during the years of that she worked as a paralegal and a corporate product manager. In early 2001, after nearly eighteen years of trying and enough rejection slips to wallpaper two bathrooms and the west wall of her kitchen, Sheila was offered her first publishing contract. "When I first started trying to get published," she says, "my kids were wearing flannel pajamas with feet in them. Now, they drive and have their own apartments!" Dancing on the Edge of the Roof was published by Ballantine Books in November, 2002. Sheila's second novel, The Shade of My Own Tree, will be published by Ballantine in August, 2003.  Sheila's interests include reading, writing, travel and genealogy. She is currently 

finishing a contemporary novel and researching a historical saga based on the experience of her family beginning in the early 1700s. Sheila and her husband have two grown children and make their home in northern Kentucky.

Her favorite recipe from Dancing on the Edge of the Roof - 

*Juanita's Pinto Beans*  
Ingredients:
bag of pinto beans


2 ham hocks the size of Georgia



Chopped white onion


one celery stalk



Two bay leaves


cilantro or basil (if desired)



A pinch of cumin and cayenne pepper (there are few things that a little bit of red



pepper doesn't improve), salt and pepper to taste (I use whole peppercorns) 

Cover the beans with water, bring to a boil. Turn off the heat, let set for one hour. At the same time, simmer ham hocks in water (to cover).  After the hour, drain the beans, add them to the ham hocks and add the spices and other ingredients. Cook on medium heat until the beans are tender (probably 3 hours or until the ball game is over). The dish should have a nice broth.  Carve up those Georgia‑sized ham hocks (throw out the fat and the skin) and serve with fresh cooked greens (combination mustard, kale and collard are my favorites) and cornbread. 

Her web site is:
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