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Before you read any of the selections from Blackberries, Blackberries, click on the Appalachian Heritage Writer-in-Residence (AHWIR) website and read about Crystal Wilkinson; explore some of the links on the In Her Own Words and Teaching Tools and Resources pages.  This is a book of related stories, or a cycle collection, similar to Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, OH.  As you read, notice the connections between these stories, and if you read other Wilkinson books, continue to notice those connections.
As you read, notice how many of the stories are about individuals who feel alone, alienated, or in some respect as “other.”  Why is the notion of “other” particularly poignant in this collection?  Many of these stories introduce to the reader characters who will figure prominently in Wilkinson’s other books.  “Music for Meriah” is about a woman who loves jazz, but more so the piano playing of Osmond, though perhaps the story is really about something altogether different; what does the story say about kinship?  What is Marie Hicks’ “awakening”?  What does Butch learn from “Girl Talk”?  What does Leon Slade mean by saying he is “no settling man” (38)?  Notice the Stream of consciousness (narrative mode) or style of storytelling in “Humming Back Yesterday.”  What is happening to Aberdeen as she thinks back to her first sexual experience?  Why does Wilkinson make this odd connection?  Do you find other stream of consciousness stories in the book?  What is the advantage of the style of storytelling?  How is Asher Yerby (“Tipping the Scales”) different from many of the men in Blackberries, Blackberries?  Who are the “mules of the world” as Zora Neale Hurston would call them, and what Wilkinson story references this image? Why does she use the image?  Many of the stories in this collection are about ritual and rites of passage for girls and boys; what is the most important “passage” for anyone growing up?  What advantage do boys have in experiencing this rite of passage.  One of the best stories in the collection, “Deviled Eggs” is about the nature of being black and the gross underestimation of racist White folks of Black people; how do the bland boiled eggs serve as a metaphor for the these empty-headed, “stupid” people?  In another tale “Waiting for the Reaper,” the White people are more sensible—how so; how are they different from Miss Lulu in “Deviled Eggs”?  When the new girlfriend and the spurned wife, the two “sisters” in the story “Need,” sit down in a restaurant to “have a conversation” about Joan’s philandering husband, who in the end feels spurned?  Why did Wilkinson title her collection “Blackberries, Blackberries”?
