Southern Bell Hell

Eyelids fluttered in disbelief at the sight of me: a Negro, who, at seventeen, dared come to share their breath. 
Seconds earlier, the supervisor and I had climbed the steps to laughing chatter on the other side of the door to the small office building. The people inside sounded like they were in a good mood, so I relaxed, let go of the muscle along the bottom band of my stomach as I followed my guide inside. Everything stopped. 
I was taking a job in an office where Negroes had ever worked so I already knew there would probably be some drama. My armpits were already soggy from the sweat of anticipation, but they became fresh faucets of fear fueled by furious white faces. I was so rank I could smell myself. Sweat pellets pooled at my waist…drip…drip…drip… their icy slide stayed by my best belt. 

With my arms pressed tight against my sides to mask terror’s musk, I felt like the Empire State building plopped down in the Sahara desert.  

“This here is Bernice. You sit over there,” the supervisor said, pointing to a tall stool at a shelf facing the wall. Our eyes followed his arm and then his back as he whirled and made a beeline for the door. After he left, they looked at each other and I looked around the room.

The office was a doublewide trailer that had probably begun as temporary space and ended up digging in for the long haul. There was no sign of the glamorous corporate environment I had imagined the white folks and I would share.

The telephone switchboard was a large rectangular console that took up half the room. Waist high, it was long enough to accommodate three tall stools at operator stations stretched out side-by-side. Two desks were pushed against the wall opposite the door and that’s where the freeze-frame white folks were huddled, gazing silently at each other. I sat down at my shelf against the wall, with my back to them, and waited for further instructions.  
Not even a month had passed since my high school graduation and there I was, Southern Bell’s caramel belle, the new face of equal opportunity. Around the city, others like me were being scattered, one by one, in white segregated workplaces like the Charlotte Transit Authority, Duke Power, the post office, Belk’s and Ivey’s department stores. 

Until a few years earlier, the jobs we started that summer hadn’t even appeared in our dreams because they were white folks’ jobs and that was that. But after Kennedy’s assassination, lunch counter sit-ins, boycotts, massive marches, and other public protests proved that we had the power to change things. Then, Lyndon B. Johnson used our national grief over Kennedy’s death to bludgeon Congress into passing the Civil Rights Acts of 1964. The next thing I knew, once again, I was one of the Chosen Negroes, this time landing one of “their” jobs for one of “us.” Getting the job had required a huge fighting force. Keeping the job was all on me. I was stuffed with pride, happy to bear the honor and the burden of my position. These silent white folks would soon see that I was as worthy of my job as they were of theirs.  I would show them.
Mama had worked all my life for white folks who never missed an opportunity to put their feet in her face. But these white folks were mine it was up to me to teach them a thing or two. I knew they would be watching me and judging the entire race by every little thing I did. Good. I was going to be so damn impressive they wouldn’t even remember why they thought Negroes were such a problem in the first place. Anyway, what was the worst they could do? Like the few other white folks I had come in contact with, they could pretend I was either invisible or some tiny swamp creature to be flicked aside. I was not going to allow them to get in my way.
The only desks in the office belonged to the men who traipsed in and out throughout the day responding to complaints the women logged from phone calls. Usually the men stayed just long enough to feel up the women and tell dirty jokes while all of them pretended I wasn’t there. I avoided looking directly at them and they returned the favor. 


In the men’s absence, the women climbed down from their perches, sank into the swivel cushioned desk chairs, and fired up cigarettes. With the men gone, the women treated me different. Sometimes they even slipped up and said a few words to me about how to perform some job-related task. But never once did they say anything that suggested I could be one of them. 
When the men were present, though, the chairs belonged only to them and the women draped themselves over the men and there they all lingered in a pale blue swirl of cigarette smoke and sexual banter. I went back to being invisible or became the butt of their jokes.

What’s the worst that could happen? By the end of the week, I knew. Refusing to look my way from day one, the cracker-mean congrFlahertyts circling me made it clear they intended to have nothing to do with me and I stumbled through my first days rigid and numb with disbelief. How could grown people who knew nothing about me be so hateful? I had left home on Monday scared, but confident and hopeful, but by Friday, I realized I had been sentenced to race war boot camp and was working overtime in the summer from hell.

Day after day, I unglued myself from my stool to pee, eat, or go home. Determined to prove I was not the mythical lazy nigger and anxious not to do anything to draw attention, I worked through every break and refused to ask for assistance even when I needed it. It was better to simple figure things out on my own. Gratefully, the work was mind-numbing—sorting, recording, and filing stack after stack of multi-copy repair requests. The only time we heard my voice was when I relieved one of the repair operators on break or at lunch. 

At home, a stream of Lawrence propaganda bFlaherty papering the path to my parallel universe. My first letter was from Ed Wall, announcing my roommate assignment:

(June 20, 1967) Dear Bernestine: We have assigned you to a room in Colman Hall with Catherine Flaherty, an incoming white freshman from Lakosha, Wisconsin. Lawrence does not dwell on the fact of race, either in admissions or in the general conduct of the college, but we do recognize the fact, and we recognize also that not all of our incoming freshmen are ready to accept a member of another race as a roommate. We trust that you, however, will accept this assignment as routine. With kindest regards, I am sincerely yours, Ed Wall.

The day after Wall’s letter, I got my first letter from Catherine:

June 20, 1967 –Hi, Guess who I am? Your roommate for next year. I found out Saturday and I can’t wait to meet you. I’m enclosing a picture of myself along with this letter. 

… My full name is Catherine Flaherty; I’ll be 18 in August… I’m 5’ and weigh 90 lbs. I’m dark complected, in the summer I get really dark. My hair, which is supposed to be rather gray-brown, gets quite blonde in the summer. You see, I work as a lifeguard, here at the beach. My hair is also extremely naturally curly, which I’m not too fond of.

“Dark complected”?  “Extremely naturally curly”? What the hell was she talking about? The girl in the photo was blonde with straight hair. And, apparently, a cheerleader, Girl Scout, senior play lead, and homecoming queen. Damn, if I wasn’t traveling halfway across the country to live with all of my high school nemeses rolled into one white face! 

 I was light brown. Coffee with several dollops of cream. Caramel, medium toast, mid-range in the line of beige edibles. Just light enough for it to be an advantage, but not so light it got in my way. Still, I was way darker than she was. My hair was genuinely nappy, though it would be hot comb straightened into a shoulder-length flip by the time she saw it. I read on:

“I was just thinking—we don’t have to be at school until about September 20th. Maybe you could come and stay here for that week right before school starts. It’s only a two-hour drive to Lawrence. Think about it, won’t you? Write soon. As always, Catherine Flaherty.”

Two days before I turned eighteen, my second letter from Catherine: 
“Was great hearing from you. But, you didn’t send a picture along either…. Oh well!”

After warning me about winter weather –“sometimes it drops to as low as 40 below zero”—Catherine returned to her earlier invitation.

I sincerely hope you can come up the week prior to school next fall. You’d be able to meet my family and get accustomed to the life around here. I feel that such a week would do us both a world of good. We could more or less discover each other so that when we do go to Lawrence the adjustment, initially that is, won’t be as difficult…You know—this may sound stupid but—before you wrote I was really afraid we wouldn’t get along. I’m considered to be sort of out going; I’ve never even had troubles getting along with anyone. But since you wrote all doubts have completely vanished.

…HAPPY BIRTHDAY!…You mentioned that you were “brown skinned” and that when I saw your picture I’d understand. That’s okay. I understand without the picture.

Meanwhile, back at the phone company, my officemates were not nearly as pleased as Catherine was by my industriousness. 

So what if I mutely accepted their shunning and only learned their names by hearing them talk to each other? So what if I religiously observed the number one workplace rule for Representing the Race and always did more than was expected or required?

So what if I nearly made it through the second week without asking a question? When the day finally rolled around and I was faced with a task I could not figure out on my own, the prey they had stalked was finally cornered. 

I carefully chose the one to whom I directed my question, thinking that because she was the closest to my age, she was the most likely to be helpful. She was also the one I stupidly pegged as the nicest of the three women.

“Excuse me, Edith,” I said, going over to stand by her. “There’s too much information missing for me to figure out how this stack should be filed. What should I do with these?” 

Her nails drummed the countertop, sounding like a herd of tiny horses on the run. Nothing else in the room moved. She looked at her buddies. I looked at her.

“What?” she said finally, shuddering and rolling her eyes as though she were fighting off a fit. 

“I don’t know where to put these,” I repeated, now facing the side of her head. 

“Oh…I…can…tell…you…where…to…put…those…all…right.” Her words came out muffled by her hand spread across her nose and mouth as if she were sealing her passageways from some stench. Each swivel of her seat marked the long pauses between each word, her eyes still locked on theirs. 

Uproarious laughter suddenly folded her from the waist and immediately engulfed our office mates. The pattern was set for all their future interactions with me.

All weekend, I cried and begged Ma to let me quit. She was resolute.  

“If you’re ready to throw in the towel now, what’re you going to do when you get to college? This is only the beginning, honey. You haven’t seen nothing yet.

“They’re not laughing at you because they’re tickled. They’re laughing because they don’t know what else to do. All their lives they believed they were better than us just because they were white, but now here you are sitting up there in the middle of them, dressed better, talking better, smarter, and half their age. 

“You got a job right out of high school that they probably waited all their life to get and now they think you stole something that belongs to them. It’s killing them, so it’s their job to drive you out. Right? Well, just remember that it’s your job to stay.”


So I got up everyday to do my job. I went to work. And every day I checked the mail for Catherine’s letters, the ones that described the life I would soon be entering, far away among well-mannered, white people who were looking forward to meeting me and who would be absolutely nothing like the vile crackers who daily tormented me for sport. Finally, her third letter arrived.

Bern, I’m at the beachy-weachy again. We just finished planning a “Bash” party for next week Wednesday. Believe me, the kids up here drink like fish. I just turned 18 but my lifeguard friends are whales. Last night there was a guard vodka party.

Thanks so much for the card. Really, just hearing from you made my weekend perfect…When are you coming. How about a weekend? Say, the 10th or there about. 

We cross-checked our list of things to bring, preliminary decisions to be made: sororities were out (too expensive); hand shavers (one each, neither electric). She would bring the radio, hi-fi, and the hair dryer. I would bring the Temptations’ “What Becomes of the Brokenhearted?” and Aretha Franklin’s “R-E-S-P-E-C-T.”

We can hire the Lakosha City Band to play in front of us as we enter Appleton. Oh, how joyful. Listen kid, you & me, we’re going to have to stick together at school. I’m going to hate feeling like a new little freshman, but I guess everyone goes through that.

When you mentioned getting a permanent for your hair are you speaking of straightening your hair? I hope so—cause I am very seriously thinking about straightening my hair and then letting it grow. I haven’t even had half-way long hair for 7 or 8 years.

Really now, I don’t look like my picture. As far as personality is concerned, I’m not really very nice. I try to make people think I’m terribly sweet, but I’m not. I try to be sincere, but it doesn’t always end up that way. 

I’m terrible when it comes to arguing. I love to! But sometimes I just don’t feel like talking to anyone. Next year, since we’ll live together, you will be my confidant. I will most certainly need one for the first few weeks; getting used to no Russ may be a bit of a bind. I give some people the idea that I’m a prude. I’m not I don’t think. Many times I say things without thinking—things that hurt people. And I run my parents down a lot. I don’t appreciate whey they do for me and we fight all the time. Oh, well! I’m just telling you what to expect of me. (you lucky --?)

Can’t wait to meet you! I think we will get along really well. 

PS When are you coming? Soon I hope.

Oh, I’m learning how to play the guitar. If I get pretty good we should be able to sing together a lot next year. Right now my fingers are so sore from pressing the strings that I can’t even play my piano.

I started my third week on the job shielded from the telephone repair crew’s hatefulness by a new vision of my bright future temporarily intersecting with their dead end lives. Somehow word spread that I was only there for the summer and would leave for college in the fall. Having sniffed out my new resolve, they stitched it to this new piece of information and adjusted their attitudes accordingly.

No matter what they said or did, I sat deaf, mute, and apparently impervious, my hands creating fanciful doodles full of curlicues, blocks, and angles on notepads, in the margins of magazines and newspapers, all bearing the same three letters: PWT. Where I came from, we had a name for these rat droppings posing as people: PWT--poor white trash.

Back on the college front, I was already learning about other cliques in other climes, namely, the sorority system at Lawrence. This time the bearer of news was a different chirrupy Lawrence co-ed assigned to acclimate me.
(July 13, 1967) Dear Bernestine, I would like to be among the first of many to welcome you to Lawrence. 

Being a small school, Lawrence offers many advantages. I came from a rather large high school (4,300) which bristled with competition. I suppose that’s all right for large schools, but at Lawrence I discovered that the academic life is centered around the individual. And it’s exciting to find yourself challenged, really challenged…

Everyone is friendly. Everyday and every week-end opportunities for meeting people and having fun that relieve the work tension are offered.

The first term is when the freshman is also introduced to aspects of Greek life. The campus is small and close, and one is given equal opportunity to “go Greek” or be an “independent.” I chose to “go Greek.”

There are six sororities on the Lawrence campus. We differ from the six fraternities on campus because sororities are not allowed houses in which to live and eat together. (In my opinion this is an advantage. Too many of the girls in a sorority can become isolated from the rest of the campus.) But at Lawrence Greek women and independents have the opportunity to live together and to share experiences, which is so important. Instead of houses, each sorority is assigned a large room in the new girls’ dorm, Colman Hall. There, in that room, is where the sorority has its meetings. When not having meetings, the sorority can be involved with service projects for its national chapter’s chosen cause—or with practicing for Lawrence’s annual Greek Sing, or its folk dance contest. There are many, many projects constantly going on within the Greek world on campus…the girls in the sorority working together as sisters. 

Along with the many other activities that you’ll find yourself involved in when you arrive at Lawrence during the first term, Bernestine, you will be trying to understand and know the different sororities—and they will be trying to get to know you.

I imagine you’ll be hearing a lot of people ask you why you came to Lawrence when they learn you’re from North Carolina. It’s surprising, but Lawrence draws from nearly every state in the United States, as well as foreign countries. I hope to hear a little from you, and when school starts I’ll know you a little better. Again—welcome!
At the end of the month, the Southern Bell supervisor circulated a new schedule. 

“I can’t work nights and weekends,” I explained to him over the phone. “It’s too dangerous to take the bus after dark and I have to go to church on Sunday.” Violent crime in the Greenville section where I lived was a major marker of Charlotte’s rise as one of the nation’s murder capitals. By end of 1967, the Charlotte Observer reported that the per capita crime rate for my neighborhood outstripped New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago.

“You can show up for work like I scheduled you,” he warned, “or don’t bother to come back.” Click. He hung up. I never went back.

And so my first job with white folks was over. Cold-cocked on arrival, I never quite made it up off the floor. 
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