The Third Generation

Chapter One

September, 1988
The assignment was simple enough. Write a two to three page essay on yourself and how you became the person you are. At first, Emily Ward found it boring, but as she spent more time thinking about it, it became more interesting. It was the first time in her eighteen years that she'd consciously spent time analyzing who she was, and in doing so she'd learned much about herself. Now, she had to stand in front of her freshmen English Composition class and read her report. Why was it necessary to read a report for a composition class? That should only be for a public speaking class. Still, with some trepidation and a little excitement she began to read.


"A friend once asked me what is the first thing a person notices about someone when they meet them for the first time. I wasn't sure what she was getting at, but I told her it was probably their height or weight. She told me that she didn't agree—that the first thing you always notice is if the person is a male or female. After I thought about it a while, I agreed—with one exception—me. With a white father and a black mother, the first thing a person notices about me is that I'm bi-racial. 

"I was five years old when I first realized I was different. You see, my mother and father were just—well, my mother and father. And my little brother looked just like me, so, as crazy as it sounds, I never thought of myself as being different. That all changed when I started kindergarten. One day another little girl felt it necessary to tell me that I was a half-breed. I didn't know what a half-breed was, although, from the way she said it, I knew it must be something horrible. So when I went home I asked my mother why she'd called me that. She then explained the obvious—at least the obvious to everyone but me. She said that she and my dad were different races, and that there would be some people that didn't like people from different races marrying. When I asked her why, she just said that some people just didn't like anyone different from themselves. And she also told me that I shouldn't worry about it, because she and my dad loved each other very much, and loved my brother and I more than anything in the world, and that that was what was really important. 


"Of course, as I grew older, I endured more prejudice, although it was rare that anyone said anything to my face. Usually it was just a glance, or a stare, or a whisper when they thought I wasn't looking. I guess, if I'd been born twenty or thirty years earlier, it would've been a lot worse, but hopefully people are a little more tolerant now than they were in the good ole days. 


"So, as an adult, how has being bi-racial affected me? That's a difficult question, and I'm not sure I have the complete answer yet. I think some things are obvious. I do my best to treat everyone the same, and, even though my friends sometimes call me wishy-washy, I try to always look at everyone's point of view in a situation. And while this may shock some people, I sometimes struggle with thoughts which might be considered biased or prejudiced. For example, I know that young black males are at a great disadvantage in society, so am t biased if I only date white men? And I've been told I'm a great athlete like my father, and, even though my mother is not athletic at all, I wonder if my abilities are because of my black heritage. 


"Someone once asked me if I felt more black or white. And, while I thought it was an insensitive question, it made me think. You see, through my veins flows the blood of slaves as well as slave owners. I'm German, English, African, and a little Hispanic. My ancestors have been conquerors as well as the conquered. They have lived in the ghetto and in palaces. They have been princes and paupers. In short, I'm the result of thousands of years of human interaction and life.


"I had a friend who recently began researching her ancestors. As a blond-haired, blue-eyed girl, she was surprised to discover that one of her great-great-grandparents was African. I also read somewhere that if mankind survives another couple of thousand years, with inter-racial marriage becoming more common, there will eventually be only one race. So I guess I just got a little head start on most of you. But I suspect, if that actually does happen, people will still find another reason to discriminate against one another. Because, like my mother said, people still feel uncomfortable with someone even a little different from themselves. And for society to advance, that has to change. "  


Emily finished her essay, and to her surprise and enjoyment, received a nice applause from the other students. She thanked the class and returned to her seat. 

It was only the second week of class and Emily was still adjusting to college life. While the University of Tennessee campus was only twenty minutes from her parents' house in north Knoxville, it seemed as if it was in another universe. As the oldest child, and with a reputation of being self confident and fearless, she hated to admit that she was homesick. It was only three days, however, until she would join her family for their Friday night dinner, a tradition that began when she was a small child. There was a lot she could tell them about her past week at school. 

With many thoughts on her mind she returned to the dorm room she shared with her roommate, Candy, a pleasant but shy girl from Shelbyville, Tennessee. Since it was mid-afternoon, Candy, like most of the other girls in the dorm, was still in class. Taking advantage of the quiet, she opened her English Literature book, sat at her desk, and began to read. She forced herself to read John Keat's, Ode to a Grecian Urn. Her class was to discuss the meaning of the poem the next day. After reading it for the third time, it finally began to make sense. The two lovers, their picture captured while running towards each other on the urn, would never meet. While their joy at their anticipated reunion would be captured forever, their love would never be realized. It was a bittersweet tale—one for all eternity. 

Proud that she had finally understood what Keats was saying, she closed the book and walked to the tiny window that overlooked the parking lot.

It's too nice a day to stay in here, she thought to herself. She quickly changed into shorts and a sweatshirt, grabbed her basketball, and left for the gym. Even though the building was open to anyone when there were no gym classes or basketball practices scheduled, there were only a few students present when she arrived. The gym held three basketball courts, the first of which was used for pick-up games. The other two courts were designated for students who just wished to shoot baskets. Emily watched the game between two teams of male students for a minute, then went to an unused net and began practicing foul shots. Although she'd been a starting forward on the Murfreesboro High School girls' team, it had been over six months since she'd handled a basketball. She loved the game—there just had not been time to play with everything going on; her graduation from high school, her parent's moving to Knoxville, and her beginning college. 

She had the court to herself for a few minutes, before she was joined by a male student who appeared to be about her age.

"Mind if I shoot some hoops with you, girl?" he asked.

"That's fine," she answered.

The two shot without talking for some time. Then, when Emily made a forty foot shot, the boy turned to her with a smile.

"Say, sister, that's one fine shot you got there."

"Thank you. It just takes a little practice."

"You on a b-ball scholarship?"

"No, I just played a little in high school."

"You ought to try out for the team this fall. They're looking for fine talent like you."

"For Coach Summitt's team? No, I've seen those girls play. Believe me, I'm not in the same league."

"Don't cut yourself short, girl," he said as he moved closer. "You got a lot of talent, and not too bad looking, if I do say so myself."

She ignored his last remark, and took her next shot.

"Whatcha name?" he asked as he held out his hand.

"Emily. And yours?" Emily answered as she shook his hand. He was rather handsome, and muscular too, although a bit arrogant, she surmised.

"I'm Julius. Dr. J some people call me," he answered, referring to the professional basketball player, Julius Irving. "You want to play a game of horse?"

"Oh, I guess so," answered Emily, hesitantly. 

They began shooting, each trying to match the other's shot. If one person hit a shot and the other missed, that person received a letter—a H or an O, etc., until one person spelled out H-O-R-S-E. After a few minutes the score was tied with both having H-O-R-S.

"Let's say who ever loses has to buy the other one a soda." said Julius.

"I guess that's fair," answered Emily.

Emily again made her forty-foot shot. Julius took the ball and copied her shot. The ball hit the rim and fell to the floor.

"Looks like I owe you a coke, girl. Want to go to the student lounge?"

"Right now?"

"Sure, girl. No time like the present."

"I don't know. I'm kind of sweaty."

"They don't mind, and it'll only be for a few minutes."

"Okay. I guess we can do that."

As they headed off the court, Julius turned to her.

"You got a fine shot, sister, but you hold the ball too much in the palm of your hand. You need to just let it slip off the end of your fingers."

"Well, why don't you save your suggestions until after you beat me, then you can tell me what I did wrong."

"All right," he answered with a laugh. "That's fair."

The student lounge was almost deserted when they arrived. They picked a table where they placed their basketballs on the chairs, then went to the vending machines. Julius bought Emily a Pepsi and handed it to her.

"You want something else—like a bag of chips or something?"

"No thanks. I'm not hungry."

They took their drinks and returned to the table. Emily soon learned that, like her, he too was a freshman.

"So, how come you came to UT?" asked Julius.

"They have a good law school."

"You going to be a lawyer?"

"That's my goal."

"I'm impressed."

"Thanks. What about you?"

"Just General Ed. I still have some time before I decide. Where are you from?"

"I grew up in Murfreesboro, but my parents just moved to Knoxville this summer."

"So you could go to school here?"

"Oh, no. It was just a coincidence. My dad just took a job as the Regional Editor for the Tennessean."

"The Tennessean? I know I heard of it, but..."

"That's the statewide newspaper. He worked for them in Nashville, and just got promoted this summer. What about you? Where are you from?"

"Jefferson City. You know where that is?"

"We actually played them once in the state tournament, but that was at Cookeville, so I've never been there. It's somewhere east of here, right?"

"Yep. Just about an hour." Julius studied her for a minute.

"What are you thinking?"

"I hope you don't mind me askin'," he said.

"Go ahead," she answered, knowing the question that was on his mind.

"So, are you...?

"White father and black mother."

"Well, you're one of the finest looking sisters ever I laid my eyes on."

"Why do you talk like that?"

"Like what?"

"Why can't you just say that you think I'm attractive?"

"I just did. That's just me. Why?"

"Never mind." 

There was an uncomfortable silence for a moment, then Julius spoke.

"So, how did your parents meet?"

Emily thought the question a little strange, but then figured he might be nervous and was just thinking of something to say.

"At college at Middle Tennessee State University."

"That’s in Nashville, right?"

"Close—Murfreesboro, which is right outside of Nashville."

"They grew up in Murfreesboro?"

"No, not really. My grandfather moved there when my mother was a teenager, but my father grew up in Greeneville. I think that's probably near Jefferson City."

"You're kidding."

"What?"

"I lived in Greeneville when I was young. We left when I was about four, so I don't remember much about it."

"How come you left?"

Julius looked down at the table for a second, then back at Emily.

"I'm not sure I should tell you."

"Why? Not much you could have done at four that you could be ashamed of."

"That's true," he said with a laugh, then became more serious. "My mother was embarrassed to live in the town any more."

"Why?"

"My father sort of held up a gas station and got caught."

"Oh, I'm sorry."

"Yeah, so was my mom. She moved us to Jefferson City to live with her sister. She didn't want me and my little sister growing up in that environment."

"That was nice of her. She still live there?"

"Yep. She's been working for the county now for about fifteen years."

"And your father? I guess he's long been out of jail?"

"Well, sort of. He only got three years for the gas station, but I guess some people just can't make it on the outside. He sold some cocaine to an undercover cop a few years ago, so he's back in the slammer."

"I'm sorry."

"Me too. Let's change the subject. You want to go to the Vol's game with me Saturday?"

"I heard it was sold out? You got tickets?"

"I'm Dr. J, remember?"

"Oh, okay. That sounds like fun."

The two continued talking for a few minutes. Soon Emily took her last sip of Pepsi and said, "Well, I guess I better go. I've got a lot of studying to do."

"I thought maybe you would like to get together later this evening?"

"You sure move fast, don't you?"

"Why take it slow?"

"Because, that's the way I am. Saturday will be fine, though."

The two picked up their basketballs and walked toward the door.

"What's your last name?" asked Julius.

"Ward—Emily Ward. What's yours? Since my dad grew up in Greeneville, he might have known your dad."

"It's Russell. My dad is Ted Russell, but I doubt if they ran in the same circles."

