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Personal Narrative by Barbara Scott
I am a 59 year-old mother of three who is currently
pursuing a Masters degree at this university. I was born in
Missouri, the eldest daughter of a black soldier and a beautiful
biracial woman. I was taught at an early age that I was a child of
the King, and my strong relationship with God has carried me
through many tough times. My family's story began over 80 years
ago.
In early twentieth century South Carolina, at the height of
the Jim Crow era when the one drop rule was supposedly the law
of the land, a pregnant woman passing was not allowed to marry
the man she loved simply because he was too dark. Passing refers
to a person classified as a member of one racial group attempting
to be accepted as a member of a different racial group. In this case,
Black passing for White.
My mother was born in 1932. Her mother committed
suicide shortly after she was born making her an orphan. She was
secretly removed from the plantation and sent to live with her
uncle in another state. Thus, her life began as the daughter of Fred
and Paula Secret.
Her adoptive father
very influential in the White and
Black communities. Fred Secret, a very light-skinned man who
appeared to be white, was a mortician in the military and owned a
business in the Black community. Paula, her adoptive mother, was
a stay-at-home wife who cooked and cleaned constantly. The two
of them never went anywhere together. Throughout their marriage
he voted, but Paula never did. He attended social functions alone
or perhaps with some other socialite, just not with my
grandmother. They lived separate lives, and were only married in
the privacy of their own home.
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I recall at my grandfathers funeral. all the sighs coming
from the back of the church when the casket was pushed in front
of my dark-skinned grandmother. None of the white attendees
seemed to know Paula was the wife of Fred. She married very well
indeed, to a wealthy Black man, at least in our culture, who looked
White.
Passing offered my grandfather opportunities that only
white people received. During slavery, it could mean freedom.
There are many documented instances of fair-skinned slaves who
posed as white to escape. In modern times, it meant being able to
vote in the South. It meant a job in the office rather than a job
cleaning the office. It meant schools with the latest equipment and
books, instead of dilapidated buildings and out-of-date texts. It
often meant better housing. It meant being treated with respect,
not disregard.
My grandmother never remarried, but always said she was
married to her check, referring to my grandfather's retirement she
received from the military every month like clockwork. Perhaps
she felt that was some form of compensation for the way she had
been treated all those years she was married to Mr. Secret.
My mother never spoke of her childhood, even when asked.
Some things she took to her grave. My father told me she was
adored by her adoptive father, but she was resented by her
adoptive mother who never had any cpildren of her own. Perhaps
that left my mother feeling emotionally abandoned. I know she
spent her life looking for love as evident by her six marriages. She
had her first child at 14 who was raised as her sister by my
grandparents.
At the age of 17, my mother married her first husband. One
year later in April of 1950, she gave birth to her second child, my
brother, Sam. Shortly afterwards they were divorced. In early
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1952, she met my father, Clyde, while he was stationed in Texas.
They were total opposites. Sam was from a poor family of five boys
and one girl, while she had been lavished with the best of
everything by her father and raised as one of two children.

In January of 1954, my father was relocated to Missouri.
Four months later my mother joined him and they lived together.
Although it was not socially acceptable for couples to cohabitate
during that time, widespread changes in family-related behaviors
started, such as increases in premarital sex, cohabitation,
extramarital childbearing, and divorce. These behaviors
accompanied dramatic increases in the social acceptance of all
behaviors. While it is difficult to know which came first, changes in
beliefs or changes in practices, these factors influenced the marital
behavior of future generations. I guess it would be suitable for me
to say my parents were trendsetters. I was born in 1954; two days
after my parents were married. Fourteen months later, my mother
gave birth to my sister Joy.
Even though the UN, North Korea, and China had signed
an armistice agreement ending the Korean War, the United States
was still sending troops to Korea and my father received orders to
go. He moved all of us, including my brother Sam, to his home
town where we would live in a two bedroom mobile home located
on his father's property. My mother was miserable in this small
town. She had three small children and no friends. In her
hometown, she had been part of the elite crowd, socializing on a
regular basis. Eventually, she started to go out and meet people.
Most of them were men because she was a beautiful woman and
always fascinated the opposite sex. Rumors began to spread in this
tiny town and ultimately found their way to Dad.
Unexpectedly my father came home on leave, upset and
disappointed. He was not thinking about the ways my mother use
to bend over backwards to please him or how she would put her
man's needs before her own because she loved him so much. His
masculinity was threatened because of the rumors and because he
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could not take care of my mother like she was accustomed to.
Distrust arises when men are unable to supply money they can
swap for some measure of authority over women. Losing control of
her, they were no longer able to communicate and love followed
trust and respect out the door.
My father was given custody of my sister and me, not by
the courts, but by a mutual understanding between him and my
mom. We were shifted from aunts and uncles, to cousins, and
eventually ending up with our grandparents, the same
grandparents that raised my mother. That reunion was short-lived
for me.
My father met and married Alice after she became
pregnant. She already had children and the child they had
together, Matt, was jokingly called our community property
brother. He was the glue that bonded all the children and we
became a family of six minus my sister Joy. She chose to live with
my brother Sam and my grandmother.
In this household, though it was short-lived, I learned what
being part of a family was all about. The joys, the sorrows, the
pleasure attached to being the oldest child, and all the
responsibilities that were included. We went to church every
Sunday. My step-mother was good to me. She taught me love,
patience and understanding. I remember how she helped me
overcome my bout with bed-wetting and the love and concern she
showed me during that terrible time in my life. We would sit up
and read books because I was afraid to go to sleep, fearing I would
wake up in a wet bed.
When my father received orders to VietNam, my stepmother chose to take her children back to their home town to live.
I did not move with them because I could not bring myself to leave
my younger sister Joy behind, knowing she was being molested by
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my grandmother's alcoholic brother. Although we never spoke a
word about that until we were adults, I knew it was happening and
I thought I needed to protect her. What a bigjob for such a young
child.
My refuge came from the comfort I felt believing in God. I
could think myself into a different time and place. I was a
dreamer. During the time I lived with my step-mother and father I
met cousins, aunts and uncles, a big mama and people who loved
and respected each other. I had been part of a loving and caring
family, even if just for a little while. God had given me a family and
memories to hold on to, helping me to stand then, so I could walk
in these shoes now.
Days and years passed, bringing me closer to reaching my
goal. I wanted to join the Army. I had been going to school,
working and surviving, living with an older friend, with the
parents of friends , struggling,just trying to make it on my own
since I was fourteen . I refused to live with the fear of molestation.
Life got so hard I had to quit school but I received my GED when I
was 17, knowing I needed it to get into the Army. I always had a
plan. Then I thought it was my plan, now I know it was God's.
In 1972, I was inducted into the Women's Army Corp.
What a wonderful day that was. I was sent to Fort McClellan,
Alabama for basic training. My first of many dreams had been
fulfilled. In 1974, I married Edwin, a man I had known since I was
14, and had my first child in 1976. He was born in Honolulu,
Hawaii. My husband was very abusive, both physically and
mentally, which caused our marriage to end in 1981. I never knew
what marriage looked like but for sure it was not that.
In 1984, I moved to Colorado, met and married a musician
who fathered my last two children. We were divorced in 1989 and
I have been single every since.
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My family kept so many secrets. As children we were not
allowed to ask questions. We just asked each other, and then
believed whatever we wanted to believe. Individuals avoided
expressing their opinions and feelings. Perhaps they wanted to
remain low key as not to fall under the radar because they were
passing for White. I was told when my grandmother committed
suicide; no one in the family would even listen to the plans she had
to get married. Her family just said no, and that was that.
There are not many of us left on my mother's side of the
family, but we are assertive individuals who clearly state their
opinions and feelings, and firmly advocate for their rights and
needs. My children are taught to value their diversity, as well as
themselves, their time, and their emotional, spiritual, and physical
needs. Conflict between parents and adolescents generally
increases during adolescence and my family was no exception to
the rule. Each one had their own identity and emotional needs.
We are very close but maintain healthy relationships and set
boundaries. I left home at an early age never dealing with
intergenerational conflicts only the stress of trying to take care of
myself. That taught me to be ambitious, independent, and
resourceful. I entered the workforce, married, had children and
was divorced twice. At age 18, when I went home on leave from
the military, I restored the relationship with my mother that grew
immensely until the day she closed her eyes in 2010.
My ancestors treated people differently based on their skin
color even in their own family. I now see it as a survival skill for
that time period, but I also saw the hurt it caused my mother. She
spent her entire life looking for love and acceptance. The time I
spent with my step-mother and her children made me different
from my maternal brother and sister. They were never showed
unconditional love and affection as I was. I see nourishing
characteristics in my children but my nieces and nephews appear
to be different. My oldest brother had two sons who did not even
attend his funeral.

91

Issue Ill, Spring 2014
Lifestyles often generate stresses and strains, at home and
at work. Being a single parent created conflicts in scheduling of
school activities, church, and family time, but I was determined to
make life for my children better than mine. Determination, hard
work, and children who followed the rules at home and at school
allowed us that life. Stress and conflict were always kept at a
minimum.
I come from a very diverse cultural background. Although
my life was not easy, I have always taken the worse and made it
better. My mother did the best she could with the tools she had.
Rather than spend my life dwelling on the past, being bitter, I
chose another route. I am part of the first generation of women to
raise all my children and for that I am proud.
Growth comes from moving forward. It starts on the inside
along with healing. I am moving ahead, hoping my children,
unlike their ancestors, will value marriage and relationships.
Completing this assignment stirred up a lot of dreadful memories
and some good ones as well. By achieving a greater self-awareness
I have learned how to develop more effective interpersonal
relationships with other people. The most valuable lesson I have
learned to date is that my past dictates where I came from but it
does not determine where I am going, for the race is not given to
the swift, but to the one who endures until the end.
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