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dear reader
What a weird freakin’ summertime. Let me 

tell you a story about how our company 

lost our very first client for this title. When 

this site launched, I was trying to build a 

strong SFG community on Facebook and 

Instagram using content we were devel-

oping before the release of our first issue.

Though the timing wasn’t ideal, I had 

myself a little “spiritual awakening” episode 

a few weeks before quarantine, and I don’t 

mean a cute little “A-ha” moment that I 

could have put on Insta with a #blessed. I 

mean that I had an EPISODE, y’all…I stood 

in the center of the master bathroom for 

six hours, overnight, my 

eyes closed the whole 

time—but posed to resist, 

forcefully, if my husband 

thought he would lead me 

to bed. (He tried. Twice.)

That seemed crazy, 

sure, but I was grateful 

for the insights. I wasn’t 

apologetic or embar- 

rassed really; I just 

needed a way to share 

my story where people 

might listen. I put together 

a framework, a series of 

stories called I Might Be 

a Witch. My plan was to 

use the concept of witch-

craft to explore self-empowerment, spiritual 

awakening, and the divine feminine.

God didn’t laugh at my plan—but a bunch 

of assholes did. They mocked, threatened, 

and goaded. On stories I shared about being 

sexually assaulted, some would put up their 

little digital laughing faces, the ones where 

something is so funny that the little yellow 

face just has to cry a little. That sucked.

But, I kept at it. I discussed things I’d 

learned from my education, my life experi-

ences, and my encounters with others. I 

addressed gender, rape culture, mascu-

linity, sexuality, and race. As I was working 

through my entire life in memories, the rest 

of the world seemed to be on fire. I would 

come up from my past enough to speak 

to what was happening in the present—

working for a better future, in whatever way 

I knew how, for myself and others.

My anti-racist stance pissed off one of 

my neighbors so much that she called the 

first advertiser on SFG to say we were 

spreading “divisive” messages about race, 

and our first SFG advertiser pulled their ad. 

And this neighbor wasn’t the one looney 

in the woodpile. I learned that I lived in a 

fancy gated community that was filled with 

some vindictive folks. You can hear some 

of what they did in Flagstone 18, if you’re 

interested, but you may struggle to believe 

me. When people do utterly insane things, 

the person reporting the behavior sounds 

like the crazy one.

As much as I wanted to stand my ground, 

I couldn’t—not safely. For now, I’ve left my 

home. And I don’t mean just my house in 

that neighborhood. When I went to a hotel a 

city over, I was followed and harassed there 

too. I’ve had to leave the state.

But it’s not forever. The South is my home, 

and my home is my friggin’ home too, of 

course. I have my own Edenic garden that 

I built there. Granted, that space may be 

surrounded by a pit of snakes. But snakes 

can’t stay in the garden forever.

This is our company’s third magazine, 

though this one was still in its infancy as  

a magazine right as COVID-19 changed  

all of our lives. Our original purpose was 

diverted by COVID for the last two months, 

so I’ve been using the platform I built for 

the SFG community for another purpose, 

one to do my part for the Human Rights 

Movement in Quarantine Summer 2020.

Rachel  James C levenger,  M .Ed . ,  PhD  |   Ed i tor- in - Chief 
Sou thern F i t  & Green Magazine  |   rachel@southernf i tandgreen .com
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My first job was at an alternative school. 

Though almost every kid there was white, 

that school still managed to be racist. On 

MLK Day, they told our three black students 

they could stay home, but the white kids 

didn’t get this holiday. Though not the first 

thing to rub me wrong at that school, it was 

the one I made a huge stink about.

Juggling CHAOS
After that, kids brought up race 

a lot, anything to get out of 

doing their work.  Since I was 

supposedly teaching seven 

subjects in one room at the same 

time already, I tossed in racial 

knowledge for free. Either way, 

I got paid the same $12,000 for 

my year.

Like their teacher, these kids 

had behavioral issues.

One boy in my class grabbed 

a handful of a girl’s blonde hair 

and pulled her on top of a desk; I 

didn’t think tossing a pink slip his 

way would block his fists. I got 

hurt that day.

Another time, two boys were 

about to brawl, but I knew one. 

Standing in front of him, I kept my 

body between them. He had a 

razor blade in his hat, but I thought 

if I stayed put then he wouldn’t 

pull it out. I’m not trying to fashion 

myself into some kind of hero. I’m 

saying this was chaos, and I was 

in the center. My own center was 

already chaos.

A Swastika Valentine
One of my uber-Aryan students 

hated my guts, so I tried to keep 

him at a distance.

But one day, he made a 

production of splitting open 

a bright yellow capsule and 

snorting the contents off his 

desk. You don’t get to ignore that.

When I pointed to the hall, he 

snatched up something from 

his desk and stalked out. As I 

closed the door on nosy faces, 

he handed me a half-torn sheet 

of paper with a swastika he’d 

traced over so much he tore 

holes in the paper. It said, “I’m 

going to kill you, bitch.”

You can’t imagine what you’ll 

do when handed a death threat, 

until it happens. What I did was 

bark like a drill sergeant at his 

back as he started to walk away 

from me, “Hey! Stop right now.”

That’s the upside to being 

a practicing alcoholic. Since 

you have a death-wish, you’re 

pretty ballsy.

I marched him to the head 

lady’s office, handed him off. I 

didn’t break down until I hit the 

bathroom. But then I felt panic 

throughout my entire body.

I saw that boy once more, a 

year later, at an AA meeting. The 

second we locked eyes, that same 

panic hit. As he started working 

his way through some people to 

get to me, I waited. He apologized 

for threatening to kill me, asking if 

I remembered that note.

Cackling about how messed 

up he was, he wanted me to 

laugh with him. Once in my car, 

I couldn’t stop shaking.

 flagstone 15           
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Managing Black Kids
After leaving treatment and getting 

sober, I was ready to find a real job, 

but people weren’t tossing those out 

like candy.

Most principals wouldn’t even talk to 

me, figuring the kids would eat me alive.

The first interview I got was at an 

all-black school; the black principal 

asked a question I didn’t even think to 

prepare for: “How are you gonna manage 

these black kids?”

Now, I’d prepped a great answer about 

classroom management, but the color 

part threw me good, so I stumbled my 

opening with “like I’d handle any other 

kids.” After that, he could barely fake 

interest in what I had to say.

When I landed an interview at a second 

all-black school, a middle school, I came 

in ready for that same curveball, but race 

never came up. This principal was also a 

black man. His title was Doctor.

In that chat, he was sizing up my 

character based on what he felt when I 

spoke, as much as he was listening to my 

answers. He gave me my first real job.

I was assigned to a team run by a black 

woman who’d taught there 30 years. Kids 

called her Mama Howard, and that’s what 

I ended up calling her too.

The Land of Savages
One day on bus duty, I was chatting with 

another white teacher whose company I 

usually enjoyed. She was saying she saw 

the dance group I’d put together who 

would be competing soon, and I was 

nodding proudly.

Then, she says, “I can barely keep 

them behaved in the classroom. Good 

on you for teaching those savages 

to dance.”

I couldn’t have been more shocked if 

she’d slapped me in the face. It wasn’t 

even anger that I felt. A deep pit in 

my stomach opened up, and I had 

no words. Walking in a fog to where I 

needed to be, I was nauseated. I was also 

confused to the point of dizziness.

I’d just come from a land of savages in 

that alternative school. I was in the land 

of children now.

Until this school, I’d never felt safe 

inside a classroom. And now I realized 

my kids weren’t really safe either.

When I walked into Mama Howard’s 

room for our team meeting, she came 

out of her chair as soon as she saw my 

face. Waving away the rest of our team, 

she closed the door.

I was having a hard time talking 

though. And it damn sure wasn’t to 

protect a white lady who made me an 

unwitting double agent. I was feeling 

intense shame at having been part of 

that conversation.

More than anything else, the idea of 

laying something so grotesque at the 

feet of a woman I loved and admired 

made my bones feel like ice.

She helped me talk, hugged me for 

a long time, and then instructed me not 

to think about it for another second—

because she had it now. Though Dr. W 

was our boss, she called him by his first 

name. She handled that with him.

Compliments That  
Crawl on Your Skin
When Carmen came to the coliseum, I 

organized a field trip. None of us had ever 

seen an opera. Halfway in, I’m realizing 

opera sucks.  I would have stayed until 

the end, since the kids paid for that trip, 

but something else was going on, from 

where I was sitting at the end of the row.

When a third white person leaned 

down to whisper a so-called compliment 

in my ear, about how well I was “handling 

these kids,” I swear to God Himself I 

thought I might open my jaw and swallow 

someone whole.

When I passed a note down the line of 

kids, asking if they would mind ditching 

at intermission to hit McDonalds, a sea 

of thumbs popped up at me.

Coaching Black Boys
The football coach was a black man who 

announced at a teachers’ meeting to let 

him know if his players ever misbehaved 

in class—to send a note, and he’d come 

get them on task.

When a couple of the footballers were 

cutting up one day and wouldn’t knock it 

off, I called in back-up. Coach said I could 

stay in the hall with them. And I’m glad 

I did, because I was not at all on board 

with his brand of tough love.

He started grabbing those boys by 

the fronts of their shirts, pushing them 

I couldn’t have been 

more shocked if she’d 

slapped me in the 

face. It wasn’t even 

anger that I felt. 

A deep pit in my 

stomach opened 

up, and I had no 

words. Walking in  

a fog to where I  

needed to be, I was 

nauseated. I was 

also confused to the 

point of dizziness.

I’d just come  

from a land of  

savages in that  

alternative school. 

I was in the land of 

children now.

   flagstone 15 
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into the wall, calling them the worst word 

you could call a black child. Immediately, 

I was saying, “Coach, this is my fault. I 

overreacted. No, honestly, I did. They were 

barely talking. I’m so sorry I interrupted 

your day. Please, no, please—this is my 

fault.” And it was.

When he left, neither of those boys 

would look me in the eye, and I couldn’t 

blame them. All three of us had tears we 

were focused on holding back. The best I 

could do was get them to glance at me for 

a second or two out of the corners of their 

eyes, when I spoke to them.

I promised to never call someone from 

outside our classroom again. I apologized to 

them with all the feeling I could, but they were 

focused on holding together their mascu-

linity, so they shrugged at me in response.

Two years later, one of those boys came 

back and sat in class a while to visit. He’d 

heard I was leaving for my doctorate. He 

had the beginnings of a moustache, and I 

saw the man he was becoming.

Before he left, he said he owed me an 

apology because the day that happened 

with Coach he’d thrown a rock at my car 

and left a dent in the door. I waved it off, 

saying I was such a bad driver that I had 

dents all over my car. But, he didn’t want 

me to wave it off. He needed me to accept 

his apology, so I did.  But I understood 

his anger that day; what I’d done was a 

betrayal.

The Things That  
Upset White People
We’d read Romeo and Juliet, and that had 

gone well. The modernized movie with the 

cool cars and guns was out by then, so I 

could bribe them to read sections of it and 

then reward them with the movie scenes.

Then, she says, “I can barely keep 

them behaved in the classroom. 

Good on you for teaching those 

savages to dance.” I couldn’t  

have been more shocked if  

she’d slapped me in the face.
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I loved Much Ado About Nothing, and 

they were up for that one next. We circled 

our chairs, and got parts. I was reading as 

Dogberry because he had some naughty 

language. At some point, Dr. W had slipped 

in and held a finger to his mouth to keep 

the kids quiet. There I was, deep into one 

of Dogberry’s best speeches, thinking I’ve 

got them enthralled with my performance 

because no one’s making a peep.

It’s a funny scene where he’s acciden-

tally calling himself an “ass” repeatedly, 

but he’s too self-important and pompous 

to know what he’s actually saying. When I 

looked up, several of them pointed behind 

me; there stood Dr. W.

I felt the red rising in my face and neck. I 

started apologizing, saying ass was really 

a donkey in the line, but he said to keep 

going—just pop by his office after. Though 

we all had a good laugh as he left, the 

blush stayed on me. When I stepped in 

his office, I was already trying to justify the 

language, but he said, “No, no. Sit down.”

Turns out the teacher next door, a 

white lady, had complained that I had 

the kids reading material too advanced 

for them. She told him I would give them 

an inferiority complex and make them 

feel bad about themselves. Before I got 

three words out in defense, he held up 

his hand again. He told me to keep doing 

exactly what I was doing, but if anyone 

had comments on what we were reading 

to send them straight to him.

I know y’all don’t want to hear this again, 

but some white people really will complain 

about the stupidest things.

Becoming Invaluable
My dad’s advice whenever I took any 

job was to find a way to make myself 

invaluable. When I was working at a pizza 

place at 16 and wrecked my car, my boss 

drove a whole city over just to pick me up 

and bring me in with him. I’d made myself 

indispensable, like Dad said.

That was one reason I started new 

programs at my new job, but I also wanted 

to create anything I could, anything I had 

some talent for, to show Dr. W he was right 

to believe in me.

I started a drama club, and we did 

several plays. I started a small dance team, 

teaching lyrical ballet. Any and all skills I 

had to bring to the table, I shared.

Language of the Marketplace
One of the hardest parts of that job was 

having to explain to them sometimes 

why their own unique voices, put in 

writing, wouldn’t work as they were for 

some things.

When kids were trying to win essay 

contests and awards, I’d have to take 

their work and explain why they could 

only share their authentic voice in certain 

places, even though those were the most 

beautiful parts of the writing.

We had studied the poets of the Harlem 

Renaissance, so I had a vocabulary to 

explain what we needed to do and why. 

I told them it wasn’t right, and it wasn’t 

fair—but after they first wrote something 

in their own special voice, they would need 

to rewrite enough of it for an imagined 

audience of “old white men.”

I tried to make it sound fun, like we were 

in control, learning cool tricks and illusions. 

We could show we knew perfectly well 

how to follow those rules–but then sneak 

in moments to fly free and sing our own 

special songs.

That advice helped them. I know it 

did. But it never felt good.  They call it 

   flagstone 15 
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the “language of the marketplace” or 

the “language of the academy,” and 

let me tell you—I could explore the 

inherent problems in those semantics 

all day. Audre Lorde spoke of this in The 

Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the 

Master’s House. And I believe her.

However, if I were back in my 

classroom with those same kids today, I 

don’t think I could advise them any differ-

ently, without worrying they’d be hurt in 

the process.

OREOS
When I started teaching kids in the 

Advanced classes, I moved down to a 

huge basement room.

Dr. W apologized for its condition, 

because the room flooded anytime 

it rained, and it was sectioned off in 

awkward spots with huge columns. There 

were no windows, so it was unrelentingly 

beige. But I was delighted by the space, 

closets, and cabinets.

I brought rugs and beanbags and 

pillows–we’d pull up the rugs each night 

in case it rained, of course. I had over fifty 

stuffed Garfields in my collection, so they 

were sitting on shelves everywhere, that 

silly cat dressed as an angel, a devil, an 

athlete, Santa Claus, and so on.

I printed off single letters on sheets 

of paper to make those columns into 

colorful pillars, saying things like “Peace” 

and “Courage” and “Believe.” Point 

being, I was a big old goofy goober, but 

we made that room into a playhouse.

We had to stand in our doors during 

class changes. One of my girls was 

heading in one day, eyes shining with 

water. I heard the tail-end of what some 

boys were saying to her, but it didn’t make 

sense, so I had to stop her in the doorway.

“Are they calling you an oreo?”

“Yes m’am,” she says. “Like the cookie.”

Looking at the question mark across 

my face, she explained they were saying 

she was only black outside–and white 

inside. She said she got teased for being 

light-skinned and then teased even more 

for being in the “smart kid” classes, so 

they said she was trying to be white.

I was flummoxed. I could only say, 

“Well, Mama Howard keeps telling me 

I’m black inside, so it’s good we’re both 

in here to give each other some balance.”

She giggled at that, so I added, “Pretty 

sure all our insides are red and gooshy.”

With us both playfully cringing about 

that image of people’s insides, she 

blinked back her tears, so she could deal 

with them another time. But, that moment 

stayed with both of us, and she had to 

do all the heavy lifting on it. I couldn’t do 

it for her, as much as I’d have wanted to.

Color Blindness
I’ve only witnessed one true case of color 

blindness, based on race. And the spell 

only lasted two seconds.

I’d been working with my group of 

eight girls on a lyrical dance to Sweet 

Honey and the Rock’s “We Are.” My Lord, 

they were so good.

We had a chance to compete at the 

coliseum; when we walked in, we were 

all overwhelmed. There were a lot of 

schools there. All from the same district, 

about every kid there was black. But one 

of my kids spotted an anomaly across the 

room, warming up with her team.

She said, “Ooohh, look at that white 

girl over there. What is she doing?”

Then after two beats, she looked at me 

and said in total sincerity, “I’m so sorry. I 

forgot you were white.”

She wasn’t kidding. Because we’d 

spent so much time together, there was 

love and respect on both sides. So, my 

color did disappear for an instant. But, 

all those emotions have to be there 

before color can disappear—even for 

two seconds.

Every other case of so-called color 

blindness is illusory. It’s a fantasy. Should 

we live in a color-blind society? Of 

course, we should.  But we don’t.  It’s 

almost always white people saying they 

don’t care if someone’s green or blue or 

plaid. This is not an argument; this is a 

downright baffling thing to say.

If you saw a plaid person, I think you’d 

shit yourself. If you are one of the people 

throwing in all the colors of the rainbow 

to make a point, just know the only thing 

you’re proving is that you don’t get it, not 

even a little bit.

There aren’t green people. There 

aren’t blue people. And there aren’t 

people blind to race, unless it’s inconve-

nient to them, and they’re sick of talking 

about it. But, we can’t stop talking about 

it, until you stop talking about green 

people as a rebuttal. n

If you saw a plaid 

person, I think you’d 

shit yourself. If you 

are one of the  

people throwing in  

all the colors of the 

rainbow to make a 

point, just know the 

only thing you’re 

proving is that you 

don’t get it, not even  

a little bit.

There aren’t green 

people. There aren’t 

blue people. And 

there aren’t people 

blind to race, unless 

it’s inconvenient to 

them, and they’re 

sick of talking about 

it. But, we can’t stop 

talking about it, until 

you stop talking 

about green people 

as a rebuttal.
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HEALING  
doesn’t work 

by burying pain 
deeper, whether it  

is the story of  
one family or the 

story of us all.
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We also can’t stop talking about it until 

you quit pretending that “all lives matter” 

is somehow a fair rebuttal. You are either 

purposely missing the point or pretending 

to miss it. Either one of those options is a 

bad one, based on deliberately choosing 

ignorance.

Tricked by Voodoo
Of course, all lives should matter. But, the 

groups who have to focus on one set of 

lives, drawing attention to that section of 

people, are doing that work because some 

lives are being treated like they don’t. You 

don’t have to like it—you just have to stop 

offering only noise in return.

Here’s the “voodoo” I played in one 

story, as one white fella called it. In 

flagstone six, about the Puritans in Salem, 

I shifted topics and timeframes at the end. 

I’d been calling out names of some of these 

accused white women and white men, 

even a white preacher, all executed in this 

hysteria—George, John, Martha.

I had them feeling sorry for a white man 

named Giles who was smothered to death. 

Sure, he’d done something shitty that got 

his wife killed, but he was still an innocent, 

considering his circumstances.

Poor Giles didn’t deserve to be killed 

on a public street. Then, right after, I 

slipped in another story about a man being 

smothered, Eric Garner.

Many knew immediately who I meant; 

some white people were still in empathetic 

mode, after the names of those butchered 

white Christians, and it took them a second 

to know Eric wasn’t at Salem. They were 

mad as hornets because I’d pulled a 

switcheroo, like the evil witch that I am.

They didn’t appreciate getting all in their 

feelings about people who’d been killed 

and then having me toss in a black man’s 

name, when they had already convinced 

themselves that black man deserved his 

punishment.

On the other side of things, one black 

man said if you could get past all the “Edith 

Bunker” stuff–which I’ll admit caught me 

in a laugh–there was a bit at the end that 

mattered. When I said that was an unusual 

half-compliment, he apologized for not 

giving a more thoughtful response. There’s 

something in his sentiment, though, that 

illuminates our larger problem.

The Devil’s Arithmetic
In my last year at the middle school, we 

watched the movie about a teenager 

who is dismissive of her Jewish family 

history and finds herself pulled into 1941, 

experiencing the horrors of a concen-

tration camp.

A tender girl sitting next to me was 

crying, so I reached over to hold her 

hand. When I did, I saw two boys behind 

her hiding their smiles. I kept my eyes on 

them to see if maybe they were tickled at 

something else, not paying attention to the 

movie. But, no, they were quietly laughing 

at the screaming girl on the screen.

Stopping the movie, I took advantage 

of a “teachable moment.”  Leaning in so 

only they could hear me, I asked them 

to imagine we were watching a move on 

slavery—how they’d feel watching black 

families separated from one other, crying 

out for each other, and being murdered out 

of hatred, ignorance, and evil.

They weren’t mad at me; they knew they 

were in the wrong, so we put the movie back 

on. I felt so sad in that moment though. Those 

boys weren’t bad kids. I knew them well.

But, when people don’t care at all about 

your pain for long enough, and they keep 

rubbing in your face just how little they 

care, it gets harder and harder to give a 

damn about someone else’s.

Behind the Curtain
Dr. W caught a lot of shit for this decision 

from some teachers and parents—Mama 

Howard let me know how much—but he let 

me be in charge of the MLK Day Program 

my last year at the school.

Since I ran the drama club, dance 

club, and had a ton of space in my big 

basement classroom for teaching the 

Advanced Placement kids, it made sense. 

My brother and sister had years of show 

choir costumes, and I had dozens of dance 

costumes from old dance recitals. I brought 

in six bags filled with sequined vests and 

pants, dresses covered in sparkles, and 

feather boas.

We put together a show that included 

skits and ended with a number that 

covered decades of music, from Billie 

Holiday on top of a piano, to The Supremes 

and The Temptations, to Jimi Hendrix, to 

Michael Jackson…I mean, it was a show.

We ended with the kids holding hands 

and singing “In the Name of Love.” The 

funny thing about that song is that I never 

hear the most often repeated line correctly, 

no matter how hard I try: “What more in the 

name of love?”

I heard something else then. Now, 

25 years later, I play it and still hear the 

“wrong” words.

I want more in the name of love. n

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: The Southern Prophet is a pseudonym for Dr. Rachel James Clevenger. The original intent was for this series to remain tucked 

safely behind that pseudonym; when the personal turned political, any degree of anonymity had to be sacrificed because, aside from superheroes, peo-

ple hiding behind masks can’t be trusted.  Before launching a publishing company with her partner in 2012, Rachel taught for twenty years, most of those 

in higher education. All of the Flagstone stories are from the I Might Be a Witch series on Southern Fit & Green.

When people don’t care at all about your pain for 

long enough, and they keep rubbing in your face 

just how little they care, it gets harder and harder 

to give a damn about someone else’s.

 flagstone 15           
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B Y  A N G I E  C A R N AT H A N

COVID-19 and  
Corporate Morality

I like money. I especially like my money. I am a wife and 

mom who works hard, and although I do love to shop for 

myself and my family, I don’t particularly love to just throw 

money around all willy-nilly.
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When I do hand over my hard-earned 

cash, I want to be sure it’s going towards 

something good, something of quality. A 

person or organization that is good…or a 

product that is made by good people.

I stopped eating at a certain sandwich 

place when I found out the owner likes 

to trophy hunt animals like giraffes and 

elephants. That might seem silly to some, 

but I’m a huge animal lover and don’t see 

the point in killing one of God’s creatures 

for shits and giggles.

Self-defense? Yes. To feed your family? 

Absolutely. To control the deer population 

so I won’t total another car hitting them?  

Okay, I get that. (Also WHY do they 

run DIRECTLY in front of you? Are they 

suicidal? Can we get them a therapist?!)

But can you imagine feeling so inferior 

that you have to “hunt” an animal that is in 

captivity, that’s been given drugs to slow it 

down, and that has never harmed a single 

living creature?

I’m not cool with that, so I don’t give that 

company my money anymore.

It Comes For Us All,  
But Some Are In Penthouses
Right now, as a society, we are experi-

encing an unprecedented look at 

corporate morality.

COVID-19 doesn’t care if you own the 

place or clean the floors; it is striking and 

killing indiscriminately.

However, the owner can take plenty of 

paid leave to rest at home and recover, 

while the guy who cleans the floors 

may or may not have that opportunity, 

depending on the morality of the owner 

of the company involved.

Some companies have made the choice 

to let employees work from home without 

having to use their sick leave, and some 

have not.

Some companies have gone out of their 

way to support parents whose children 

are out of school and need a caregiver 

at home, and some have not. Some 

companies take care of their employees 

like they’re family, and some do not.

It is easy to look around and see the 

captains who insist on going down with 

the ship, and those that will throw a mother 

and child off the side of a lifeboat to grab 

themselves a seat.

Let’s take a look at two major fabric and 

craft stores, for example. Store A decided 

at the onset of the outbreak to keep its 

doors open and require its workers to 

continue coming to work, defying health 

experts who suggested social distancing.

What was even more disconcerting to 

my sensibilities was this: Store A’s owner 

sent out a company email telling them that 

God had spoken to his wife in a dream, 

telling her (lemme check my notes) that 

money was more important than their lives.

(I’m paraphrasing with sarcasm, 

obviously, but the message was that God 

wanted the stores to remain open, even 

though it was a risk to the employees’ 

health.)

Now wait, you say, surely they’ll take 

care of said employees if they do get 

sick, right?

That would be a negative.
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F O O D  F O R  T H O U G H T  B L A C K  &  W H I T E  M I S S I S S I P P I  M A G I C

At this company, only salaried 

employees get any kind of paid sick leave.

I can just hear the guy from “Office 

Space” saying, “Yeah, I’m gonna need 

you to come to work and get exposed 

to Coronavirus, or I’m going to fire you, 

but if you end up sick, you’re on your 

own, m’kay?”

As one Twitter user pointed out, Store 

A is one of “the most deceptively evil 

companies on the planet.”

I can’t say I disagree.

Put Your Money  
Where Your Mask Is
Moving on, we examine Store B, also a major 

fabric and craft store. They responded to 

this crisis in a somewhat different manner.

When suggestions started coming from 

experts that everyone should be wearing 

a mask outside their home, Store B began 

offering a free DIY tutorial on how to 

make your own masks at home, so that 

consumers could leave the medical ones 

to healthcare professionals.

Next, they asked all mask makers 

to help fight the global pandemic by 

donating the necessary supplies to 

organizations who are fighting the virus 

on the front lines.

Last but not least, they themselves 

donated one million dollars worth of 

fabric, enough to make seven hundred 

and fifty thousand masks, to groups in 

need across the country: putting their 

money and their masks where their 

mouths are.
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Watch For The Helpers
I’ve taken notice, here in my little 

hometown, of the way businesses are 

treating their employees during this 

crisis, and I must say it has warmed 

my heart so much.

Restaurants are holding online 

fundraisers to be able to continue 

paying their employees who generally 

live on tips.

Musicians are playing gigs online 

to help raise money for some of their 

favorite clubs.

And the response has been 

overwhelming; people throughout 

my hometown post on social media 

each day to tag local businesses in 

their purchases to encourage others 

to continue to support our local 

economy.

We like taking care of people who 

take care of their people!

Shining With Color
It’s funny how tragedies of this 

magnitude tend to bring out true 

colors in people and in corporations.

We now know which of our friends 

is willing to run an errand for us, even 

if it means using up their rationed 

supply of Purex.

We also know which of our 

neighbors will bring us extra 

Lysol and toilet paper. Mine did, 

and they’re never allowed to move 

away from us now, ever!

I am profoundly aware now of the 

businesses in my hometown that 

made the difficult decision to close 

up shop, as soon as they were told it 

would help flatten the curve, at great 

personal financial expense.

Undoubtedly, businesses are 

going to suffer a great deal because 

of COVID-19. Some may never recover.

But when (or if ) they do open 

back up, you best believe I’ll be 

frequenting the ones that had a 

heart during this terrible time and 

took care of their own.

The ones that didn’t…well, they 

can have a spoonful of their own 

medicine and take care of their damn 

selves. n

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Angie Carnathan 

is just one of those kids that probably 

didn’t live up to her potential, but she’s 

coming to terms with that. She writes 

to stay sane. She has a lovely husband, 

a brilliant and adorable child, and three 

terribly-behaved dogs. She is aware you 

may disagree with her and she’s okay 

with that, too. 

I’ve taken notice, here in my little hometown, of 

the way businesses are treating their employees 

during this crisis, and I must say it has warmed 

my heart so much. Restaurants are holding  

online fundraisers to be able to continue  

paying their employees who generally 

live on tips. Musicians are playing 

gigs online to help raise money for  

some of their favorite clubs. 

We like taking care of people 

who take care of their people!
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B Y  C A S S I DY  C L E V E N G E R

TALKING
WITH THE 
PAST TIPS FOR 

DEMENTIA 
CAREGIVERS
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An Alternative
Let’s reimagine the situation: after getting 

your map, the same driver stops the car 

and asks you where you are headed. 

She listens to your concerns and offer 

you assistance. Maybe she explains it 

is too dangerous to travel right now, but 

she has an extra room you can stay in 

for the night, and that she will take you 

to your destination in the morning. You 

do not know this person, but her kind 

eyes and empathic words instill a sense 

of trust in you.

This is what dementia is like for many 

of those living with the disease. And 

for the caregivers, it can be frustrating 

and baffling trying to communicate with 

someone who is not sharing the same 

reality. 

A Message to the Drivers 
Being a caregiver to someone with 

dementia can be an overwhelming 

experience at times, while also a 

rewarding one. From my time spent 

working in Memory Care and caregiver 

support groups, I have seen the whole 

spectrum of emotions: anger, worry, 

elation, joy, humor, grief, and love—so 

much love! 

As in many parts of life, there is no 

“one” answer, and ultimately it is up to 

your discretion. So while this article will 

not offer any direct answers, I hope it can 

serve as a guide to help you feel more 

confident in your choices, and improve 

the communication between yourself 

and your loved one. 

New Realities
One of the most poignant pieces of 

advice I ever had a mentor give me while 

working in Memory Care was “When you 

talk to someone with dementia, you are 

entering into their reality”. 

Unlike having a conversation with 

someone who has all of their faculties, 

someone with dementia has an extremely 

difficult time grasping the concept of 

their experiences not being “accurate”; 

their delusions feel real and honest to 

them. Naturally, when someone tries to 

convince them they are wrong, the loved 

one becomes upset. 

This is where I see the most frustration 

between caregivers and their loved ones 

brewing. 

When talking to someone with 

dementia, it is important not to argue 

with that person—if she believes 

her husband should be home any 

minute, and you know her husband 

passed away ten years ago—from my 

experience and training—it is best to 

roll with her narrative.

Additionally, if the reality your loved 

one is living in is a positive one, I believe 

it is critical to try and keep them there as 

long as possible. 

In the world of dementia care, we call 

these lies of compassion. 

“Lying” to Ms. Birdie
A few years ago, I was working with 

“Ms. Birdie”, who was a ninety-year-old 

woman who spent most of her youth and 

adulthood living on a lake. 

Her short-term memory was only about 

three or five minutes, so conversations 

tended to be fairly cyclical in nature, and 

every half hour or so, she would ask when 

the train was arriving. 

In her reality, she was a young woman 

waiting for the train to take her back to 

the family lake house, and she would 

get anxious about missing her ride or 

Let’s take a minute to imagine you are going on a road trip. 

You start the journey as the driver, but at some point you 

find yourself in the passenger seat. 

It is storming cats and dogs, and you cannot see more than a few inches 

past the hood of the car. The dull roar of the storm is so loud that it is 

drowning out most all other sounds, including the voice of the new driver. 

You realize you are lost, and have the wherewithal to check the 

map—only to find out the map is of a city you have never heard of, 

and the directions are in a foreign language. You are frustrated, scared, 

and confused.

Now imagine that driver (who is not who you thought she was) is 

telling you that your experiences are wrong. She is saying there is no 

storm, the map is perfectly legible, and you need to calm down.
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forgetting her ticket, because her parents 

were expecting her. 

One day, I printed off a dozen or so 

“boarding passes” and would keep them 

on my activity cart. When she would start 

fretting over her ticket, I would present her 

with this golden piece of paper, and let her 

know she would be the first person I tell 

when the train is on the way. I would then 

try to engage her with the rest of the elders 

via games or crafts. 

Or, if it was time for lunch or bed, I would 

explain: I am so sorry, the bus is running a 

little late, and we apologize for the incon-

venience. We would love to give you dinner 

and a room on the house! Would you like 

to join us for dinner? 

This, or a conversation very similar, 

would happen multiple times a day, and it 

worked nine out of ten times. By respecting 

and validating her reality, she trusted us 

enough to care for her—which, at the end 

of the day—is what’s most important. 

Keeping it Simple 
When talking to your loved one, it is 

critical to keep in mind how brief their 

memory is—if someone can only recall a 

few seconds or minutes, there is no sense 

speaking in long, involved sentences. 

The loved one wants to be a part of 

the conversation and feel included, but 

complex concepts or wordy language is 

easy to get lost in. 

If you are having a difficult time 

speaking with your loved one, try simpli-

fying your message—depending on how 

progressed they are in their dementia 

will determine how short and direct you 

need to be. 

Respecting Boundaries 
Knowing when to give and when to limit 

autonomy can be tricky business, but 

when possible, try and give your loved 

one choices. No one likes to be told what 

to do, yeah?

For example, if you know your loved 

one needs to drink more liquids, but they 

are being “stubborn” about not wanting 

anything, instead of giving them the 

option to drink or not drink—and then 

getting frustrated when they don’t want 

anything—try asking What can I get you 

to drink? Do you want water or tea? 

Similarly, when encouraging someone 

to bathe, try and make the experience 

as pleasant as possible. With my former 

elders, I would try and get them excited 

about showers by making it an activity of 

choosing which soaps and lotions they 

want to use. 

Oh my gosh, you are going to smell 

as pretty as you look by the time we are 

done! Mr. So-and-so better take you on 

a hot date tonight! 

When someone feels more in control 

over their own life, they are often more 

receptive to care. 

A  S A V O R Y  T I D B I T    T I P S  F O R  D E M E N T I A  C A R E G I V E R S



22   SOUTHERN FIT & GREEN MAGA ZINE   quarantine summer 2020

Adapting Your Environment  
for Home Care 
In many cases, older adults with dementia 

are prone to wandering, especially after 

sunset, and when caring for someone 

at home, this can become a significant 

source of anxiety. 

There are some products that can help 

soothe some of your worries, such as 

number-pad locks for doors or windows 

that are designed to help keep older 

adults with dementia safe and secure. 

Another thing that can be helpful is 

making a space that reminds them of 

home. Anything that sparks joy and fond 

memories can go a long way in keeping 

your loved one more content, even in a 

new home. 

The Kitchen Painting 
“Ms. Jay” and her husband had been 

together for over fifty years before he 

passed away. Naturally, “Ms. Jay” was 

grieving, but her dementia was interfering 

with her ability to fully process the grief. 

She knew she missed her husband and did 

not understand why he wasn’t around, but 

she could not comprehend his passing.

To commemorate her late sweetheart, 

one of the children commissioned a large 

painting of “Mr. Jay”, and hung it on the 

wall right by his favorite spot in the kitchen 

nook. In this space, before his passing, 

“Mr. Jay” would do his puzzles, drink his 

coffee, and chat with “Ms. Jay” while she 

cooked. 

A few days later, the daughter heard her 

mother laugh for the first time in weeks. 

When the daughter went to check, she 

found “Ms. Jay” making herself some 

lunch, and talking to the painting across 

the room; she was catching “Mr. Jay” up on 

all the news he had missed while he was 

away and playfully teasing him for being 

so quiet. 

“Ms. Jay” knew the painting wasn’t 

actually her husband, but at that moment, 

it did not matter—seeing his face in the 

same, old familiar spot made her happy 

and feel less lonely. In her moments of 

lucidity or confusion, feeling connected 

to “Mr. Jay” brought her serenity, and 

ultimately curtailed a lot of her emotional 

outbursts.  

Meeting Your New Loved One 
For many caregivers, one of the hardest 

parts of caring for a loved one with 

dementia is watching their personality 

change. 

A few years ago, our residential chaplain 

and I were speaking with a caregiver, and 

the chaplain gave some of the best advice 

I have ever heard to help cope with these 

changes: 

Yes, your mother is not the same woman 

she was a few years ago. But now, you get 

to meet, know, and love this new woman. 

When the daughter, “Janet,” and I went 

over to visit the mother, it was clear the 

mother did not recognize either of us, but 

she was excited for the company. 

As a general rule of thumb, those with 

dementia may not remember or recognize 

you, but they will remember the way you 

make them feel. So while the mother did not 

know “Janet” was her daughter, the mother 

knew she liked and trusted this woman. 

The elderly woman began to compliment 

“Janet” saying, Oh my word, you are so 

pretty. You remind me of my sister. What’s 

your name?  

With tears in her eyes and a smile on her 

face, the daughter reached over to hold her 

mom’s hand. 

My name is Janet, and it is so nice to 

meet you. I hope we can be friends.

Feeding the Energy 
It is important to remember your loved 

one’s well-being is directly tied to yours. 

When you are positive, excited, or tired, 

they feel that.

This is why taking time to care for yourself 

is crucial for you to be able to care for your 

loved one. After all, you cannot fill a glass 

with an empty jug. 

If you are trying to communicate or 

connect, and you feel yourself become 

frustrated, know that it is okay to step away 

for a while, breathe, and then come back 

and try again. If you are calm, they are more 

likely to stay or become calm. 

Research shows that when someone 

speaks in a low, soft voice, most humans 

instinctively lower their voices so they can 

hear what you are saying. When you are 

gentle, your loved one will normally match 

your energy. 

When the daughter 

went to check, she 

found “Ms. Jay”  

making herself some 

lunch, and talking to 

the painting across 

the room; she was 

catching “Mr. Jay” up 

on all the news he had 

missed while he was 

away and playfully 

teasing him for  

being so quiet. 

“Ms. Jay” knew  

the painting wasn’t 

actually her husband, 

but at that moment,  

it did not matter— 

seeing his face in the 

same, old familiar spot 

made her happy and 

feel less lonely. In her 

moments of lucidity 

or confusion, feeling 

connected to “Mr. Jay” 

brought her serenity, 

and ultimately  

curtailed a lot of her 

emotional outbursts.

A  S A V O R Y  T I D B I T    T I P S  F O R  D E M E N T I A  C A R E G I V E R S
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“Bebe” and Her Role 
“Bebe” quickly got the reputation for being 

a bit of an instigator. She was spunky to 

say the least...her memory may be gone, 

but that sharp tongue could still hit like a 

razor. She also had a habit of refusing care, 

throwing objects, and yelling torrents of 

cuss words when she did not want to do 

something. And Lord forbid you ask her to 

join in any activities...

Many of the caregivers knew that once 

“Bebe” got worked up, she needed several 

minutes (or hours) in order to calm down 

again. However, sometimes in life, us 

caregivers cannot just sit and wait.

One day when “Bebe” was particularly 

wound up, and she had refused showers 

four days in a row, I went in her room to 

check in. While speaking with her, I realized 

most of her frustration was coming from 

feeling infantilized. 

“Bebe” was a self-made artist and single 

mother who raised four children on her 

own. She was a driven, independent spirit 

that prided herself on being able to take 

care of herself and others, and she would 

not allow anyone to treat her like a poor, 

defenseless girl. 

After this conversation, my colleagues 

and I decided to give her tasks and a title. 

She was the “executive liaison” for our little 

community. We were able to get her more 

involved in activities by letting her take the 

lead and feel like she was helping.

So, while she would not “play” bingo, 

she would help the woman next to her. Or 

even though she said she wasn’t hungry, 

she would eat in front of her friend, as to 

encourage him to eat. 

After a week or two of us giving “Bebe” 

more responsibility, respect, and staying 

calm during her outbursts, she started 

willingly showering on her own. 

Living for Small Celebrations
Finally, when caring for someone with 

dementia, I have found that finding 

reasons to party are vital for connection 

and positivity. 

When working with elders, I like to 

decorate for every single holiday and do 

regular holiday/season themed activities. 

It helps remind the loved one what time of 

year it is and is just pure fun. 

Go outside on Arbor Day. Bake on 

National Cookie Day (December 4th, in 

case you are curious). If a doctor’s visit 

goes well, maybe celebrate with an ice 

cream. Or perhaps your loved one got out 

of bed when they really didn’t feel up to 

it—that’s seems like an excellent reason 

to drench them with love and put on their 

favorite song. 

Every single day has something positive 

about it that we can party about. 

In closing, be kind to yourself, show 

yourself grace, and with kindness and 

support, go forth and love. n

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Cassidy Clevenger is a  

Samford University alum. She is just completed 

her MSW in Social Work, with an emphasis on 

Counseling, at Samford University, while also 

working as a staff writer for Flaherty Media.

The elderly woman  

began to compliment 

“Oh my word, you are so 

pretty. You remind me of 

my sister. What’s your 

name?” With tears in 

her eyes and a smile on 

her face, the daughter 

reached over to hold her 

mom’s hand. “My name 

is Janet, and it is so 

nice to meet you. I hope 

we can be friends.”
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While our mission statement was clear in our 

planning, our official site launch happened right 

as quarantine started. That muddied the launch, 

to be sure. The hidden gift in that glitch is that we 

were forced to think about what mattered to us 

most, as a company—and as people.

That delay resulted in the vision for this 

magazine, and for our entire company, growing 

clearer.  

While businesses exist to generate profit, that 

is not their only reason for being. They are also 

built to sustain families, build communities, and 

add something of value to the world in whatever 

ways their time and talent direct the people 

working to grow that business. 

As we had to reckon with serious questions 

about health/life/risk/death/contact, we weren’t 

always able to stay upbeat and humorous. 

Go figure.

Like everyone else, we were facing questions 

about ourselves, our families, our neighbors, our 

communities, our nation, and the planet. And like 

any other company, we had to consider what we 

could sacrifice to ensure anyone who worked for 

us was taken care of—no matter how long this 

might last. Like everyone else, we watched as 

larger corporations made those decisions too…

often at the expense of their “human assets.”

So, we took a stand. And we lost our very first 

advertiser. (You can read that story in the Editor’s 

Note, if you missed it.)  But, that’s okay. Taking 

a stand is something that many companies have 

been going out of their way to avoid, and that’s 

not okay anymore. And that is not meant in a 

bipartisan way—at all. We can no longer ignore 

how companies treat the human beings who 

make up those businesses. How they treat people 

matters. It just does.

We are also taking a people-positive stance on 

every other issue there is too. We’re pro-human. 

It’s not even hard. It comes naturally.

Not all marketers/advertisers are going to be on 

board with that. Being pro-human is risky these 

days. But we aren’t interested in partnering with 

companies who aren’t pro-human, so that works 

out pretty well. We want to attract companies 

that are like us. Those are the partners we want.

Companies that don’t put profit over people.

Companies with values and principles.

Companies with a story.

Future issues will grow “lighter,” as the world 

grows lighter; our goal for Southern Fit & Green 

will still be to promote laughter, joy, wellness, 

health, and connection. First, we needed to find 

our bearings. We needed to restore the sanity 

in our own circle. We needed to be ready to 

laugh again.

G O O D  Q U E S T I O N .  A L S O … A  T O T A L L Y  F A I R  Q U E S T I O N .

What in the  
H-E-hockeystick-hockeystick  
is this magazine/site about?

Q U E S T I O N  O F  T H E  S U M M E R
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Voter suppression in America is not a 

myth. Its history is embedded in the 

nation’s history, and it continues today. 

THIS IS 
NOT A 

DEMOCRACY
On the Realities of 
Voter Suppression 

and Voter Fraud
B Y  D AV I D  V I N S O N
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I want to stress that my goal here isn’t to provide a history lesson on the strategies adopted 

by those in power to disenfranchise voters, most commonly, the urban and rural poor, and 

especially people of color. Others have tackled this vast subject far better than I ever could, 

and instead, I’ll simply refer you to two essential and recently published examples: Carol 

Anderson’s One Person, No Vote: How Voter Suppression is Destroying Our Democracy 

(2019) and Voter Suppression in U.S. Elections (2020), edited by Jim Downs.

My first goal is to address the smart, otherwise sane people in America who don’t believe 

that voter suppression is real, or at the very least who downplay the stark consequences 

of voter suppression. For such people, I hope they’ll consider a turning point in the nation’s 

history, one that occurred this past decade.

In 2013, the Supreme Court struck down a key provision of the Voting Rights Act, ruling 

5-4 in Shelby v. Holder that it was unconstitutional to require states with a history of voter 

discrimination to seek federal approval before changing their election laws. This ruling 

made it possible for states to pass new restrictions on voting—most notably, limiting early 

voting and requiring voters to show photo ID. 

F O O D  F O R  T H O U G H T    V O T E R  F R A U D  &  S U P P R E S S I O N

MY VOTE
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The new restrictions, it is argued by 

those who support them, are in place to 

prevent voter fraud. (This is important, 

and something to keep in mind for the 

second section of this piece.) Critics, on 

the other hand, have noted that such 

measures—like poll taxes and literacy 

tests before them—disproportion-

ately affect the poor and the elderly, in 

addition to Black and Hispanic voters. 

Not only is voter suppression following 

the 2013 Supreme Court ruling as 

relevant as ever, but we can also trace 

the aftershocks of this ruling:  

1. People of color in states with a history 

of voting discrimination had fewer 

places to vote in the 2016 national 

election. 

A November 2016 study (“The Great Poll 

Closure”) by The Leadership Conference 

Education Fund found that such states 

operated 868 fewer polling places on 

Election Day in 2016. 

2. On average, low-income voters are 

required to wait in line far longer than 

higher-income voters. 

Consider point #1 as a contributing 

factor. If less polling places are available 

in areas that are predominantly poor and 

non-white, wait times are impacted at 

polling places that remain available. 

As far as scholarly sources go, this one 

is accessible: “Racial Disparities in Voting 

Wait Times: Evidence from Smartphone 

Data,” a study from 2019 by M. Keith 

Chen, et al.

Noted in the study is the finding that 

“relative to entirely white neighborhoods, 

residents of entirely black neighbor-

hoods waited 29% longer to vote and 

were 74% more likely to spend more than 

30 minutes at their polling place.”

3. Stricter voter ID laws target people 

of color. 

Since the 2013 ruling, multiple states 

have adopted stricter voter ID laws that 

require citizens to provide specific types 

of information while excluding others. 

Consider Carol Anderson’s (author of 

One Person, No Vote) point about voter 

suppression in Alabama. This is taken 

from a 2018 interview:

“Alabama said, ‘You got to have a 

government-based issued Photo ID,’ but 

then said, “Your public housing ID doesn’t 

count.’” 

Anderson continues, “71% of those in 

public housing [in Alabama] are African 

American. For many, that’s the only ID 

they have. Then Alabama shut down 

the DMV in the Black Belt counties. So 

now people have to go 50 miles to get a 

driver’s license, but if you don’t drive, how 

are you going to go 50 miles? And you 

don’t have public transportation.” 

4. The purging of voter rolls targets 

people of color.

As a means of combatting voter fraud, 

several states have removed names 

from voter registration lists. During the 

2016 presidential primary in New York, 

Hispanic voters were disproportion-

ately removed from lists in a purge that 

impacted more than 120,000 people. For 

evidence, see “Brooklyn Voter Purge Hit 

Hispanics Hardest” by Brigid Bergin, et al.

Of course, efforts to remove names 

from such lists have preceded the 2013 

Supreme Court ruling. For instance, in 

2012, Florida’s governor and secretary of 

state compiled lists with limited and often 

outdated citizenship information of more 

than 180,000 people suspected of being 

noncitizens, threatening to remove them 

from the voter rolls. Nearly 87% of those 

whose eligibility was questioned were 

people of color. 

Voter Fraud, like  
Voter  Suppression, is Real
The escalation of fear concerning voter 

fraud is due in large part to the rhetoric 

of certain political figures who have 

stressed a causal relationship between 

voter fraud and “lax” legislation. As stated 

previously, ramping up paranoia about 

voter fraud serves those who may profit 

from voter suppression. 

In a two-party political system, the 

correlation between voter fraud and 

voter suppression has been adopted 

along party lines. The leaders of each 

party subsequently model this rhetoric 

for voters: Either voter suppression is 

real and voter fraud isn’t a problem, or 

voter suppression is nonsense and voter 

fraud is a dangerous hindrance to our 

democracy. 

“Alabama said,  

‘You got to have a 

government-based 

issued Photo ID,’  

but then said,  

“Your public housing 

ID doesn’t count.’” 

“71% of those in public 

housing [in Alabama] 

are African American. 

For many, that’s the 

only ID they have. 

Then Alabama shut 

down the DMV in the 

Black Belt counties. 

So now people have 

to go 50 miles to get 

a driver’s license, but 

if you don’t drive, how 

are you going to go  

50 miles? And you 

don’t have public 

transportation.”

— Carol Anderson, author  

of One Person, No Vote
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I want to suggest an 

alternative based on 

my research—that 

both issues are real, 

and that the ideological 

rift(s) between our  

two dominant political 

parties shouldn’t  

obscure our percep-

tions of reality. To put 

it simply, we can and 

should be disturbed 

by voter suppression, 

just as we should feel 

the same about voter 

fraud. Both undermine 

the democratic  

process.

An extensive 2017 report by the 

Brennan Center for Justice is regularly 

cited as the starting point for exposing the 

“myth” of voter fraud. Taken on its own, 

it’s convincing, for it provides dozens of 

studies and analyses, all of which conclude 

that illegal voting is extremely rare, and that 

the incidence of certain types of fraud—

such as impersonating another voter—is 

“virtually nonexistent.” 

I’ve been digging through some (not 

all) of their sources, and I’ll provide an 

abbreviated list if you’re curious. For sake 

of organization, I’ve made the distinction 

between academic sources and others that 

are more mainstream and therefore more 

accessible:

Examples of academic sources in 
support of voter fraud as a “myth”:

• “One Person, One Vote: Estimating 

the Prevalence of Double Voting in U.S. 

Presidential Elections” by Sharad Goel,  

et al (2017)

• “Identifying Election Fraud Using Orphan 

and Low Propensity Voters” by Ray 

Christensen and Thomas J. Shultz (2014)

• “Alien Abduction and Voter Impersonation 

in the 2012 U.S. General Election” by John 

S. Ahlquist, et al (2014)

Examples of mainstream sources in 
support of voter fraud as a “myth”: 

• “Voter Fraud is Not a Persistent Problem” 

by Sami Edge and Sean Holstege (2016)

• “There Have Been Just Four Documented 

Cases of Voter Fraud in the 2016 

Election” (2016)

• “A Comprehensive Investigation of Voter 

Impersonation Finds 31 Credible Incidents 

Out of One Billion Ballot Casts” (2014)

To the contrary, numerous other sources 

not included in the report by the Brennan 

Center for Justice take the opposite 

position—that voter fraud is real, more 

common that many studies suggest, and 

is especially common in vote-by-mail 

procedures. 

The (Many) Problems  
with Voting By Mail
Voting by mail is done in private, and yes, 

this opens up more potential for fraud. 

When voting from home, there’s no means 

of confirming one’s identity.

Some states—Colorado, Hawaii, Oregon, 

Washington, and Utah—have implemented 

best practices, such as having the voter sign 

the envelope of the ballot, which is then 

matched with the signature in the state’s 

voter rolls. Another practice is tracking the 

ballot with a bar code to and from a voter’s 

home. This doesn’t address the question of 

why a person would commit voter fraud, but 

forging a signature is not difficult, and the 

tracking of a bar code doesn’t matter if the 

forger either lives at the current address or 

has intercepted the ballot.

Another concern among opponents of 

mail-in ballots is whether to allow someone 

besides the voter to collect a ballot and 

drop it off at a mail center or ballot drop-off 

location, something allowed in many states. 

Because we’re in the midst of a pandemic, 

this option helps to keep safe those who are 

most vulnerable.

There is recent precedent for fraud of 

this nature, including in 2019, when a North 

Carolina congressional election was thrown 

out after a political operative for a candidate 

in the race collected absentee ballots 

and illegally tampered with them prior to 

turning them in. This is what we call “ballot 

harvesting.” 

Another problem with mail-in ballots is 

that states’ voter rolls aren’t necessarily 

up to date. For instance, when California 

decides to mail out ballots to all voters on 

the rolls, they may not reach the right person 

every time. This opens the door for fraud.

Michael Morley, an election law expert 

at Florida State University, suggests that 

states mail out application cards for a 

ballot, which could help clean up voter 

rolls. Iowa state is planning to do this, with 

prepaid postage for people to return their 

applications. 

A group of voting experts wrote in 

The Washington Post of their concern 

about there not being enough money or 

equipment to hold an all-mail election, 

which could indeed happen if the COVID-19 

outbreak continues to accelerate.

The experts noted that while the five 

states that do all-mail elections have 

figured out ways to track ballots, to keep 

their voter roll addresses current as well 

as secure, it took them years, not months. 

But going forward, months are all other 

states have. The lack of time to prepare can 

indeed create situations in which voter fraud 

becomes more common.

To be clear, I am not contending that voter 

fraud is as widespread as certain political 

figures may wish us to believe. That said, 

it absolutely does happen, and below I’ve 

included several recent examples. You’ll 

see that we have instances of deliberate 

duplicity, and we also have gross failures 

at the state level that makes voter fraud 

possible:

F O O D  F O R  T H O U G H T    V O T E R  F R A U D  &  S U P P R E S S I O N
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Dead people voting in Colorado:   

A report by Brian Maass of KCNC-TV in 

Denver exposed multiple instances in 

recent years where dead locals were 

still voting.

Non-citizens voting in Virginia:   

A study by the watchdog Public Interest 

Legal Foundation noted that in just eight 

Virginia counties, 1,046 alien non-citizens 

successfully registered to vote. They 

were only caught by accident when they 

renewed their driver’s license and self- 

reported, telling authorities they were 

non-citizens. Moreover, the FBI opened 

an investigation in Virginia after 20 dead 

people turned in applications to vote.

Some Pennsylvania citizens voted twice:  

In 2016, Pennsylvania’s secretary of state 

offered data showing that more than 700 

Pennsylvania voters cast two ballots in 

recent elections. Also, data researcher 

Voter Registration Data Crosscheck 

found that nearly 43,000 voters in 

Pennsylvania had potentially duplicate 

registrations in either Pennsylvania or 

other states.

Indiana voter fraud extends to 56 

counties:  According to a local NBC 

report, Indiana State Police are investi-

gating possible voter registration fraud 

comprised of hundreds of fraudulent 

voter registration records with different 

combinations of made up names and 

addresses with people’s real information. 

Underage voters found voting in 

Wisconsin’s primary:  In April of 2016, 

election officials found six cases where 

underage voters cast a ballot in the 

state’s presidential primary. Five of the 

six produced valid IDs, but poll workers 

never looked at the date of birth on them 

or on the registration forms they filled 

out. In one case, the student used a 

report card as identification.

Voter registration cards were sent 

to non-citizens in Pennsylvania:   

In September of 2016, the secretary of 

state’s office in Pennsylvania mailed 

about 2.5 million voter registration 

postcards to people who are licensed 

drivers but not registered voters. Of the 

2.5 million postcards sent, only seven 

people self-reported, noting they were 

sent voter registration cards in error. This 

in turn makes it possible for hundreds, if 

not thousands of non-citizens to be on 

voter rolls when they are ineligible.

For good measure, I’d like to conclude 

with a few representative examples of 

sources that adopt the position that voter 

fraud is, in fact, not a myth. n

For academic studies,  

see the following: 

• “A Systematic Approach to Study 

Electoral Fraud” by Lucas Leeman,  

et al (2014)

• Election Fraud: Detecting and 

Deterring Electoral Manipulation, 

edited by R. Michael Alvarez,  

et al (2009)

• Stealing Democracy  

by Spencer Overton (2006)

For more accessible material see: 

• The Heritage Foundation’s “A 

Sampling of Election Fraud Cases  

From Across the Country” (2020)

• “Mail-In Ballots Make Voter Fraud 

Easy: I Know Because I Did It” by 

Margaret Menge (2020)

• “Election Fraud is Real”  

by Ed Kilgore (2019)

• “Vote Buying” by Richard L.  

Hasen (2000) 

F O O D  F O R  T H O U G H T    V O T E R  F R A U D  &  S U P P R E S S I O N

The escalation of fear 

concerning voter fraud 

is due in large part to 

the rhetoric of certain 

political figures who 

have stressed a causal 

relationship between 

voter fraud and “lax” 

legislation. Ramping 

up paranoia about 

voter fraud serves 

those who may  

profit from voter  

suppression. 

In a two-party political 

system, the correlation 

between voter fraud 

and voter suppression 

has been adopted 

along party lines.  

The leaders of each 

party subsequently 

model this rhetoric for 

voters: Either voter 

suppression is real 

and voter fraud isn’t  

a problem, or voter 

suppression is  

nonsense and voter 

fraud is a dangerous 

hindrance to our  

democracy.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: SFG staff writer 

Dr. David Vinson has a PhD in English with 

specializations in transatlantic literature and 

cultural studies. He is a committed scholar, 

teacher, husband, and dad. If you ever 

meet David, avoid the subject of soccer. His  

fandom borders on the truly obnoxious.
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Before I tell you what I found in public records, I have to bore 

you with my academic creds. It’s the shot I have at not being 

written off as a crackpot. Some will do that anyway. But, 

I may persuade decent people of all political stripes to 

hear me out.

My Eccentric Background
Projects I did to prove myself a “scholar” will sound 

unrelated, but they aren’t. To be a master, I wrote Finding 

Shakespeare in His Work, reading all firsthand accounts I 

could, visiting the New York Public Library to see documents 

stored there.

I learned to follow threads—and to stop if they got shaky. 

Even the strongest threads weren’t ultimately “provable,” 

if we think the only way to prove something is to talk to all 

parties involved. These days, even when all have a say, we 

can’t seem to produce “truth.”

My dissertation was an ethnography on performances of 

identity in digital environments. In normal-people speak, I 

was on the academic team that didn’t see cyberspace as 

a disembodied utopia, but I had to find a unique point to 

make to play their academic game and prove my worth to 

the conversation.

        F L A G S T O N E  1 9

B Y  T H E  S O U T H E R N  P R O P H E T

My experiments on my 

students came with my 

college’s endorsement  

and a room of older  

students not only willing—

but stoked. We alternated 

real-world meetings with 

online ones. Either place, 

we discussed the class text 

The Gendered Cyborg, hot 

off the press in Fall 2001. 

It focused on identity, how 

technology impacts issues 

of race, gender, political 

expression, culture, and 

sexuality. It spoke of  

potential apocalypses that 

could result (just typical 

stuff for college classes in 

Hattiesburg, Mississippi).

Pulling Off 
Masks 
That Don’t 
Really Fit
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My Experiments on College Kids
My experiments on my students came with 

my college’s endorsement and a room of 

older students not only willing—but stoked. 

We alternated real-world meetings with 

online ones. Either place, we discussed 

the class text The Gendered Cyborg, hot 

off the press in Fall 2001. It focused on 

identity, how technology impacts issues of 

race, gender, political expression, culture, 

and sexuality. It spoke of potential apoca-

lypses that could result ( just typical stuff for 

college classes in Hattiesburg, Mississippi).

Online at first, we used real names. I 

moderated, controlling if necessary. The 

topics were controversial. We had heated 

debates, which grew more combustible 

once we ditched the face-to-face setting. 

Then, they switched at least one aspect 

of their embodied identity. They could 

change more of their own assigned 

“labels,” but stakes went up as they had 

to be convincing on several levels.

Many imagined they could fake multiple 

switches of gender/race/sexuality but 

learned even one was hard to sustain. 

They called each other out regularly. I was 

whoever I wanted to be too, so they had to 

moderate their own behavior.

Online attempts at rational debate were 

impossible in days right after 9/11. Because 

of the heightened tension, bigotry, and 

xenophobia, we had to meet in person for 

two classes to get people back on track.

Surprised By Difficultly Level  
Of Faking An Identity Shift
Students did their own mini-ethnography, 

as a participant-observer, researching 

a group but knowing their involvement 

impacted outcome. They chose the 

environment, as long as the agenda was 

defined. For many white and heterosexual 

students, they discovered that after logging 

off, they carried uncomfortable feelings in 

their Real World bodies for a long time, 

after being treated like they were.

They could opt to join one community 

as two identities. A black student who 

planned to be a cop joined a recruitment 

room as two people—herself and a white 

male. She was dismayed at the advice from 

the same people, when given to her versus 

her alter.

Many white students figured they’d 

just announce a new identity and then be 

themselves, because everyone is basically 

the same. They learned our embodied 

realities determine our systems of beliefs, 

perceptions, ways we communicate, and 

ways we are treated by others.

One white girl posted in her own 

sorority’s chat designed to recruit future 

members. She believed if she went in as a 

black girl, they’d be encouraging because 

of what she’d been told about their lack of 

diversity. When she spoke to her sisters 

as her black alter, they rudely dismissed 

her. Ironically, she’d been worried they’d 

catch on right away that it was her in 

disguise–but they wanted nothing to do 

with her, when they thought she was black. 

She dropped the sorority, and her parents 

supported that decision completely–even 

though they still had to pay all her fees.

Digital Impostors  
With Real Agendas
I spent years studying tactics for spotting 

digital fakes, someone who wasn’t 

performing a consistent identity—

especially impostors posing as anyone 

who wasn’t a straight, white male. Those 

are easy to spot now, with their false 

performances even more blatant lately.

Since I was in my dive of background 

checks, finding clear abuse of the system 

where white people were getting social 

security cards issued in other states under 

fake identities, many of those people of 

color, I was curious about the trolls we’ve 

been dismissing.

Among the comments on my piece 

about race, one black guy said he loved 

it so much he stole it. Even before that, I 

knew from the caricature of an avatar he 

used that he was bullshit.  I friended him 

a few minutes, dug in his timeline with 

screenshots, and blocked his ass.

My short-term buddy had a problematic 

identity. He’d post rage-filled posts about 

whites, screaming about mother-fuckers 

and dying. Then he’d talk about the good 

cops out there. He’d rant about getting 

pussy; minutes later he’d recommend a 

Sinatra song and share photos from incar-

ceration camps. He kept talking about thug 

life—then got dead serious for four posts in 

a row stressing the importance of voting 

by mail to ensure a democratic process. 

He said there would be no way to commit 

voter fraud since you had to show pics of 

social security cards, which he stressed 

are “impossible” to fake.

Well, shit.

Worse Than I Imagined
Then it got darker. Tracing this guy, using 

only sturdy threads, got me to several 

things I’d aim to “prove” for a dissertation 

study, if I had millions of hours to devote.

Though I proved immediately he was 

fake, it was everything else that shook 

me—I needed six hours to reach a 

stopping place just with that one guy who 

came straight to me and caught my eye.

Not only was this guy faked on multiple 

sites, but there were fake police records. 

Other connected fake identities had 

stories that had made it to legitimate 

sites, like The Seattle Times or People 

Magazine: Black-on-Black murders 

that didn’t happen, and Black-on-White 

murders that didn’t happen, often where 

white men were trying to do some heroic 

shit, like save a dog, but caught a bullet 

for their trouble.

This one fake guy got me to a failed 

political candidate from 2014, named one 

of the “strongest operatives” on his team 

that year, and was known for thinking the 

others weren’t far enough to his side. He 

claimed a current job in big business; that 

title belonged to a man in another country. 

His identity was traceable to a dead kid 

who lived two months in 1999.

Recruitment Programs  
for People in Need
Another guy in this same thread was 

Internet famous for being “unfairly fired” 

after saying racist shit on tape. Looks like 

there might be a recruitment program to 

help white fellas down on their luck who 

need money, have plenty of time, and 

might want to grind an ax.

I found one elaborate system on a public 

form related to memorials of fallen veterans. 

These virtual graves had “sponsors,” one 

of which I tracked to a corporate bigwig 

who lost his job recently and was getting a 

lot of attention for his poor lot in life.

J U S T  D E S S E R T S    P U L L I N G  O F F  M A S K S
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What led me to him was a “black woman”—a cook—with an elaborate 

job history, a SS card, multiple landlines over her lifetime, several cars 

purchased and sold, and multiple properties bought and sold (where she 

lost thousands every single time). I was perplexed to see “her” boosting 

the morale of this filthy-rich white dude.

Get To The Bottom Of Odd Behavior
There were fake gay people and trans people. There were lots of fake 

white people out there too, spreading hatred against all kinds of minorities. 

People living with disabilities were also targeted to be recreated as fakes.

When I looked closely at my own Facebook page, something I imagined 

I had a grip on, I had 70 “friends” who weren’t who I thought they were. I’d 

noticed unusual behavior from them, but chalked it up to stress.

Fake People are Encouraging  
Real Protests and Taking Real Money
Here’s the final thing: many fake accounts told people the only way to 

help was to get out in the streets and protest—not sit at home and wait 

for change. They were organizing rallies and accepting donations for rape 

crisis, fighting racism, ending homophobia.

I saw some of my own colleagues from higher education at demonstra-

tions that were faked by these identities. The real-life people had shown 

up because they cared. Now they were being mocked.

So, friends, be careful about which protests you join in person. Be 

absolutely sure they are organized by the right people for the right reason. 

And let’s be extra cautious about being manipulated into hurting ourselves 

or each other.

For those who want to do their protesting from home, you can help 

too–and you can make a huge difference. You can safely fish for tricksters 

and changelings.

J U S T  D E S S E R T S    P U L L I N G  O F F  M A S K S
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I said it had to be fraud, so we cut it up. Well, it turned out 

that was from the government because my husband called the 

number several articles referred him to and the one endorsed 

by official government websites. They told him they just chose 

a first name from someone in the household and a last name 

from someone else in the household–AT RANDOM–but, yes, 

that was our money, and we could take that card to the bank 

and put the money in our account.

I told my husband there was no way in the hell I would have 

done that, even if we had kept that card, because that was 

fraud…no two ways around it.

Interestingly enough, the official letter from the White House 

arrived today saying our money had already gotten to us–

but that letter had the correct names pulled right off our tax 

records, just like they have been recorded on our tax records 

for 14 years.

What an interesting coincidence that a whole bunch of 

people will be committing government-endorsed fraud just 

by putting money in the bank that the government sent them, 

at a time when most were at their most desperate to get food 

on the table.

Hell, we may never know who’s who after all that, will we?

Find Your Tools
There are free tools; be sure to use legitimate ones. I use 

Truthfinder. Whatever you use, check for the https to know 

the site is secured. The one I use offers unlimited background 

reports for just a few dollars a month. I’m not connected to 

that business; I’m not trying to make a buck. 

Don’t be surprised if you follow a trickster to one of their 

hotspots and find a dozen others. They’re like cockroaches. But 

ones who can vote. Tricksters also like to identify themselves 

sometimes under one game or TV show. Look for patterns. 

They like their inside jokes because they think we’re a bunch 

of idiots. Maybe we have been.

But we can restore sanity and normalcy again—so we can 

vote how we want without people messing with our heads.

We can protect our democracy. n

If you’re a person of color or considered a minority, 

look for yourself online—any social media you didn’t 

create, any place your name or image might be 

used. No matter who you are, do deep dives on your 

“friends” list. When you spot changelings, unfriend 

them, then dive into public records looking for fake 

socials, fake stories, fake criminal records, and any 

urges to vote by mail.

Report fake people to the social media platform you 

find them on, with supporting evidence. Let’s see if 

social media billionaires are really ready to step in and 

do their parts to protect the values of all Americans. 

Check background reports for your family members 

who have died in the last 70 years. See if they were 

reborn with a new SS number and live in another state 

with a job, house, and landline.

Government Money To The  
Wrong People At Precisely The Right Time
Another consideration: I’m not sure how many of 

you this happened to, but I know it happened to my 

husband and me. We got a card in the mail with little 

explanation, but a name that neither of us had ever 

had–ever.

Women have lots of “aliases,” with marriages, 

divorces, remarriages. Men typically don’t. But, this 

card was addressed to my husband’s first name and 

MY last name (which isn’t the same as my husband’s 

last name). So, this incarnation of my husband has 

never existed…ever.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: The Southern Prophet is a pseudonym for  

Dr. Rachel James Clevenger. The original intent was for this series 

to remain tucked safely behind that pseudonym; when the person-

al turned political, any degree of anonymity had to be sacrificed  

because, aside from superheroes, people hiding behind masks can’t 

be trusted.  Before launching a publishing company with her partner 

in 2012, Rachel taught for twenty years, most of those in higher educa-

tion. All of the Flagstone stories are from the I Might Be a Witch series 

on Southern Fit & Green.
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