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Do your birthplace and condition predetermine what you become in life?  

Education as a factor in social mobility in The Boy from Willow Bend by Joanne C. Hillhouse. 

Birthplace and social conditions are determining factors in life. However, it is my belief 

that people become what they want to become no matter their circumstances because they 

have the ability to create their own opportunities, do the best they can with that they have, or 

change the circumstances to their liking. In his book on Sociology and Education, Cáceres 

defines social mobility as “the movement of individuals from one position to another in a social 

hierarchy” (Cáceres 179). He further explains that the development of education on all levels 

[leads] to the people’s great desire to take advantage of the opportunities [education] provides 

in social mobility (Cáceres 180). I believe that social mobility comes from education, will, hard 

work, and creativity. Although I will focus on education for this paper, social mobility could also 

come from self-employment and good investments, for example. 

I understand that having a “rough” childhood causes harm in human beings, but I do not 

understand how they use their unfortunate circumstances as an excuse to do nothing with their 

lives instead of using it as inspiration to become the best version of themselves that they 

possibly can. It is not an easy road, but it is possible to move on despite loss, abuse, 

deprivation, or whatever other circumstance a human being might face. 

With this in mind, I have analyzed The Boy from Willow Bend by Joanne C. Hillhouse 

which presents the message that where you come from predetermines your path in life and 

that education is the only ticket out of that doomed life.  



Nadal-Ramos 2 

 

Summary 

The Boy from Willow Bend tells the story of Vere, an eight-year-old boy who was an 

innate storyteller and liked to imitate his teachers.  His mother left for New York and left him 

behind with his grandparents.  His grandfather, Franklyn, was a retired policeman who now 

spent his days drinking and spending the money that was destined to pay the expenses around 

the house.  To make up for the lost money, his step-grandmother, Tanty, would have to work as 

a seamstress, but her old age and aching body made it ever more difficult.   

 Vere is then faced with having to help out around the house and take care of himself.  

He was a good student and was even skipped from third to fifth grade.  He earns a scholarship 

later on to go to a private Catholic school. 

 Meanwhile, his relationships with women are what mark this novel.  First, his 

grandfather brings a girl to live with them and it turns out that she is one of his daughters 

outside of marriage.  Although in the beginning Vere is reluctant -and even fights with June- he 

later grows fond of her and comes to depend on her for his nurturing.  But soon enough, her 

father –Vere’s grandfather– gets mad at her and stabs her with a fork. She leaves the house to 

go live with a reverend and his wife, but he impregnates her and kicks her out of the house. 

June comes back and helps take care of Tanty, the grandmother, who is now sick.  Upon Tanty’s 

death, June goes to look for Vere at the pond, (page 49): 

“I wonder who name this place,” she said. “Dead End Alley.” 

He didn’t know the answer, had never asked the question. 
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She continued, “So many dead end alleys in Antigua. An’ this is the one to get burdened 

with the name. Why? Nothing can grow in a place named so. Can’t raise my child in a 

place like this. Everything just rot and die here.” 

 During the days of the funeral, Franklyn, June’s father and Vere’s grandfather, beats her 

again and causes her to lose her baby.  She moves in with some neighbors, gets a job at a hotel, 

and meets a man who, after getting her pregnant, takes her to live with him in his family’s 

commune.  Soon afterwards, June’s mother sends for her to go live in Chicago and Vere never 

sees June again. 

 After Tanty’s death and June’s departure, Vere is left to take care of himself –as his 

grandfather was hardly ever home– and that is how Vere preferred it. Vere spends most of his 

time alone.  He visits some neighbors and often goes to the pond at the end of his alley. It is 

around this time that Vere earns his scholarship and now uses his mother’s money to buy a 

uniform, get a haircut (because he got in trouble in the new school for wearing long hair), and 

buys some food. 

 Meanwhile, his grandfather brings home a new girlfriend who soon beats Vere and he 

decides to run away but some policemen who knew his grandfather picked him up and took 

him to jail, where he saw the first Rasta he had ever seen.  The policemen took him back home 

after explaining that bad boys ended up in jail: “So you just try and straighten up. Your 

grandfather trying to teach you the right” (page 63).  Soon after that the girlfriend left. 

 While at the pond one day, he hears lovely music and followed the sound to the other 

end of the pond, where he sees other Rasta men, similar to the one he had seen in jail. He 

befriends them, sharing his love of music, and develops a great friendship and big crush on 
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Makeba, a Rasta’s girlfriend.  Makeba and Vere became each other’s protection.  Makeba 

would encourage him to continue studying and he soon felt “the only place he felt at home and 

at peace was right there, talking to her and practicing his music” (page 73).  But soon a 

neighbor rats the “gypsies” out to the police and they were forced to leave town and Vere is 

never to see Makeba again. 

He finds a job at a music store where he feeds his passion for music, which is what had 

led him to meet the Rastas earlier.  This is also when he goes to a party and meets Elizabeth, a 

girl from the sister school, who is very rich and he becomes her boyfriend, but everything in her 

world is so distant and rich and unknown to him that he has a hard time adjusting to this new 

world that existed just a few miles from the alley where he had grown up. 

 During all this time, Vere is waiting to hear from his mother.  She never misses a 

payment to pay for his school, but only twice wrote to give information about herself.  Both 

times she was announcing that she had gotten married, but she never really asks about him or 

leaves a forwarding address; therefore, his attempts to write to her were a failure as the letters 

always came back.  He longs for his mother’s letters and her laughter, but she never comes.  He 

doesn’t really even need the money for school anymore because he had earned a scholarship, 

so he used his money to buy food or clothes for school.  Eventually, he tries to stop thinking 

about the women in his life but feels lonely inside. 

 His grandfather becomes very ill and is hospitalized and Vere visits him and questions 

his own need or desire to go visit a man who was so mean to him.  Interestingly, though, on his 

death bed, Franklyn tells Vere that he is proud of him and that he would listen to him at night 
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practicing his music, and that the child had talent.  Vere is surprised that this man is capable of 

even having positive emotions.   

 After his grandfather dies, his mother finally shows up (almost 10 years after she had 

originally left) and decides to take him with her because, according to page 90:  

“…you’re alone now. With Daddy dead, I figured it was time I come and see how you 

were doing. Who else you have now?” she stammered. 

“Me,” he said. “Just like always.” 

When she came, he was a grown man, and more than affection, he had many questions 

to ask her.  For example, why she left him behind and never wrote.  She explains that she had 

this great desire to leave their home in Dead End Alley because nothing good could come from 

there. Perhaps changing its name to Willow Bend, and that that would change the luck of those 

who lived there.  On page 90: 

“I hate this place. I hated him. I hated her. I hated myself here. But most of all I hated 

the name. Dead End Alley. When I was growing up, it made the place feel like a grave, 

you know? And like I was being buried alive with all the ghosts and skeletons and 

secrets. It was suffocating. I had to get away. Had to. Had to. Had to,” his mother said 

and he just looked at her. 

“It’s just a name,” he said, finally. “Could just as easily have been Willow Bend, I 

suppose, for all the willow trees, you know.” 

“Willow Bend,” she said. “I like that. Yeah. That’s much nicer”. 

 On their plane ride to New York, Vere dreams of all the women in his life: Tanty, June, 

Makeba, his mother, and Elizabeth.  He was with each of them on a hill when a plane flies by 
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and each of the women tries to go “catch” the plane and “his heart skip a little as she slipped 

away, leaving him behind as she always did. As they all had” (page 93). 

A doomed place of birth 

Joanne C. Hillhouse closes the book by insinuating that a mere change of name from 

“Dead End Alley” to “Willow Bend” would actually improve the inhabitants’ luck in life. 

Although it is Vere who suggests the name change, it was his mother who had felt frustrated by 

its name and how it made her feel. Naming the place "Dead End Alley" and then changing it to 

"Willow Bend" at the end is a spectacular surprise ending that, in many ways, explains how the 

characters felt initially and influences how they will feel about their past in the future. When 

asked by email about how she came up with the idea, the author explains: 

Dead End Alley is a generic expression in Antigua for any ‘road’ (foot path) that goes 

nowhere… I wanted to use it here to sort of capture the state of their lives, how stuck 

they are (physically, emotionally)… and to free them from that state (or begin the 

process of freeing them from that state) with the renaming… I think that’s what I was 

trying to do with the names. 

The lonely children 

In The Boy from Willow Bend, Vere’s longing for his mother ends when she finally shows 

up after his grandfather dies (almost 10 years after she had originally left). But when she came, 

he was a grown man and, more than affection, had many questions to ask her. For example, 

why she left him behind and never wrote. She explained that she had this great desire to leave 

their home in Dead End Alley because nothing good could come from there. Vere’s mother 

represents the Caribbean mentality that the “grass is greener on the other side”, a notion that 
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is yet to be proven as immigrants suffer discrimination and often have a hard time finding jobs 

in the United States.  However, this is seen throughout history in the case of many Puerto 

Ricans and Dominicans, for example, who leave their islands in search of something better, 

oftentimes becoming disappointed and left with a great desire to go back home when they 

realize that what they found is not what they expected.   

Vere’s mother returned and decided to take him with her because with Franklyn’s 

death, he was now alone. But, ironically, Vere felt alone long before his grandfather died, with 

all the women leaving him, he felt that he could only count on himself. 

Attitude is everything 

Each character’s attitude toward education and their position in life is what determines 

their success in life. Vere did the best he could with what he had, despite his lack of a mother 

figure. He found nurturing in other women and learned to take care of himself as they each left 

him. He found a passion in music and applied himself in school. Although it is not said outright 

in the book, I think he figured that if his mother cared enough to send him money for school, he 

should care enough to pay attention. Therefore, he changed his circumstances for the better, to 

the best of his abilities. 

 Just as it takes a village to raise a child, teamwork, and other mothers, it also takes more 

than academics to give children an education. Other factors such as emotional support, health 

and social services, an adequate place to study, guidance, and communication all play a role. If 

students are seen as mere objects in which to deposit information, they will not receive 

everything they need. As teachers, especially in the elementary level, we need to see our 
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students as children, as people, understand their needs and how they learn in order to provide 

them with a fair chance to fully take advantage of an integral education.  

In conclusion, nobody can be helped if they don’t want to be, but as Joanne C. Hillhouse 

suggests, a mere change in one’s mindset can make all the difference and even “begin the 

process of freeing them from that state [of being stuck physically and emotionally]”.  Having a 

different outlook on life means that if someone wants to succeed, they will. 
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