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This book is dedicated to my daughter Kennedy Lawrencia Elaine Davies.

What did I do to deserve you, my Mami? There were moments when I was

writing the book and you came over to console me. Yours is a kindness and
sweetness that most mothers yearn for.
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Soundtrack to Lawrencia’s Last Parang

Music has played an important role in the Jack family, now and ever
since we've known ourselves. Writing this memoir would have been
incomplete without the sounds of Trinidad and the Caribbean broadly
speaking. I wanted to bring the reader into the culture of the island and
of our home. My hope is that readers will use the YouTube playlist that
accompanies each chapter to set the mood and tone for the words on the
page. Asalover of music, the soundtrack to this memoir has been carefully
curated to reflect specific places and times that are referenced in the text,
as well as the music that my family actually played throughout the years.



Trock i:
PARADISE LOST

Parang: the staged act of merrymaking, music, dance, and food typical
of the Spanish Creole community of Trinidad. (Amelia Ingram, 2002)

Soundtrack:

Golpe

Daisy Voisin

Nosotros Tenemos
Daisy Voisin

Good Mother

Jann Arden

Doh Rock It So

Baron

One More Time
Machel Montano

Fire and Rain
James Taylor

| Shot the Sheriff
Bob Marley

Blueberry Hill

Fats Domino
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ON DECEMBER 6, 2013, I was awakened from deep sleep by a tele-
phone call from my cousin in Boston.

It was 6:00 a.m. I opened my eyes just enough to find the cordless
phone on my bedside table. It was Christmas time and we were living
in a large house on a country road in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. The
table was crowded with lotion, InStyle magazines, a nail clipper, Beats
headphones, a water bottle and my Bible. I grabbed the phone on the
first ring to avoid waking Kennedy who slept in her bedroom down
the hallway, near the guest bedroom, but the network of telephones
dispersed in rooms throughout the house announced the caller and
made a loud echo that bounced through the foyer’s chandelier.

On the other end of the line she delivered the news. “I'm calling you
to tell you that Mami died last night.”” Unsure about whether I was
dreaming, I searched for words. “No, I spoke with Mami last night
and she sounded good...she’s good.” “No, she died last night,” Stacey
insisted with an urgency in her voice that registered the certainty of
her words. She needed me to hear the truth rather than the fiction that
I wanted to believe. Stunned and unable to process what I heard, I was
flushed by a feeling of dread. In an instant, I was forced to come to
terms with the passing of the mother who raised me even though my
biological mother was still alive.

After returning the phone to the emptiness of its base, I relayed the news
to my husband. “Mami died last night...” And then I began to wail.
I've never heard myself cry like that before. The deep bellowing moan
escaping my body signalled to the universe that my veil of protection was
torn. It was a veil of protection that only became apparent to me once
she had passed. Her love was the armour that shielded me throughout
my life. I felt alone and afraid, even though Daddy was still alive. I knew
that there was still deep snow on the ground outside and the news of
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her passing made me feel as though someone had stripped me naked
and left me to stand alone in the freezing cold. I asked myselt how I
could live without a mother, especially with Kennedy being so young.

To console myself somewhat, I thought about how all of Mami’s
children were healthy: Aunty Marian, Aunty Juliet, Aunty Gemma,
Aunty Erroline, Uncle Joseph, Aunty Linda, Aunty Joslin, and Aunty
Germine. Minutes later when the sobbing stopped, I reminded myself
that I had to be strong for Kennedy, but my body was lifeless. I felt
exhausted. There was an emptiness inside my chest, near my heart, a
sensation that I had never felt before. I am not sure whether I imagined
the pain or whether it was really there. Laying on the bed and looking
up at the light fixture in the middle of the ceiling, I recall watching its
pewter arms holding six white cups illuminated by its light. My mind
was racing. The walls of our bedroom were a green-grey colour. It
reminded me of the cement that Daddy mixed in the yard on Saturday
mornings when I was six years old. I remember the shade because I had
asked the designer from Reid and Siemonsen to help me pick colours
for the room that would remind me of being at the spa. I didn’t know
then how much I would rely on my bedroom, and the adjacent room
that we turned into my closet, for refuge.

On the opposite side of the bedroom was a ginormous bookshelf that
filled the length of the wall. It was meticulously adorned with books,
encyclopedias, pictures of Kennedy in silver frames, vases with flowers,
and an assortment of knick-knacks that we collected over the course
of our marriage. The silk curtains that hugged the only window in the
room were to my left and parted slightly, which allowed for the dawn
light to seep in.

When Kennedy awoke, we sat her between us on our bed. Taking turns,
we explained Mami’s passing in the way that adults speak to children
about things too difficult for their comprehension. We told her that
I would be leaving Kingston in a few days to attend the funeral in
Trinidad. At five years old, she looked at me with a mixture of confusion
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and fear and began to cry. I could not tell if she cried because she knew
that I was upset or if she truly remembered who Mami was. Kennedy
was only a year old when we took her to Trinidad for the first time
in 2009. After returning to Canada, she spoke to Mami and Daddy
whenever I called home. I often gave her the phone to say “Hello”
towards the end of my conversations. I coached her to tell Mami, “I love
you,” and “I miss you,” and Mami would reply in her melodious Trini
song, “Yes, Doodo, and I love you too.” I was relieved that we visited
Trinidad when Mami was still alive. I didn’t know then that she would
be snatched from my life so soon. We hadn’t gone on enough mother-
daughter dates. I hadn’t asked her all the questions that I needed to
ask. She didn’t hear about my consulting business or about Kennedy
attending a French school.

I thought I had more time. Later that day, I milled about the house with
Kennedy and made plans for the funeral. I kept the television on in the
kitchen and relied on the news coverage to keep my mind occupied
on something other than Mami’s passing. The death of Nelson Mandela
was on heavy rotation on CNN. Barack Obama was in his second term
as president of the United States and had recently delivered a speech on
income inequality, which was being critiqued by media pundits across
multiple news outlets.

That was well before the coronavirus pandemic of 2020. Well before
the entire globe experienced unprecedented loss and grief. Well before
COVID-19 and sheltering in place invaded our lives and forced a
vigilance around health and safety protocols the world has never seen. I
didn’t know then that loss would have taken root, seeking shelter in our
bones, our brains, and our genitals, sending millions to an early grave.
In Canada, we lost 51,921 lives (Government of Canada, 2023), but the
global number was 6.9 million (World Health Organization, 2023). I
couldn’t have predicted such anguish and am relieved that Mami did
not have to live through it. The news of her death felt like the wretched
prank of a pimple-faced teenager on a muggy summer night. I couldn’
think about my future then, paralyzed as I was. But it was the finality of
it all that left me feeling desperate.
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AWRENCIA “SHOON” Jack (née Garcia) was born in Trinidad on

November 14, 1934 in Guaracara village between Mayo and
Tabaquite. Named after her favourite uncle Shonito, her father, Benacio
“Papa” Garcia, was born in Venezuela and lived in Moruga his entire life.
Her mother, Virginia “Mama” Garcia, was Black and born in Trinidad.
She was the second oldest of nine siblings: Lena, Reynold, Juanita,
Louisa, Geraldo, Daniel, Frederick, Martha, and Stephanie. Mami and
Daddy married on May 14, 1954 in a small ceremony at the Warden’s
Office in San Fernando. Mami called herself “Cocoa Panyol.” Unique
to Trinidad and Tobago, Cocoa Panyols describe the Spanish speaking
peoples of Trinidad. Historically, they were migrant workers from
Venezuela who worked the cocoa plantations between the nineteenth
century and first half of the twentieth century (Moodie-Kablalsingh,
1992). The term literally brings together the “cocoa” of the agricultural
product itself with “Panyol,” which was meant to denote “Espafiol”
or Spanish speaking. With their arrival on the island, the workers also
brought with them a tradition of playing “La Parranda” or parang, a
Christmas tradition of carolling and merrymaking with the distinct
sounds of the cuatro, the maracas, and the mandolin, key instruments of
the modern day parang band.

Papa and Mama were good people. Papa worked the garden and Mama
was a homemaker. I don’t know whether Papa ever worked a regular
job as we know it. He was much shorter than Mama with sombre eyes
and a quiet demeanour. They both had large tattoos on their arms and
I always wondered whether they were once rowdy teenagers who got
them in acts of defiance or whether they got them as part of a trend
that swept the island in their youth. They were kind to us as children.
Papa and Mama lived in a small wooden house on what looked like an
expansive estate in Guaracara. There was one main road leading to and
from the village. When standing at the top of the hill near the path to
the house, I could see what looked like a thick lush forest, peppered
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by small houses, some of which were made of brick. The road leading
down the hill was narrow and bumpy and as children we bobbed up
and down if we were sitting at the back of Daddy’s Mitsubishi truck on
the way there.

Papa and Mama used an oil lamp and had no electricity or running
water. They lived off the land. Whenever we visited, Papa made us
coffee in an old black pot that he had since his youth. I bet a pot like
that would sell for hundreds of dollars today on eBay. The coffee was
from the cocoa estate nearby or at least that’s how I understood it as a
child. Papa had a special way of making it that I didn’t quite understand.
He was often hunched over a fire in preparation and served it to us
in white enamel cups. Its flavour was sweet, bitter, and creamy all at
the same time. To this day, I have yet to taste anything that matches it.
Whenever we visited, we played around the house and ran down the
hill. We ate Governor’s plums and looked for mangoes or cherries on
trees that we found on the land.

Mami was Papa’s favourite. That is the truth. Daddy told me this in
confidence one day while we were on the veranda. Mami was busy
talking to Aunty Juanita in the kitchen, which was located at the back
of the house, and could not hear him. I often wondered about her being
the favourite and whether that made her brothers and sisters angry,
jealous, or resentful of her. I remember the way Papa looked at her, his
eyes laden with love and admiration and how fond she was of him. As
children, we knew that there was juicy gossip about Mami’s siblings, but
most of it was hidden from us. Daddy didn’t elaborate. He delivered the
news and quickly changed the topic, leaving me frantic for more. Based
on what I saw, Mami was the most successful of all of her siblings. She
lived in the nicest house and had lovely clothing, jewellery, and a nice
car. She and Daddy sent my Uncle Joseph to study law at Cambridge
University in the UK, based on funds Daddy saved from his job at
Trinidad Cement Limited in Claxton Bay. Daddy afforded Mami a
privileged lifestyle, even with their humble beginnings.
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Sometimes Papa walked for forty-five minutes from Guaracara to our
home to be with her. I remember when I was about six years old and
Papa came to our home unexpectedly. He wore an old white t-shirt
that turned grey from years of use, dark cotton trousers, and flip-flops
that had sunken to the shape of his feet, showing his peach-coloured
toes in the sweltering heat. Mami brought him into the house, sat him
on the couch, and fed him cow heel soup to sober him up. He had had
too much to drink and Mami was visibly annoyed. Papa’s drinking was
something that we had gotten used to, but we never used terms such
as “alcoholic,” even if his drinking got out of hand. He said out loud
that Mami was his favourite, his eyes roaming the expanse of the living
room. His sentences were a mixture of gibberish and knowledge, with
sprinkles of wisdom thrown into the melee. Mami was abrupt. She told
him to hush and to stop speaking nonsense, but I knew that he was
telling the truth.

As a teenager Mami left Guaracara and worked as a live-in nanny near
Whiteland. It was here that she and Daddy first met. Patrick Joseph
Jack was born on January 12, 1932. He was the first of seven children,
including Virginia, Veronica, Eva, Gwendolyn, Raphael, and Wendy. His
mother, Grandma Hessie Charles, was born in Trinidad, but his father,
Edwards Richards, a bass player in a local band, was born in Grenada.
Daddy attended Eccles Village primary school in Whiteland and fell in
love with Mami while singing at church in Mayo. Daddy recalled that
when he first laid eyes on her, he thought she was the most beautiful
girl in the village. Sitting on our front porch, Daddy described her skin,
a smooth café mocha, her hazel eyes, and long wavy hair. I could sense
that Daddy was proud that he was able to marry a woman like Mami,
especially since she was Panyol and he was Black. He didn’t quite put it
that way, but during another one of our chats he explained that friends
and family members were surprised that Mami chose him because he
was dark-skinned and clearly not what he described as Spanish. I often
wondered whether Daddy learned to sing parang as well as he did in
order to become an honorary Panyol. And I recognized the look in his
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eyes when he spoke about being dark-skinned. It was a look that told
me that there was much more pain beneath the surface. Being dark-
skinned myself, I bonded deeply with him at that moment.

When Daddy sang parang, it I closed my eyes, I could have sworn that
I was listening to a Venezuelan. Over the years, Papa taught Daddy the
parang standards: “Sereno Sereno,” “Hurrah Hurrah,” and “De Verdad.”
Before long, Daddy was playing parang with Papa and other men from
villages close by. When Daddy sang with his raspy tenor voice, he was
the most handsome man in the world to me. And in his retelling about
how he met Mami, Daddy said that he admired her figure and that she
was “...big like a barrel.” Mami overheard him and began to quarrel.
Smiling, Daddy spoke in a softer tone as he shared about their early
life together in Whiteland. Daddy recalled that what he most admired
about Mami was her voice, which he described as a bell. As children,
parang and live music was simply a part of life. We were encouraged
to sing, dance, and express ourselves musically. We watched Mami and
Daddy interact with friends and family during the parang season and it
was their shared love of music that created the foundation for their lives
and for our family. They didn’t know it at the time, but through this gift
of music, Mami and Daddy gave us something that we are now passing
on to our children and for that, I remain indebted.

Early in their marriage, Daddy worked as a tile maker at Huggins in San
Fernando, even though he trained as a carpenter. Daddy always spoke
fondly of his early days in the trade. After leaving Huggins, he was hired
as a foreman at Trinidad Cement Limited. I still see the vision in my
mind’s eye of the day he was honoured with an award at work. Daddy
brought the newspaper clipping home and stuck it on the corner of
this headboard, in the inner box where the wood and glass met. In the
photo, he shook hands with a man wearing a suit. I remember how
strange 1t felt seeing him in the picture, beaming with pride. It was the
first time that [ saw Daddy as someone other than my father. I saw that
he had a life outside our home. He was good at his craft and not simply
the patriarch of our family.

10
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Daddy and Mami moved to Whiteland and began clearing the land to
build the house that I lived in as a child. That house was wooden and
stood on high stilts that allowed us to play on the dirt loor underneath.
There was a long drawing room and three adjacent bedrooms. A steep
staircase led to the front of the house and a back staircase was used to
access the kitchen, which stood on the far end of the home. Beside
the house was a large mango tree. When the ripe mangoes fell to the
soft earth below, we sprinted down the stairs, almost risking our lives
to be the first to score the juicy treat. The most important feature of
that house though was the large veranda: it enabled us to see passersby
who often called out to us with a good morning cheer, or friends and
relatives who honked their horns as they whizzed by on Poonah Road.
Today we call it the “old house” since a newly constructed home sits
near this plot of land today. Beyond their nine children, Mami and
Daddy had twenty-two grandchildren and fifteen great-grandchildren
at the time of her passing, most of whom live in Boston, New York,
Canada, and England.

We called Lawrencia “Mami.” In my family, and in Caribbean culture
broadly speaking, the term “Mami” is a term of endearment and
can refer to women and girls. I call Kennedy “Mami” now. My birth
certificate, issued by the Office of the Registrar General for the City of
Toronto, recorded my name as Anita Patricia Jack. The certificate says
that my biological mother resided at a home for girls. She had me as a
teenager, but was unable to care for me and Mami and Daddy stepped
in. They told her that they would take over my care and alleviate the
stress of being a new mother in a new country.

THE MAP OF TRINIDAD tells me that the place where I grew up does
not exist even though it is the only place that Mami ever lived.
Poonah Road, Whiteland, is located in the south of the island and I

can see the place with my eyes closed. Its landscape has become etched
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into my brain after all these years. Named for the white sand that ran
through our fingers as children, Poonah Road is one major throughway
that locals use to travel from San Fernando to Couva, Tabaquite, Piparo
to the north or Princes Town and St. Madeleine to the south. My aunts
and uncle attended elementary school in Mayo, and each year the
village hosts a large soca bazaar that attracts music fans from all corners

of the island.

I cannot remember when [ first arrived in Whiteland. The thick forest
that meets us each day from the front porch seems to have always been
a part of me. Delicate hibiscus flowers and an assortment of plants can
be found everywhere: the red anthurium, stinging nettles, the pink and
green caladium, and the poinsettia. Mami was an avid gardener and
tended to her garden, often to the point of illness. Birds, grasshoppers,
roaches with wings, spiders, frogs, worms, and lizards remain vividly
clear. As children we played as chickens, ducks, and stray dogs milled
about the yard. We sometimes saw snakes, some large, some small, but
always colourful, sliding through the bush. At one point, Daddy kept
pigs. Our pigpen stank and was a horrendous sight. I recall the smell of
a disinfectant he used to mask the stench. Daddy threw it on the muck-
filled floor and scrubbed the muddy poop from the concrete with large
buckets of water. Using a wooden broom with stiff bristles, he whistled
while he worked, wearing gloves, shorts that were cut unevenly, and
rubber boots with no laces. I loved being outside and loved exploring
the different parts of the yard.

One day, while playing with my cousins, Mami picked up a white
chicken that roamed the yard and with three swift yanks, broke its neck.
I watched in awe as she ignored the chicken’s cries. An hour later, we
ate it, savouring the stew that she mastered and had become known
for. I wondered how Mami, so delicate and ladylike, could be so brave,
so vicious. I was not fond of animals and the thought of touching the
chicken made my skin crawl. Once, Daddy had company over, mostly
men, and they killed a pig from the pen. I will never forget the sound
the pig made as it took its last breath. It was the frantic and hysterical

12
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squeal of an animal who knew its end was near. The sound was chillingly
haunting and even though I was nowhere near where the men were as
they made the kill, my entire body was stricken with fear. These were
my first experiences with death and dying.

FROM OUR FRONT PORCH drivers sped by on Poonah Road. Now and
again, Mami left her cooking in the kitchen to see if we needed
snacks: penny cool, tolumb, sugar cake, tamarind balls, curried mangoes,
sweet mangoes, kurma, doubles, or pholourie. As the drivers went about
their haste, one could hear the sound of soca music blaring from the
loud speakers, paying homage to the year’s Road March. The road is
where the excitement lived.

Daddy often sat on the veranda at different points throughout the day.
Neighbours called out to him as they walked by on the main road, each
expecting him to be in the same spot on the brown leather recliner.
Mami took care of Daddy. She brought him meals, told him when it
was time to nap, and filled him in on the gossip of the day. She was
his eyes and his ears. Mami and Daddy were friends. They were best
friends and they had a tenderness for each other that I admired. In all
my life, I never heard Daddy raise his voice at Mami, even though there
were times when he looked visibly angry at her. He treated her with
gentleness and respected her. He never cut her off while she spoke and
never spoke over her. He was always a gentleman, even at the very end.

13






Troack 2:
WHERE’'S THE PROFESSOR?

Soundtrack:

Midnight in Harlem
Tedeschi Trucks Band

Into the Mystic

Van Morrison

Gravity
John Mayer

Jireh
Elevation Worship & Maverick City

Sending Me Angels
Delbert McClinton

Dream a Little Dream of Me
Ella Fitzgerald & Louis Armstrong

Have You Ever Seen the Rain
Creedence Clearwater Revival

Road to Zion
Damian Marley ft. Nas
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HEN MaAMI DIED, | was teaching the course IDIS 302: Race and

Racism in the Department of Geography at Queen’s University.
I was already feeling unhappy and out of place at the university and
the news of Mami’s passing made me feel like giving up on teaching
altogether. I didn’t want to be there anymore. Mami’s death forced
me to come to terms with the turmoil that I was feeling about my
career. | had been procrastinating about it for a while, but her passing
forced me to face the inevitable. My students were preparing to submit
their final essays. It was my second time teaching a part-time course at
Queen’s University. [ took it on with the hopes of landing a full-time
academic position. I thought that teaching part-time would help me
land a position as a “real professor,” but the very nature of such itinerant
work almost guaranteed my career’s demise. But no one ever told me
that. I knew deep down inside that I needed to make a decision about
whether I would continue applying for academic roles at a time when
few universities were hiring.

Please remember though that the culture of the academy is toxic. It is
an unhealthy place. I found the academy to be cutthroat, disingenuous,
and racist. At the time, I had only worked and studied at Queen’s and to
be fair, I had nothing else to compare it to. Daddy once shared that he
saw me teaching in a large lecture hall one day. I didn’t have the heart
to tell him the truth about my unhappiness with the academy. In 2011
when I graduated from my doctoral program, I knew that moving to
another city to pursue academic work was out of the question given
that I was a new mother. And while “adjuncting” allowed me to interact
with students, being a “sometimes professor” was a far cry from the
vision I had for myself when I entered the doctoral program.

When I applied to the doctoral program, I wanted to teach at the

university in the hopes of making a difference. I knew that there
were few Black academics and knew that my presence at the front of

16
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the classroom would have an impact on students based on my lived
experience and expertise. My advisers and mentors encouraged me to
pursue academic work, especially since it would provide an avenue for
me to write for a living. My main thesis supervisor in the doctoral
program, Dr. Magda Lewis, pulled me aside and told me that my writing
had promise. She explained that if I were to become a professor, I could
actually make a living serving my gift. She pointed out that I already had
teaching experience as an elementary school teacher and that a PhD
would give me a breadth of understanding in the field of education
that would be unrivalled. Dr. Lewis looked out for me. She guided me
and showed me that it was possible for me to pursue academic work on
a full time basis. Most importantly, I saw the professorship as a career
that would provide me with the flexibility to be a mom to Kennedy.
The professors I knew had flexibility with their schedules and I needed
that flexibility because motherhood was quickly proving to be more
difficult than I had originally anticipated.

As much as I struggled with my place in the academy, I realized that being
there, even as a “sometimes professor” was still something. I was able to
teach and to share my point of view which is a privileged position to be
in. I decided the content of the syllabus...what to keep in, what to take
out, what to focus on, what to ignore. This is what power looks like.
With the start of each new course and with each new group of students,
I worked hard to establish my authority and credibility. Compared with

RN

white professors, I did not assume that the title “professor,” “instructor,

El

or “PhD” had any meaning for my students because of my Black skin.

What I know for sure is that I was not afforded the same respect by
students as white professors were and for me, the academy was never
a place where I felt safe. Starting in grad school, my identity and my
work on race or critical theory was met with suspicion and scorn.
In grad school, my colleagues learned the rules: how to meet at each
other’s houses to learn about research projects, how to make friends
with professors who assigned the A pluses needed for plumb grants,
how to smile with one’s mouth but never with one’s eyes. The most
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important lesson that grad school taught me was to never trust a person
in academia. There were so many instances where confidences were
broken or when I thought that a colleague wanted to start a genuine
friendship, only to realize that what they really wanted was “help”
from me to start a diversity-related initiative. I was often completely
overlooked or seen for what I could do for others.

Weeks into the semester when students turned in their midterm essays,
one-quarter of them failed to include the PhD behind my name. Some
addressed me as “Mrs.” and “Ms.” One wrote my name down as Jack
(first name) and Davies (last name), period. Soon afterwards, [ asked
a white female colleague if she experienced these same slights. The
professor looked at me with both concern and confusion by what she
described as “disrespect.” Because I was a sometimes professor, I worked
in isolation from the collegiality that full-time professors enjoyed and
there were few opportunities for me to discuss my experiences with
students openly and honestly as a Black woman in that role.

My colleague shared that she did not experience such microaggressions.
Reflecting upon her words, I couldn’t figure out if the students’ blatant
disrespect for my title had to do with my race, my gender, or both. I felt
awful. There is no rage like the fire that burns inside of you on account
of being disrespected by a kid whose parents pay for everything. I
suppose that some of my students experienced cognitive dissonance
because I led the course. This dissonance is in response to my low status
in Canadian society compared with the authority that the professorship
commands. As leader of the course, I was able to assign a final grade for
each student, a mark that determined whether they were accepted to
law school, medical school, or any professional program of their choice.
Students raised to believe that Black people are inferior to white people
may resist my decision-making authority and this often plays out in
complicated and disturbing ways that the academy ought to be paying
better attention to, but won't.

But resistance to my authority and my Black skin was not simply
restricted to students, but to administrative assistants, support-staft,
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caretakers, security guards, academic colleagues, deans, and senior
administrators. My authority was challenged by two teaching assistants,
a South Asian female and a Black male. It took the form of questioning
decisions that I made, offering unsolicited “constructive criticism” about
the course during meetings, enabling students to criticize my teaching
during tutorials, and verbalizing disagreement over my decision to
grant extensions when students wrote to me requesting them. I often
wondered if they dared to challenge white professors in this way.

That semester I found myself questioning why I chose to enter this
wretched profession in the first place and how much of the nonsense
I was willing to put up with. With Mami’s passing, [ needed to put the
academy in its rightful place in my life. I was unhappy and afraid to
admit it. Something deep down told me that I was on the wrong path,
yet I felt this tremendous pressure to stick with it. On some level, I
didn’t want to disappoint Mami and Daddy. I wanted them to be proud
of me and I knew that they were. I found myself holding on to the
academy because I did not have a backup plan or a way to transition
to another line of work. I was unsure about my next steps and rather
than making another mistake, I held on to teaching for dear life. I held
on because letting go was much too scary for me to contemplate and
the thought of Mami and Daddy being disappointed that I was no
longer a professor was more than I could bear. Daddy in particular
bragged and boasted about me to the point where it became part of his
identity. His pride in me became a badge of honour that he held so dear
and I couldn’t bring myself to destroy that. The truth is that I couldn’t
bring myself to leave the academy at that time. Planning Mami’s funeral
provided just the distraction I needed.

I became interested in becoming a professor so that I could write
books. I knew that writing was my gift. Because I was already a certified
teacher, teaching at the university level did not phase me at all. It was
the other aspects of the job that I really hated, like research. I did not
like spending hours upon hours filling out research applications that
seemed like make-work projects. There were so many aspects of the
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role that felt as though the rules were more complicated than they
needed to be. It felt as though somewhere in the past, the powers that
be decided that life in the academy had to be difficult, convoluted, and
opaque, with few levels of accountability. And because the “rules” were
never written down, [ always felt as though my success was at the whim
of a department head, dean, or others in positions of authority. When
I realized that I could actually write without being tethered to it, this
brought me calm and a sense of comfort that I needed, but I wasn’t
ready to walk away from the dream that I created about the academy.

ACADEMIA HAS A DISTINCT and unique culture. It is a culture that a
newcomer must learn; however, no one shared the rules with me.
How unfair. It was as though I was expected to run a race, without
anyone identifying where the starting blocks were, which direction I
was expected to run in, or whether I was expected to run a 100-metre
dash or a relay. The rules of the academy remain hidden so that only a
select few are allowed to enter and remain within it. That select few does
not include individuals like me. And so, I entered academia unaware of
its culture. I did not realize that my ignorance would cost me dearly.
On numerous phone calls to Mami and Daddy I tried to describe the
climate, but they did not understand.They had no frame of reference for
what I was experiencing: how to choose a thesis supervisor, preparing
for the comprehensive exam, my grad school colleagues vandalizing
my work space, watching as my colleagues were invited to socials or
events with professors and learning that I had been left out. At the time,
I couldn’t figure out if the exclusion that I experienced had to do with
my race, gender, or both.

Academia is a culture of nods and smiles. It is a culture where decisions
are made behind closed doors. It is a culture where your friends and
enemies appear to be one and the same. Nothing is clear. Mami and
Daddy helped me through the difficult times as best as they could.
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They worried about me. They prayed for me and I held on to that. At
one point during grad school, my hair began falling out. I wasn’t sure
if it had to do with postpartum shedding after having Kennedy. When
I called home to speak with Mami and Daddy, they asked me whether
I wanted to drop out of the program and I explained that I wanted to
stick with it. Mami and Daddy told me that if [ wanted to leave, they
would understand. Each day I arrived at my desk in the grad lounge
at 9:00 a.m. and left at 5:00 p.m. Our study area was located in the
basement of the building, a large concrete monstrosity located on the
west end of the Queen’s campus that was architecturally designed in the
style of brutalism with few windows. The lounge had no window and
was littered with computer stations and uncomfortable chairs. Upon
entering the space, there was a kitchen area to the left and a sitting area
with softer couches to the right. My desk area was situated at the very
back of the lounge and offered me the illusion of privacy since there
were no dividers between the workstations. I approached my studies
with dedication and determination and thought of it as my full-time
job. I had few friends and was lonely. Towards the end of my studies in
2010, I tore images of Black models from fashion magazines who were
photographed with their asses bare. I plastered the images around my
desk for passersby to see, making the message for what they could do
crystal clear.

Mami and Daddy said holy novenas for me as Catholic parents. They
gave offerings to a church in San Fernando and reassured me that I
would finish the program. They poured encouragement into my soul
as they learned of the ostracism and rejection that I experienced almost
daily. Although I was never physically alone, going through the doctoral
program at Queen’s University remains one of the most difficult periods
of my life.

In 2007, when I started the program, most of my students were white
women. There were a few South Asian students, fewer Asian students,
and no Black ones. I found myself at the front of the classroom with
no faces that looked like mine. I taught a course on social justice in
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the fall of that year and for many, it was their first encounter with
issues of race. Many were angry. The content of the course forced them
to question everything that they had been taught up until that point
in their lives and I was the bearer of bad academic news. Many were
from the Toronto area and came from wealthy families. I was told that
one student’s father was the head of the Royal Bank of Canada. Who
knows? Most were planning on returning to their hometowns to teach
after securing their degrees, but I was most definitely their first Black
professor and I sensed their unease. I watched in amusement as they sat
waiting for the “professor” to arrive, even though I stood at the front
of the classroom, organizing my things and getting myself ready for the
day’s lesson. Some of their discomfort stemmed from my identity being
far removed from the symbols that we assign to knowledge...Albert
Einstein comes to mind. I am far removed from the body out of which
knowledge is supposed to emerge, and that body is white and male.

The fact that Queen’s is a predominantly white university made the
distance between my personal and professional identities all the more
stark. My body was read as out of place on the campus. This distance
forced me to engage in a form of emotional labour in the classroom that
I hadn’t initially anticipated. I needed to be doubly prepared for each
lesson, in addition to looking after the practical aspects of the course:
creating lecture slides, preparing lecture notes, responding to emails,
and so on. But it was the emotional preparation that was draining as |
wondered what I might possibly face each time I entered what felt like

a lion’s den.

My teaching was impacted by conceptions of my Black body as deviant,
criminal, uneducated, and impoverished. These ideas and images
determine whether students believe that I have anything to offer them.
What it means to be Black in Canadian society goes before me and
informs classroom interactions well before I begin a lecture. This is the
reason why [ was rarely recognized as “the professor” on the first day of
class. Black women in Canada aren’t professors, or at least that was the
mood that I was met with. Nannies, yes. Cleaners at the Hilton Holiday
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Inn, yes. Salesclerks at Bed, Bath and Beyond, yes, but never professors.
When I taught, I entered the lecture hall already implicated by negative
images of Black people, Black women, and women in general. It was a
burden that I hadn’t given any prior thought to until I began to teach.

Images of the whore, the mammy, the jezebel, the sapphire, and the
“single mother” battle for space beside me at the front of the classroom.
These are the images that our culture has carefully constructed about
me and invite me to believe about myself. When I reject them because
they are not who I am, I am called uppity. I am encouraged to politely
accept the invitation to my suffering and exclusion with a smile. It’s the
Canadian way. Trapped, I cannot dislodge myself from these phantoms
that steal my identity, an identity theft of sorts. I forced myself to prove
that I embodied none of these stereotypes and tried to focus instead on
the mechanics of teaching.

I remember one day in particular as I stood before the classroom
looking out at the group of students, thirty-five in all. We were in a small
seminar room with concrete walls everywhere. The desks were situated
in rows. In the classroom, bulletin boards reflected the many projects
that students worked on in science, social studies and mathematics. My
desk was located in the front left corner of the classroom right beside
a large blackboard. A blonde young woman, “Becky,” wore a plaid shirt
and boat shoes, a graduate of an all-girls private school I am sure...
Havergal, Branksome, or Bishop Strachan. She rolled her eyes when I
spoke. I felt like slapping that smirk off her face, rude and disrespectful
wretch! A brunette, “Haley,” sat in the front row with her arms folded
and quickly looked away when our eyes met. She was sure never to
hold my gaze. A young white man, “Justin” stared at me as though he
was plotting to do me harm. He always sat in the same spot each week,
at the back of the room, towards the right, with eyes that were barely
seen from the half~-moon brim of his baseball cap. I couldn’t make out
what he was thinking, but I knew that he was not happy with what I
was saying about racism in Canada.
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s I THOUGHT ABOUT LEAVING Kingston for Trinidad, my heart was

heavy. I did not want to be teaching given the news of Mami’s
passing. As the professor, I could not show any vulnerability. It wasn’t
safe for me to do so as a Black woman working in a predominantly
white setting. I adopted a “stiff upper lip” mentality and told myself that
Mami’s passing was something that my students did not need to know,
and so, I went to class and pretended as though nothing had happened.
Looking back now, I see what a mistake that was. I made decisions at
the time given the circumstance that I found myself in. I was a Black
woman teaching a course on race and racism at a predominantly white
university, with little pay and no job security. Although Mami’s passing
forced me to seriously consider my teaching in the academy, the doubts
were already there, like the pus that forms on a wound, and after a
while, the throbbing reminds us that its release is the only thing that
will make us feel better. Her death brought my unhappiness with the
academy into sharper focus.

In coming to terms with Mami’s passing, I began to consider what
being Black in that context meant for me and whether I was willing
to pay the price for sticking with it. To be Black in academia is to
exist while being deemed invisible. It is to physically possess vocal cords
while being invited to be silent. As a Black woman, I am invited from
the time of my birth to see myself through the eyes of those who
despise me. This is what Patricia Williams (1991) tells us in her text,
The Alchemy of Race and Rights. 1 am taught that I embody everything
that is negative. I am unholy. I am without virtue. I am undeserving
and unlovable. My Black body in the academy disrupts the status quo
because that space was never designed with me in mind. It is a space
that was never designed for me to exist within its walls, especially since
my teaching was a critique that dealt with issues of power, feminist
theory, critical race theory, and white supremacy.
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Teaching in the academy always felt to me like I was bridging
incongruent worlds. It is soaked with double marginality. I must always
be two people at once, both insider and outsider. It’s akin to being
invited to an exclusive party in Toronto’s Forest Hill area to work the
door! I exist simultaneously on the inside and the outside. I stand in the
foyer, taking coats and providing small chits to the guests in return. I
am on the inside, away from the cold. From my insider’s vantage point,
I enjoy somewhat of a privileged perspective. I can see the festivities
as they unfold. I can admire the home...the paintings, the crown
moulding, the chandeliers and furniture passed down from generation
to generation. However, I can’t enjoy it. I understand the role that I
was hired to play. The role that I am to play is defined by the owner
of the home...the person who has the power to fire me or tell me to
leave. I am on the inside, but I am not one of them. I am on the inside,
but everyone knows that I do not belong. I am on the inside and if I
socialize too much, and move too far from my place, I will be snatched
into my lane, albeit with a red-lipsticked smile and a pat on my shoulder
from hands weighed down by a Rolex and a sapphire solitaire.

On the other hand, T am on the outside. My presence as “worker” in the
confines of the coat-check area freezes my identity into place, despite
my yearning to be seen as much more than the “coat-check girl.” I am
inside the mansion, but outside the circle. I am inside the building, but
outside the culture of influence. I have some proximity to power even
though that power is often beyond my reach. And as much as I see
myself as more than a worker, I cannot escape my identity in that place
and time.

And so, I am treated accordingly by the guests as they arrive. With my
gaze, | secretly mark how the proud and impeccably dressed treat me.
They inspect my clothing with haughty and disapproving eyes,summing
up my worth with sly, furtive glances. My stationing in the barricaded
area of the foyer situates my body as Other, as surplus, as helper...maid,
slave. Standing behind the table, I am geographically restricted to being
the “hired help.” Some guests sail past me with a refusal to acknowledge
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my presence, deliberately avoiding my eyes. They fear that looking at
me will make them less white, and so I am ignored. Others revel in
the metaphorical consumption of my body, surveying my Black skin,
chocolate as it were, my every curve, and thinking of things that cannot
be said. And while T am physically present at the soiree, I remain in a
conundrum. I am both welcomed and despised.

As A BLACK WOMAN PROFESSOR, the space that I occupy at the front
of the classroom is a negotiated one. It is not a given. I learned
this at different points during my course when it was clear to me that
the title “professor” carried a different meaning for me.The negotiation
process takes place before, during, and after each course in ways that
white professors do not have to think about, or at least not in the same
way. My reputation, online presence, and interactions with students
outside the classroom play a role in this process as well. I often walked
into lectures unsure about whether I would experience racism or racial
microaggressions that day.

In preparing to teach I was always conscious that I needed to take
attention away from my body when I stood before my students.
I worked to make my body unknown and irrelevant in light of the
attention that my Black body attracts, whether I welcome this attention
or not. I engaged in this emotional labour in an effort to earn my
students’” respect. I wanted them to listen to the ideas that I shared
and had to work harder than my white colleagues to be seen as an
academic. Where the white male academic is deemed a thinker, I am
considered a single mother. Where the white male academic is deemed
a researcher, I am considered a jezebel. Where the white male academic
is deemed an intellectual, I am considered the help, emotional, and most
importantly, angry and hysterical. More than anything else in this world,
I am considered angry.
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As a Black professor, I cannot escape my body because I am my body.
cannot dislodge myself from it. My body defines me. Because I am my
body, I cannot deny its existence. I must respect the ways my body also
becomes part of my pedagogy. I must reject the cultural invitation to
regard my body as inferior to my mind because it informs my ability
to belong to a place that sees my body as excess, as surplus. Week after
week I agonized over what to wear for fear of appearing “too sexy.” |
could not run the risk of looking sexy at the front of the classroom. I
got ready for work in my closet. It was my sanctuary, my go-to place if
ever I felt sad or needed to think. A former bedroom, we turned it into
a traditional dressing room, complete with four tall clothing racks and a
chest of drawers that held my undies, scarves, and clothing too difficult
to store on hangers. We had shelving put in by a local carpenter to hold
my shoes and purses. On the floor was a large wooden chest that I used
to store my workout clothing. Kennedy often joined me while I was
getting ready. She played dress up, wearing my high-heeled shoes and
trying on my hats. At times she climbed the shoe rack, looking to find
treasure that may have been hidden from her view down below.

While getting ready for class, I fretted over one blouse after the next.
Seeing my reflection in the heavy mirror that almost reached the
ceiling, I threw unsuitable choices onto the mahogany Louis XIV
chair or hastily returned them to their hangers because some were
too revealing or tight around my breasts. One Tuesday evening, after
frantically putting together one bad outfit after the next, I became hot
and sweaty, even after my shower, and finally decided on wearing my
favourite black trousers...only to notice my bum protruding from the
corner of the mirror. With an exasperated sigh, I pulled out my go-
to outfit: a black, long-sleeved dress. It was flattering but conservative.
Time was running out and I couldn’t be late for class.

Unlike my body, the white, male body disappears in the classroom. It is
erased from the teaching process. His sometimes dishevelled clothing,
uncombed hair, and unshaven face are accepted as normal because he
is not of his body, but of his mind. Chacon (2006) speaks of this in
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her essay entitled, “Making Space for Those Unruly Women of Color.”
This Cartesian mind/body split positions the mind and the body on
opposite sides of the spectrum. If the white male is of the mind, his role
in the academy is to impart knowledge. His body is then suspended
from reality. On the other hand, as a Black woman, my body is marked
as unprofessional or less intelligent. My body is surveyed at all times
and becomes hyper-visible. And this hyper-visibility is what I became
most conscious of. The white male body is read as a geographical site of
knowing, theory, teaching, and research in the academy. His attention
to his mind, as opposed to his body, is not only a sign of his intellect,
but also a sign of his whiteness. Whiteness carries meaning precisely
because it is not reduced to the body in the same manner my body is.

During the course of race and racism, I walked a tightrope between
being “nice” and being firm. The lecture hall was littered with students,
sixty in total, with chairs erected in traditional lecture format. During
class, two white male students sat near the front, staring at me, laughing
and whispering in each other’s ear. They did this in plain view for what
telt like an eternity. I wanted to interrupt the lecture to tell them that
they were being rude, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to appear angry even
though [ was offended. I stared back at them and moved closer to
where they sat, hoping that my physical body would force the silence
that I was looking for. The student who sat nearest to the aisle was
closest to where [ was standing. “Lennie” had vivid green eyes and the
countenance of a used car salesman. His friend, whose name may have
been “Curly,” had dark brown hair and wore a navy blue hoodie with
the Queen’s logo on the front. When they noticed by my stare that I was
not playing they stopped. After class, a bubbly white female bounced
toward me in white Converse sneakers. She told me that she really
enjoyed my classes and reassured me in a way I needed at that time.
After most classes, as I gathered my things and unhooked my laptop
from the AV system, a few male students passed by my desk as I shoved
my papers and pencil case in my leather bag. They made eye contact
with me, smiled, and told me that I did a great job.
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Compared with me, the white male professor’s intelligence renders
his body wunseen. Because my body is seen, my intelligence becomes
unrecognizable. Students can deny his corporeality because his
intelligence becomes a fact of his whiteness. Put another way, whiteness
equals intelligence. I am not afforded this privilege. My body, already
marred by codes of racial dysfunction, cannot escape the dominant gaze.
What a difficult position for me to be in as an instructor at Queen’s,
regarded as one of Canada’s most elite institutions and a university that
has spoken of its dealing with racial insensitivity on the part of its student
body on numerous occasions. I am thinking back to a Halloween party
in 2005 when a white student dressed up as Miss Ethiopia and painted
her face Black. A master’s student at the time, I wrote an open letter
to the Society of Graduate and Professional Students expressing my
outrage, only to receive comments about the student’s “innocence”
and her lack of malicious intent in return. I wondered how Mami and
Daddy could ever understand what it was like for me teaching at the
university at that time. To some extent, I was actually relieved that they
never experienced racism at the hands of white people throughout
their lives. What I am certain about, however, is that there is nothing
fragile about whiteness.

So while the white male professor’s body is foreshadowed by his mind,
my mind is foreshadowed by my body. This distinction is critical because
it speaks to the work that I was forced to do in order to minimize my
body each time I taught. His whiteness, and the fact that he has been
authorized by the university to teach, makes sense to students. On the
other hand, my body suggests that I have no place in the academy, and
am certainly not in a position to impact their careers. Being reduced
to my body is problematic because the academy is the business of the
mind. The academy always has, and always will be, a preoccupation of
the mind. And as a sometimes professor, I had to make the mind my top
priority in order to survive.

Thinking back, I remember the horrendous course evaluation I received
for the course on social justice in 2007. I was not entirely surprised by

29



ANITA JACK-DAVIES

the comments, but they hurt. I questioned whether I should continue
teaching at that time as they were often personal. One student advised
me to “smile” more. Another criticized me for focusing on issues of
race, as if to alert the university’s administration that my teaching was
“biased.” I feared that low course evaluations would hinder my progress
in the academy. Students often came to class unprepared to discuss
issues of race and were unaware of Canada’s problematic relationship
with race. It became clear to me that their discomfort with me, and
with my teaching, had so much to do with their prior knowledge.
Readings and course materials that challenged them to consider
their work with racialized and immigrant students were often seen
as threatening, despite the fact we cannot teach without considering
these issues.Yet, there was no institutional recognition that my teaching
from a Black feminist perspective was different from teaching math and
science. There continues to be a deafening silence surrounding this in
the academy. My University Survey of Student Assessment of Teaching
(USAT) evaluations provided the university with a supposed “objective”
account of the students’ opinions, but that assessment tool could never
capture the extent to which students unleashed their anger and rage
toward me and other racialized professors. Again, as Black people, we
are rarely asked about our opinions and experiences.

When the university is read as a marketplace, students expect to receive
a product or service in exchange for the fees that they pay. Thinking of
education as a service, many do not expect to encounter a professor like
me. Using the consumer model of education, my teaching can be read
by students as having received the “wrong” product. Because they have
received the wrong product, they expect a refund or an exchange of
some sort. When neither of these options are available to them (too late
to drop my course, no other courses available to switch into), course
evaluations provide students with an outlet for that which cannot be
said. Living in a culture that already despises women, and Black women
in particular, students can register their displeasure with “the course.”

Using this customer service model, the USAT becomes a pseudo
client satisfaction survey that the university can rely on to improve
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their “products.” Students come to understand that the evaluation will
provide an opportunity for them to share opinions about an instructor
or course that introduces them to new and uncomfortable material. The
operative word here is “uncomfortable.” Education should no longer
move students out of their comfort zones or professors like me stand
to pay a price. Using this customer service model, the uncomfortable
material that I teach becomes nothing more than a defective product.
Rather than think about new and difficult knowledge as needed in order
to effectively teach students from diverse backgrounds, many considered
this knowledge inherently faulty, political, and out of place in the field
of education.

I remember a lecture where I had invited “Kyle,” a white, male, school
teacher from the Kingston area to do a guest lecture in my course. I asked
him to discuss his approaches to critical pedagogy at the high school
level. We were colleagues in graduate school and he was committed
to a teaching practice that challenged assumptions about race, gender,
social class, and so on. During the lecture, he spoke passionately about
his teaching and about the risks involved in challenging the status quo.
His teaching strategies adhered to key principles that I hoped for my
students to learn. After class, I was surprised to see how quickly white
temale students formed a long line in order to speak to him.These were
the same students who had rarely uttered a word in my class and simply
left my classroom after each lecture ended. With twinkling eyes and a
twirl of their hair, they stood before him wanting to “know” more.

I walked away asking myself why my students responded so positively
to him, when, in essence, we discussed the same teaching strategies.
Why were his words so well received? Their response to white male
authority was dumbfounding to me. The USATs and other teaching
evaluation tools are ineffective and unfair in measuring teaching that
is designed to disrupt their taken-for-granted views. Such tools fail to
capture that student assessment of my teaching reflects nothing more
than who they are, their wants and their needs.
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As a sometimes professor in the university classroom I am vulnerable.
One misunderstood incident is enough to cast suspicion and doubt
about me and my job. Each time I teach about race, I must come to
terms with the risks that I take when I enter the lecture hall. I wonder
for a moment if I might get insurance coverage for it. I wonder if
a company like Liberty Mutual or GEICO would take me on as a
client. The insurance policy would have to cover the scorn, ridicule,
microaggressions, and microinsults that Black professors often face when
we dare to teach in spaces that were never intended for us. I wonder
what the insurance agent might say upon hearing my voice, “I beg your
pardon Dr. Jack-Davies, you would like to be insured for what?”

Near the end of my doctoral program in 2011, I called home to speak
with Mami and Daddy to talk about work. I told them that I was
thinking about starting a diversity consulting business because I could
see the dead-end that being a sometimes professor was. He and Mami
took turns asking me questions. They asked me whether the pay would
be guaranteed and when I said no, Daddy wanted to know if my husband
Eric had given me permission. I said yes. After listening intently, as was
his way, he probed with a few more inquiries about travelling away from
Kingston and about Kennedy being so young. Mami also suggested that
I shouldn’t do anything that would make Eric angry. Before ending the
conversation, Daddy told me that it was not such a good idea for me to
leave teaching and that I should stick to it some more because teaching
was what I was born to do. Disappointed, I hung up the phone. While
occupied with Mami and Daddy on the phone, I found Kennedy in my
ensuite washroom. She had gotten into my makeup bag and the lipstick
was everywhere: on her face, her teeth, scrunched between her hands,
smudged on the wooden cabinets and the concrete floor.And as I tidied
the mess with Windex and paper towels, I thought about their advice
and wondered what to do about the fact that I did not intend to take it.
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