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UP AND OUT 
Chris Martin 

Something was up. I could see it in Jannie's eyes when I bumped into her in the store. Jannie lives with her two children in an apartment in one of Knoxville's more troubled neighborhoods. I asked how her children were, and she responded that they were struggling. She blamed the environment she was forced to raise them in. 

"The folks around here are crazy. Just last week two people were shot across the street from my house." She went on to share with me about the other kids in the neighborhood who got into trouble without adult supervision. She said, "It's hard being a single mom and trying to keep your kids away from all this mess." 

I asked her about the after-school program that her children are in. She said it was a positive influence on the kids, but then she paused. "I don't want to sound ungrateful," she continued, "because I do appreciate all they do, but they come into the neighborhood to do the program for a few hours a day, then they're gone. The kids love what they do, but it's all those other bad kids who run the streets at all hours of the night who are hurting my family. But all this is going to change." 

Curious, I asked her what she meant. Jannie explained, "Some of the people from the program have been working with me, and they have found me a place. I'm getting out!" I smiled my congratulations. Her family might finally have a chance for a better life in a different environment. 

As she rushed off to catch her bus, I felt a confusing set of emotions. On one hand I was happy for Jannie and her two precious little children. I thought this might be their chance to tear themselves away from the death grip of poverty. But, strangely, I also felt sad. 

Jannie is one of the bright lights in the neighborhood. Her concern for this inner​​-city community brings others hope. Her positive example, level head and healthy outlook influence others to make choices that benefit themselves and the community. This new opportunity to improve her lot in life would create a hole in the neighborhood. 

And yet … I kept arguing with myself … if anyone deserved a different place to live and raise her family it was Jannie. Suburban residents choose where they live because they want the benefits of a healthy environment: better schools, better parks, better access to stores, better property investment opportunities. Jannie had the right to make the same decision. 

Residents of poor inner-city neighborhoods are surrounded by physical deterioration. The pervasive brokenness takes its toll even on the brightest and most determined. Naturally, people seek escape in pursuit of the middle class dream. But while some achieve their dream, many remain imprisoned in hopeless poverty. The downward spiral of hopelessness continues to bear fruit in drugs, prostitution, gangs, and violence. 

A lucky few, like Jannie, move up and out. For those left behind, life often gets even worse. 

Adapted from a story by Chris Martin, "Up and Out," in the Cityscape newsletter of the Knoxville Leadership Foundation (April 1999). 

