On “Southern Accents”

Title poems have to do a lot of heavy lifting. When | started writing the poem— and indeed
the book manuscript that now bears its name— | did not imagine it as the title poem.
Longest poem? Maybe. But not the title poem. But after working with poet Adam Clay on
the manuscript and talking with my spouse and some friends, it became obvious that what
the poem has is a kind of gravitational pull, dragging the ideas of the rest of the book
manuscript into it at increasing speeds as those ideas draw closer.

I find it hard to write about myself, in part because | think that growing up the brown kid with
the million gods in super Baptist, super white suburban Atlanta meant literally
whitewashing yourself— making sure you covered over who you are in the hopes that no
one notices you’re not the same as anyone else. | remember getting in trouble in sixth grade
and the “race” section of the form from the Vice Principal saying “white,” not because she
didn’t know, but because she feared, | suppose, offending someone. The trick was to
demonstrate a kind of whiteness to fit in, | guess.

At the same time was home— the Indian parents who got concerned when you started to
sound like “them,” to listen to “their” music or identify increasingly with “white” culture.
Whenever a drawl would start to creep out of me, | would hear my Mom say to my Dad that |
was starting to speak like “them”— in that Southern accent, her mimicking the sounds she
heard in her own Gujarati accent.

But we all grow up. The voices that drag us down only do so because we let them. The
voices we hear can’t even hear themselves anymore. I’ve got my own way of talkin’.

| guess, just for a minute there, Tom Petty was asking the same questions. Not necessarily
of whiteness, | guess, but of identity. And | think he’s writing in that song— and maybe the
album as a whole— about giving ourselves a little grace. I’'m trying to learn to give myself a
little grace. I’'ve got my own way prayin’, though, but | hope Tom doesn’t mind my borrowing
his words. They’ve come to mean a lot to me.



