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Discussing poverty with his daughter

A few summers ago, when our daughter was visiting, she and I were alone at the house one day, and I started telling her about a book review I read a few days before. It was about the author who grew up impoverished in East Texas during the depression. A portion of his book told how, at the age of ten or twelve, he finally got to ride the farm wagon into town. This was the first time he had ever seen hard surface streets and sidewalks in front of nice homes with lace curtains.

 As I talked of the little boy’s reaction to seeing all this, to my daughters surprise, I began to cry. I was unable to explain to her why thinking about that child’s situation caused so much emotional pain—except that perhaps I was reliving my own past in that moment and recalling a time of almost money-less existence; of wearing fertilizer sack clothes and sleeping on sheets and pillow cases made of that same rough fabric. That and crack-ridden bare floors, knot holed walls and cardboard patches over broken windows through which bone chilling winter winds blew. Of smoky coal oil lamps, “risons” and bad blood from protein-deficient diets. All this, while a family kept afloat by toiling from sunup to sundown on a hardscrabble hill farm. Sometimes it barely produced enough cotton to pay back the sixty-five dollar loan obtained in the spring to buy fertilizer and seed. 
 Someone has described our transformation from innocence as “the day when childhood ended”. But in a way, our childhood is never ended. Instead; it recedes to some inner part of our being where it holds us in its clutches to a far greater extent than we perhaps want to acknowledge. Old ghosts, residing in the deepest, dimmest recesses of our soul, venturing forth when the door is opened by a memory:

 In the lonely hours of night I sometimes journey back to that old unpainted house on the hill. Where a small boy lies with his head in the comforting security of his father’s lap as the porch swing slowly squeaks back and forth. Where for a brief time, all is right with the world as darkness comes on a summer evening.
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