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To anyone who’s ever felt “less than”
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INTRODUCTION

Dear Reader,
When I was growing up, my family traveled a lot, a perk of having a parent who took on freelance travel-writing assignments.
I was seven years old when, on one such trip, an adult I’d just
met cracked a joke about me. In response to learning I was
from West Virginia, the person wondered how that could be—
because I still had all my teeth.
There was a pause, and young me realized I was supposed
to laugh. To join the “fun.” I don’t remember what the person
looked like or whether we were in an airport or a fast-food restaurant. But the smallness that comment instilled in me—the
idea that I should feel shame because of where I lived—that I
remember to this day.
Unfortunately, this was only the first of many ugly West
Virginia stereotypes I’d encounter. I spent most of my childhood

and young adulthood internalizing shame about where I was
from and trying to reconcile my lived experiences with the
almost universally negative and simplistic portrayal of rural
people on TV and in other popular media. I grew accustomed
to casual jabs about my background and learned not to mention
it. On the occasional times I did challenge those jabs—when I
managed to communicate some version of What you’re saying
doesn’t match my reality and it also insults many people I love—
my experiences were seen as exceptions to the rule, not proof of
its invalidity.
This reaction depressed me, but it didn’t surprise me. After
all, for most of America’s history, rural people and culture have
been casually mocked, stereotyped, and, in general, deeply misunderstood. But then 2016 happened. In the months following
the presidential election, rural people became something of a
media obsession. Derogatory remarks about rural Americans
became increasingly prevalent and intense. Over and over
again, people outside the rural experience tried to understand
and explain the rural narrative. Over and over again, the story
of a rural monolith—a uniform, like-minded population that
shares the same beliefs, value system, identities, and political
leanings—was told and accepted as truth.
Because this is a foreword and not a political-science or
economics article, all I’ll say here is that yes, I saw the electoral maps like everyone else, but those visuals don’t tell anywhere close to the whole story. However, in the eyes of most
Americans, it seemed, there was only the monolith.
I was done with the monolith.
Rural Voices emerged as a counterpoint to that harmful narrative and the hurtful idea that accompanies it—that “rural”

equates with “less than.” Being rural is deeply embedded in
many people’s identities, but it is definitely not a punch line.
As I began envisioning this anthology and the authors who
might want to contribute, the slipperiness of the “rural” label
became more and more apparent. Some townships and unincorporated areas are technically (according to mailing address)
classified as part of larger towns, but due to the reality of geography, the residents’ lifestyles are vastly different from those of
the people living in the towns’ centers. Some areas, while tiny
in population, are nonetheless major tourist attractions and
posh vacation hot spots. Does that somehow negate their rural
status?
The nature of this project did require some kind of rural
definition, and so, for the purposes of this collection, it is this:
Rural refers to belonging to a community consisting of ten thousand people or fewer that is a significant driving distance from
an urban area. Contributors either grew up in rural communities or lived in one long enough at some point to self-identify as
a rural American.
The fifteen authors whose work you’re about to read are
diverse in ethnic and cultural background, sexual orientation,
rural geographic location, physical ability, and socioeconomic
status. You’ll find powerful new voices alongside awardwinning, established authors. Still, this collection portrays only
a fraction of the innumerable experiences and voices that compose rural America. And that, indeed, is the point: There’s not
just one type of rural.
These stories will transport you all over the United States
and into the lives and hearts of the characters who inhabit
them. In Virginia, you’ll solve a mystery and right a wrong.

You’ll roam the arctic tundra of Alaska and meet the ghosts
of a mountain town in New Mexico. In New York, you’ll discover a hollow’s powerful, dark secret, and you’ll be invited to
pull up a seat and learn of real-life experiences that bloomed
into poetry. You’ll navigate a private school in South Carolina
and learn to speak your truth. You’ll walk—painfully—down
cracked Indiana sidewalks. In Georgia, you’ll take a life-altering
bus ride in one story; in another, you’ll find a forest that makes
you remember who you are. In Idaho, you’ll discover the secret
menu of a small restaurant and, later, how speaking up can
shatter barriers. You’ll find fear and freedom in East Texas and
political—and personal—unrest in a Texas border town. You’ll
climb trees in West Virginia and visit a county fair in Michigan.
In Utah, you’ll experience a teen’s struggle to bridge two very
different parts of her identity. Every one of these places is rural;
yet every one is its own unique universe.
Just as there’s no one uniform rural place, there’s no one
kind of rural teen, either. The teenagers in these pieces range
from amateur sleuths and academic scholarship winners to
marching-band members and rodeo queen hopefuls. They are
pig farmers and writers, artists and restaurant servers. They
navigate relationships, bigotry, and their own identities. Some
are popular. Some are misfits. They love their hometowns and
hate them, sometimes both at once.
Rural Voices defies the idea of a rural monolith, over and
over, with every story. It seeks to change the conversation. To
offer new narratives and ways of viewing the incredible people
who make up rural America, the people who are so often misunderstood, made fun of, and maligned, who are overlooked or
even outright ignored. The short stories, poetry, graphic short

stories, personal essay, and author anecdotes in these pages dive
deep into the complexity and diversity of rural America and the
people who call it home.
Whether your own experience is rural or not, I hope you
find something of yourself in these pages—and more than a few
somethings that surprise you.
Thank you for reading,

Nora Shalaway Carpenter

