WHO SAID WE ALL HAVE TO TALK ALIKE
Wilma Elizabeth McDaniel

Wilma Elizabeth McDaniel was raised in rural Oklahoma. She moved to California in the dust bowl
migration of the Great Depression and lives in California’s San Joaguin Valley. The heroine of the fol-
lowing story is from the Ozark Mountains of Arkansas, Just east of the Oklahoma state line. She, too,
tries to begin a new life in California, but she finds that linguistic obstacles hinder the fulfillment of ber
dream. This story raises several questions about dialects and accents, including the one asked in the title-

“Who Said We All Have to Talk Alike”

HO KNOWS HOw NEFFIE PIKE’S SPEECH PATTERN WAS FORMED?
Her Ozark family had talked the same way for generations. They added
an “r”’ to many words that did not contain thar letter. In spite of this, or
because of it, their speech was clear and colorful and to the point. Most
people understood what they were talking about, exactly.

Nefhie was her parent’s daughter. She called a toilet, “torelet,” and a
woman, “worman,” very comfortably. The teacher at the country school
never attempted to change Neffie’s manner of speaking. She said that
Neffie had a fine imagination and should never allow anyone to squelch
it. In fact, Neffie never really knew that she talked different from most
other people.

People in the tiny community of Snowball really loved Neffie. She was
a good neighbor, unfailingly cheerful and helpful. The appearance of her
tall and boney figure at the door of a sickroom or a bereaved family meant
comfort and succor. A great woman, everyone in Snowball agreed.

She would have probably lived her life out in the same lumber house if
her husband had not died. In the months that followed his death she
developed a restless feeling. Home chores, church and charity work did
not seem to be enough to occupy her mind. She started to read big town
newspapers at the Iibrary in nearby Marshall, something new for her. She
became especially interested in the out of state employment want ads, She
mentioned to neighbors, “They are a lot of good jobs out there in the
world.”

One day she came home from Marshall and stopped at old Grandma
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Meade’s house. She sat down in a canebottom chair and announced, “I
-have gotmea jobin-California. I am a selling my house and lot to a cou-. .-

ple of retired people from Little Rock. They will be moving in the first

of June.”

Grandma Meade sat in shocked silence for several seconds, then said,
“Honey, I do not believe it. I mean that I never in the world imagined that
you would consider leaving Snowball. You and Lollis was so happy
together here.” Her voice trailed off, “Of course nobody could foretell
the Lord would call him so young.”

, Neffie looked stonily at her and said with her usual clarity, “A widder
worman is a free worman, especially if she don’t have no children. She
ought to be free to come and go like she pleases. After all, I am only fifty-
one years old. I can do as much work as I ever did. This job is taking care
of two little girls while their mother works at some high paying job. She
has already sent me a bus ticket. I would be a fool not to go. Everyone has
been to California except me. I always hankered to see the state for myself.
Now is my chance to see some of the rest of the world. It may sound fool-
ish, but it will sort of be like having a dorter of my own and grandchil-
dren. I aim to write you a long letter when I get settled down out there.”

Neftie left for California on schedule. After two weeks Grandma Meade
began to worry a bit. She said, “I thought that Neffie surely would have
dropped us a line by now. The last thing she told me was that she would
write me a long letter. Well, maybe she hasn't got settled down yet.”

A month passed without any word from Neffie.

Bug Harrison was at Grandma Meade’s house when Neffie returned
the day after Snowball’s big Fourth of July celebration.

Neffie put her suitcases down and began at the beginning. “Grandma,
you was so right about so many things. I knowed I was in trouble hock-
deep, only one minute after stepped off that bus in California. A purty
young worman come forward to meet me and said she was Beryl. I busted
out and told her, ‘My, you are a purty worman, even purtier than your
pitcher.” She kinda shrunk back and looked at me like I had used a cuss-
word. She stood there holding her little girls’ hands and asked me, where
on earth did you hear a word like worman, was it a female worm of some
kind? She said, “‘Worman is woe-man,’ like you say woh to a horse.

“Her remark neatly knocked me off my feet. I felt like a fool, and I
didn’t even know why. My stomach started churning. I durst not say any-
thing to defend myself, because I hadn’t done anything wrong.

“We started walking to Beryl's station wagon in the parking lot. I told
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her that I never was blessed with a'dorter or son, either. That set her off
again. She said that her children were at 2 very impressionable age, that
would have to watch my speech and learn the correct pronunciation of
words. She did not want them picking up incorrect speech patterns and
something she called coll-oke-ism, something I had, and didn't even real-
ize. [ decided to shut up and get in the car. The worman had already paid
for my fare. I felt that I had to at least give her a few months’ service, if |
could stand the punishment at all.

“On our way to Beryl's house, she stopped at a drive-in restaurant and
ordered cheeseburgers and milkshakes for all of us, I decided to just eat
and listen.

“It was sure a pleasurable drive on to Beryl's home. We followed the
same county highway for the entire seven miles. The road was lined on
both sides with pams, tall with them fronds waving in the breeze. It
reminded me of pitchers I have seen of The Holy Land, really touched my
heart. I forgot myself again and said that I never had seen pams before
except in pitchers. Quick as a flash Beryl told me, “They are pall-ms, not
pams. There is an | in the word.” After tha, I sure buttoned up my mouth.
I just said yes or no to anything she asked me.

“Her house turned out to be a real nice place, bright and modern with
every type of electrical gadget you could think of. There were four bed-
rooms, each with a bath. I was so tired and upset over Beryl's attitude that
I begged off sitting up to visit with her and the lictle girls. I ran me a full
tub of warm water and took me a long soaking bath. I fell into bed and
went sound asleep. Worman, | plumb died away, slept all night without
waking up. To show you how hard I slept, there was a fairly severe earth-
quake in the central part of California where Beryl lived. It even shook a
few things off a living room shelf. I tell you, I wouldn't have heard Gabriel
blow his horn that night.

“T woke up feeling relieved that it was Monday. Beryl left for work
promptly at seven-thirty. That meant the girls and I had the house to
ourselves. Worman, I am a telling you, they was two living dolls, Pat and
Penny. I made them bran muffins for breakfast and scrambled some
eggs. They ate until they nearly foundered. It seemed like they had never
seen a bran muffin before, asked me if I would cook them the same thing
each day.

“I told them I knew how to cook other good old homely dishes, too.
Every day, I tried something new on them, biscuits and sausage and milk -
gravy, buttermilk pancakes, waffles, popovers, french toast, corn dodgers,
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fried mush. You name it, worman, I cooked it for those dolls. It wouldn't
be no big deal for the kids here in Snowball, they was raised to eat like /
that, but it was hog heaven to Pat and Penny.” ‘

Grandma Meade had been listening intently, her eyes pinned on
Neffie’s face. Now she asked, “How did Beryl like your cooking?”

Neffie laughed heartily. She said, “To put it plain, she LOVED it. ] can :
say that she never found any flaw in my cooking, only made one com- {
plaint connected with it. I boirled her a fine big cabbage and hamhock
dinner and made cornbread for our supper one evening. When we started
to sit down at the table, I said that it was a nice change to have a boirled
dinner now and then. That set her off like a firecracker. She said, “That is
boil-ed, not boirled.” I decided to let that snide remark pass. I saw she
started dishing up the food—she lit in on it like a starving hounddog.

That showed what she thought of my cooking, didn’t i©? My cooking sure
helped me get through them weeks as good as I did.”

Bug Harrison broke in, “What were your duties during the day?”

Neffie said, “I was hired to take care of the two little girls. That is what

I done. I cooked because people have to eat. I always have, always will.
That didn’t put no extra strain on me. The girls and played the most of
the day. They would sit on each arm of my chair and listen to me tell
them about my life back in Arkansas. I didnt hold back nothing. I told
them about haunted houses, ghosts, robbers, bank holdups, tornadoes,
snakes, tarantulas, times when the river flooded and we had to float on a
rooftop to save our lives. Lordy, worman, they just ate it up. They would
listen to me with their eyes as big as saucers. I dont quite know why I
done it, but I asked the girls not to tell their mother about my stories.
They were as secretive as little private detectives until a week ago. They
got so excited over one of my stories that they forgor theirselves. I was
busy in the kitchen putting some homemade noodles into a pot of chick-
en broth. I heard Pat tell her mother, ‘"Mom, back in Arkansas where
Neffie used to live, they are wormans that can tell fortunes for people.
They can look right through your face and rell if you are telling the truth
or a lie. They can rub your warts with skunk oirl and say some words and
all the warts will fall off, never ever come back.” ] figured 1 was in bad
trouble, but I kept on dropping the noodles into the broth. I was a hun-
dred percent right about the trouble.

“Beryl blowed her stack. She marched right back to the kitchen with
the girls at her heels. She stood in the door and said, ‘T have been afraid of §

this very thing. Neffie, I just can't keep you on any longer.’ :

“At that point Pat and Penny throwed themselves down on the floor
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and started bawling Iike'tW‘(S‘j’i‘('Sﬁﬁg"?é:ili\;EsffPat sobbed out real angry-like,
"Yes, you CaN keep Neffie! She is the best storyteller in the whole world
and the best cooker. If she goes home to Arkansas, we won't never have no
more biscuits and sausage and gravy.” The tears began to run down her
little face.

“Beryl stood there with her face like a flintrock. It looked like she
wanted to be nice to me, but that her duty come first with her. She drawed
in her breath and said, ‘Neffie, you are as good and kind and honest as
you can be, exceptional, but your speech is totally unacceptable, My chil-
dren are at a very impressionable age. I have tried to overlook it, but the
are deﬁnitely being influenced in the wrong direction. They say dorter
and orter with regularity. This pattern must be eradicared immediately‘ I
shall be happy to Pay your traveling expenses home. You can look on this
trip out West as my vacation gift to you.” I could see that her mind was
made up and she wasn’t going to change it.

“I did think to ask her if she had some other babysitter in mind. |
didn't want to run out and leave her in a bind without one. She said there
was a young girl from the college who wanted day work, so she could
attend night classes. She thought that would work out great. I got her
point. The college girl would be different from me, more to suit Beryl.

“Well, to shorten my story, she bought me a big box of real expensive
chocolates and put me on the bus with my paid ticket, just like she had
promused. She and the gitls stood there beside the bus waiting for it to
pull out. Penny looked up at me and blew me a kiss. I heard her say as
plain as plain could be, ‘Neffie, you are a sweet worman.” Then [ saw
Beryl put her hand over Penny’s mouth. Right then, the bus pulled out of
the depot and I [ost sight of them.

“Worman, I done a lot of thinking as that bus rolled along the high-
way. I would ear a chocolate and think over my experience with Beryl.
Things kind of cleared up in my mind, like having blinders taken off of
my eyes. | saw [ had really been ignorant of some things that other folks
knowed. I didn'’t talk right o suit some of them, but thar wasn’t my fault.
Ldidn’t know we was all supposed to talk the same way. [ thought people hadn't all
talked the same since before God tore down their tower at Babel and con-
fused all their tongues. Folks all over the world have talked different ever
since then, | guess some of them like Beryl want to go back to pre-Babel
days. Anyway, it was sure an eye-opener to me, hurt me, too. Beryl just
plain separated herself from me. It was like she took a sharp knife and cut
amelon in half, and throwed away the half that was me. You know what
you do with a piece of melon you don't want. You throw it with the rinds
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into the garbage can. Worman, who said that we all have to talk alike? Can
anyone tell me that?”

FOR DISCUSSION AND WRITING

L. Do you agree with Beryl that Neffie was not suitable to take care of the children? What would you do
if you were in Beryl’s situation? How would you feel if your children learned to speak like Neffie?
Whar qualities are important in taking care of children? Explain your views,

2. Who decides whetber a certain form of English is correct? Who speaks proper English? What do you

think should be the standa‘rjé’sfc}‘% correct English?

3. Do people in your area speak with a particular accent or style of grammar? Can you think of ways
of speaking that are different from the English television newscasters use?

4. Can you think of a time you have felt prejudice toward a person based only on his or ber speech pat-
tern? Have you assumed someone was ignorant or intelligent without knowing anything else about them
besides their accent?

5. Why do you think people are sensitive when criticized about their accents or dialects?

PATHS UPON WATER
TLahira Nagvi

Tabira Nagvi immigrated to the United States from Pakistan and currently lives in Connecticut. In the
following story, Sakina Bano, also from DPakistan, visits ber son in the United States and confronts styles
of dress and bebavior that are very different from her own traditions.

for her first encounter with the sea. At breakfast that morning, her son
Raza said, “Ama, we're going to the seaside today. Jamil and Hameeda are
coming with us.” She had been turning a paratha in the frying pan, an
onerous task since she had always fried parathas on a flat pan with open
sides, and as the familiar aroma of dough cooking in butter filled the air
around her, she smiled happily and thought, I've only been here a week

and already he wants to show me the sea.

quERE HAD BEEN LITTLE WARNING, actually none at all to prepare her
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