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The morning after Maybelle Dickens moved into her first apartment she woke at daybreak, and set out to explore her new surroundings.
Her Inner Old Woman kept whining that she had a big day yesterday and she should take it easy and rest. Maybelle told the Old Woman to shut the hell up. She tied her hiking boots, slung a backpack containing several bottles of water and some snacks across one shoulder and a camera bag across the other, clipped her GPS on her waistband, picked up her walking stick and headed across the field behind the house toward the mountains.
Her landlady came running out of the back door on her side of the duplex, waving her arms and shouting, “Miss Maybelle, where are you going? Don't go that way!”
Maybelle stopped and waited for Felicia to catch up. “I won't get lost. I have my GPS with me. See, I've got the coordinates of your house, so I can always get back here.”
“But what if you fall?”
Maybelle pointed to a red button on the GPS, “That's my super-high-tech, bad-ass mother of all medic alerts. It bounces an SOS off the satellite and alerts the authorities if I need help and also tells them where I am, to within a few yards. Cool, huh?” She patted Felicia's hand and added, “I'll be fine, dear. You go on to church and say a little prayer for me, if it'll make you feel better.”
Maybelle turned and headed toward the mountains. After a few minutes, she sneaked a peak back towards the house and saw that Felicia was still standing in the yard watching her, looking perturbed. Maybelle waved and then hurried away toward the mountains. For a minute, she felt a little apprehensive. She had rented an apartment in this nice lady's home and asked her to include one hot meal a day. Maybelle knew that arrangement would pose a challenge for both of the women, for very different reasons.
Felicia Brotherton was a very nice Southern lady, in her late fifties, who would cluck over Maybelle and try to feed her the greasy, heavy food for which Southern cooks are famous, but which Maybelle didn't eat. She would more than likely butt into Maybelle's business, which Maybelle knew she would hate. Maybelle knew a lot of women like Felicia and she had a general idea of what would be expected of her as a tenant. She was anything but confident she would be able to deliver.
Maybelle was pretty sure Felicia had never met anyone like her before. She was positive that Felicia had no clue what she was in store for her. Even though Maybelle was determined to be on her best behavior with the nice people of Mountain View, North Carolina, she knew that she would pose a challenge to Felicia on a daily basis.
Maybelle shook her head in an effort to brush away those thoughts. There would be plenty of time to deal with all that interpersonal crap later. Right now she had a backyard full of mountains to photograph and she didn't intend to waste another minute lolly-gagging around.
She walked for a couple of hours and took dozens of pictures. Because of the rough terrain and overgrowth, she didn't make much forward progress, only about four miles round trip, but she learned some things about the area and she mapped out a general plan for future exploration. Before returning home, she sat on a split rail fence about a half mile or so away from the house and drank her last bottle of water while munching a power bar, soaking in the beauty of the setting. She was the picture of serenity – that is, if one didn't look close enough to see the fear that glittered in the back of her eyes. She treated her nerves with deep breathing and focused concentration on the clean smell of the air and the birdsong. This business of being old and alone in a new place was more frightening than all of the other crazy things Maybelle had done combined.
Eventually, she returned to the house where she took a bath and decided it was time to make the apartment her own.
The crowd at the diner had told her that most folks in the town thought the division of the house was kind of crazy. Maybelle had spent only one night in the place, but she understood that the division of the old Victorian home into two apartments had been carefully planned by someone who knew and loved the house, preserving all its best features. Leaving aside the inappropriateness of a the apartment for a 75 year old lady, Maybelle loved it from the moment she set foot in it.
The first thing she needed to do was to create her reading and writing nook. She didn't want to put it upstairs in the bedroom. Spending that much time in the bedroom would be too much like the thousands of hotel rooms she had worked from over the years. She decided to make her nest in the kitchen. It was appointed with a small sink that had a washing tub and a rinsing tub so small it almost looked like a child's toy, a two-burner hot plate and a toaster oven on a shelf, with a microwave oven on a small cabinet beneath them and an apartment-sized refrigerator next to that. A pine table with two chairs hugged the wall opposite the sink. It reminded her of a ship's galley, and she loved it.
She opened the wooden door that led to the back yard. The glass storm door framed a spectacular view of the yard, a meadow, and the incredible mountains beyond. She fetched a tape measure from her camera bag and did some quick calculations. She rearranged the kitchen enough to make room to drag a club chair and an ottoman from the parlor, and set them in front of the door. She set her laptop on the ottoman where it would always be handy. Thus, she created a special place, where she would spend many hours every day for as long as she stayed in that apartment.
After that, she checked her email, sending off greetings to her various siblings, nieces, nephews, great-nieces and great-nephews, plus some of the friends and “adopted family” she had collected over the years – at least the ones who hadn't either died or decided that being her friend was too exhausting. Then, she stared at the computer for a few minutes as though it were a rattlesnake. She sighed, went to the kitchen, poured a glass of milk. Returning to her chair, she set her laptop across her knees, took a sip of her milk and opened her word processing software.
She had fiddled around long enough. It was time to get down to business, so she started typing.
My family has been after me to write a memoir for a long time. I can take notes and make observations like crazy, and I can write pretty decent short articles about nature and the environment if I know I have a good copy-editor to back me up and fix my grammar and spelling, but I have no idea how to go about writing a memoir. Hell, I've never even read somebody else's memoir!
After Nikki, my English-professor niece, promised to proof-read my manuscript and fix it up, without ever telling anybody how bad it was to begin with, I finally agreed to try to write my story. The hardest part about doing this is that I have lived my entire life facing forward and I have trained myself to think about something else or to get busy with work whenever I was tempted to think about the past. My best friends know next to nothing about my background and absolutely nothing about my family. My family knows very little about my career or my friends, which is why they have been on my ass to write down my story.
Note to family: I just want you to know that this is much harder for me than you'll ever know and I wouldn't do it if I didn't love you all so much. I hope we don't all regret it by the time I am finished!
I would rather not do this, but having thought about it for a while, I think this project will do me some good. In order for it to be of use to me, I have to be honest. I have led a fantastic life, and if I'm going to finally share my story with others, I'm going to tell the truth as I see it and in my own way without sanitizing it for the benefit of the more straight-laced members of the family or for the kiddies. I am pretty sure that parts of my story and a lot of my choice of words might not go over real big with some of my family. If blue language and some kind of unusual personal relationships might offend you, stop reading now.
The only way I know how to tell a story is straight ahead and honest. I'm writing this because my family asked me to do it, but I intend to share it with the friends who are mentioned. They have the right to know what I said about them, and if I clean it up too much they'll call bullshit.
Okay. Mine has not been a G-rated life. Now, nobody can say they weren't warned in advance.
Last fall I came to North Carolina on a vacation and fell in love with the Smokey Mountains. I had already decided I didn't want to go back to Denver and, as much as I love my family, I know I can't live in Little Rock with the rest of the clan. Therefore, I decided to stick around in this area for a while. I talked my way (correction: I argued, badgered and bullied my way) into a job as a winter caretaker for a church camp up in the mountains. I know that after certain family members got finished throwing a fit about how stupid it was for and old broad like me to go off in the mountains for months alone, everybody figured that I'd come back down from the mountains in the springtime with my story all written out. I guess that was sort of what I had in mind at the time.
What I hadn't counted on was the fact that I wasn't alone up there in those mountains. I was surrounded by an amazing variety of wildlife, and all the activity going on around me was so fascinating, I couldn't take time to think about myself. Every morning I would sit down with my computer, intending to write about me, and then I would spend the next ten or twelve hours writing down, in minute detail, everything that was going on outside the window, and taking pictures, of course.
I ended up with dozens of pages of notes and hundreds of photos, mostly on the behavior of a pair of silver foxes who were my nearest neighbors. I sent my observations to a scientist I found on the Internet and he's weeding through my notes and pictures. He intends to publish a scientific article from my observations and agreed to give me credit in his article.
Playing naturalist all winter was my idea of fun, but, from my family's perspective, it meant I pissed away six months of time that I was supposed to use writing down the stuff about my life that they want to know, and a bunch of them got kind of irritated and basically told me I should get down to business and get this story on paper before I up and die, or words to that effect. I guess they have a point. I'm 75. I'm not going to live forever. It's time for me to quit farting around and get on with this project.
So, here goes...
A knock at the front door interrupted her. She put down her computer and answered the door. Felicia stood there smiling. “Dinner is ready, Miss Maybelle. You know you must get a phone.”
“I have a cell phone. I'll give you the number, but it will be a long distance call. I hope that's not a problem.” She laughed. “Maybe you should just beat on the wall when supper is ready.”
She looked at her watch and shrugged. “Lord, I had no idea it was so late! I skipped lunch altogether.” She looked sheepish. “I do that sometimes. I get so engrossed in what I'm doing, I totally forget to eat. Anyways, give me a second to go to the bathroom and wash my face and hands.”
Felicia said, “I'll leave the front door open for you. Just come on in.”
Maybelle said, “Honest, Miss Felicia, you don't have to feed me at your table. When I asked for you to include one meal a day, I really meant for you to just make me a plate.”
“Maybe sometime we can do that, especially during the week if I have club meetings, but this is Sunday. I always make a big Sunday dinner even though, since Gordon died, usually I eat it alone. Let's sit down together and get acquainted.”
Maybelle walked through Felicia's front door less than five minutes later and was greeted by the smells of chicken roasted with carrots, potatoes, and onions. She could tell that Felicia was shocked at how much she ate for such a skinny old woman, but Maybelle had walked a lot that day and she was hungry. She thought that Felicia could benefit from some more exercise and less biscuits with butter, but she kept her mouth shut for once in her life.
The women talked for an hour or so. It was more of an interview than an actual conversation. Maybelle peppered Felicia with questions about the local geography, history and residents of the town. Felicia answered the questions. When Felicia directed questions to Maybelle, she deflected them with vague non-answers or ignored them altogether, and resumed her query fusillade.
They had their first argument when it came time to wash the dishes. Felicia didn't want Maybelle to help with the dishes because she had paid for the meal.
Maybelle said, “That's bullshit! I paid you to cook the meal for me and put it on a plate. I didn't expect you to entertain me and serve me in your house, much less clean up after me. I'll help with the dishes when I eat at your house, or I'll go someplace else for my meals.”
That did it. Maybelle could tell that Felicia loved the idea of having someone to cook for, and the threat of losing that opportunity (not to mention the extra $50 in her weekly food budget) caused her to back down. Maybelle washed the dishes and Felicia dried them and put them away.
When they were finished, Felicia asked Maybelle if she wanted to watch TV with her for a while. Maybelle shook her head and said, “No, thank you. I very rarely watch TV.”
Felicia cocked her head to one side and asked, “What do you do with your time?”
Maybelle thought about that for a little too long. “I read a lot.”
Felicia didn't look convinced that was a sufficient answer. Maybelle didn't feel convinced it was either, so she fled to her own apartment before Felicia could ask any follow-up questions.
It was still more than a half an hour before sunset. She dug her best camera out of her camera bag and sat on the back stoop. A family of deer grazed in the field just beyond Felicia's garden. The mountains were beginning to darken at their base and the clouds were beginning to pinken. She clicked a dozen or or more pictures as the shadows deepened and the colors changed.
Maybelle sat transfixed as the sun sank behind the mountain and then disappeared, plunging the world into sudden darkness. She loved that about sunsets in the mountains. There was no gloaming. It was daylight. Then it was dark. Just like that.
Next came the stars. She gazed up at curtains of stars that danced above her, some appeared almost close enough to touch. She leaned back against the porch railing and felt her panic loosening its hold on her heart, even if only a little. She had been alone most of her life, but she had always stayed on the move. Settling down in one spot was a frightening prospect. Scariest of all was the fact that she was so old and starting over in a new place. The Old Woman responded to that thought, snarling, And whose fault is that? You coulda stayed in Arkansas where you'd never be alone for a minute!
Soon she felt chilled and damp and then a bug bit her. It was time to go inside, but too early to go to bed, so she resumed her story.
I was born on a farm in the Ozarks near the Arkansas/Missouri state line. I guess the nearest town that anybody would know about is Branson, Missouri. As I understand it, Branson is now what one of my nieces calls Las Vegas for evangelical Christians, and is evidently quite a tourist attraction. I find that hard to believe, but I have no intention of going there to see for myself, because I've been to the real Las Vegas and would never go back, or visit anyplace “like” it, with or without the Christian component.
Anyway, I was born on the Arkansas side of the line, the oldest child of Orie and Etta Mae Dickens, in December 1934. Nobody knows my actual birth date. Neither Mama nor Papa could read or write and I was born in the middle of a snowstorm so they couldn't get out to call the doctor. It was a few weeks before anyone suggested they record my birth. They put it down that I was born on Christmas Eve because they had to put in a day and that seemed like it might be close.
The result of that was that it was easy for me to remember my birthday. It also made my birthday a festive occasion even though most of the time the people I was with had no idea it was my birthday.
Mama and Papa had five more kids after me, two before he went away to the War and three more after he came home in 1943. Papa came home from the war early because he was wounded in Italy and got a medical discharge. I never really knew what his injuries were, but they must have been really bad to get a medical discharge in the middle of World War II.
We were poor, but so was everybody else we knew. We sort of figured that everybody was kind of in the same boat, which made our poverty easier to tolerate. Papa kind of eked out a living farming a little and doing day-labor for other farmers. Mama took care of the house and grew a garden that provided most of our food. I remember that sometimes near the end of the winter when the canned goods she put up in the fall ran out, we sometimes went hungry. Mama often skipped meals to feed the little ones, and as I got older, she made me do with less when the food was running low. She said the littlest ones, who were growing so fast, and the boys, who worked in the fields with Papa, needed the most food.
My very early life is kind of lost in the mists. I refused to think about it at all for so long I think I all but forgot about most of it. I know my brothers and sisters want to know as much as I can remember. It isn't much.
As I recall, Mama was solely responsible for taking care of a slew of kids and a house with no help from anybody but us kids. Like all the mothers I knew of in the area, she was stern and she didn't hesitate to spank us, usually with a yardstick from the hardware store. She wasn't mean like some other women I heard about and she wasn't one of those snake-handling Bible beaters like our nearest neighbor who was just creepy. I think Mama was a good woman who loved us, but she didn't have time to sit around and spend what they call “quality time” with her kids. Feeding us and putting clothes on our backs was pretty much the extent of what she could manage. Somehow, Mama always made the house feel safe. Maybe not exactly warm and cozy, but safe. I came to understand later what a big accomplishment that was.
Papa wasn't around a lot that I remember. He worked long hours in the fields, and when he came home he ate dinner and usually went to bed almost as soon as he got up from the table. I don't recall him being particularly mean or anything when I was real little. He just kind of didn't have much to do with us. Mama made it clear that we had to behave and be very quiet when Papa was in the house. At the time I didn't think that was odd. He seemed like a quiet man who worked too hard and was wearing himself out before his time. He was nowhere near as mean as some of the other fathers I heard kids talking about, so I considered myself lucky. In fact, I think there were a lot of things going on in that house that I didn't notice at the time, because Mama did a very good job of keeping them hidden.
I never saw my father or my mother take a drink, nor did I ever see him raise his hand towards either my mother or any of us kids. Mama was the disciplinarian. Papa's presence loomed large when he was home, but Mama was the supreme boss inside the house.
Our home was very quiet. Mama's main rules were no yelling, no slamming doors and God help a kid who even thought about running inside the house! She talked softly. Papa hardly talked at all. It's difficult to imagine such a small house with six kids in it being quiet, but that's the way I recall it.
I remember playing house with Charlene on the back porch. We had rag dolls Mama had made for us. For the life of me I can't remember what else we did for entertainment in a house with no radio or books. I know we usually went to bed almost right after supper, even in the summertime when it stayed light for a long time. I can remember lying in my bed waiting for the sun to go down because I had some kind of nutty idea that you shouldn't sleep when it was light out. I think I was always afraid I might miss something.
For some reason that to this day I can't understand, when I was only a very little kid I made up my mind that I was going to go to school. I think I heard some people talking in a store about somebody who got a high school diploma and moved away for a good job somewhere away from our town. I made up my mind that I was going to get a diploma, too, whatever that was, so I could get a job and go away as well. I knew that getting a diploma somehow involved going to school, so I decided that's what I was going to do.
In my world – especially for a girl – wanting to go to school was about as ridiculous as wanting to go to the moon, but it was my goal, and come hell, high water or hurricane, I was going to do it. [I guess I should say now that my tendency to make crazy decisions and then see them through with pig-headed stubbornness, regardless of the cost, hasn't got any better with age. If you don't believe me, you could ask those people who run that church camp.]
When I was five years old, I kicked up such a fuss about going to school, my parents agreed to enroll me just to shut me up. I was the first person on either side of the family who ever set foot in a schoolhouse, despite whatever truancy laws Arkansas may have had on the books. I doubt my parents thought I would stick with it, because few of the kids whose parents enrolled them in school actually got very far.
I defied all local convention and cultural obstacles and went to school every single day it was open, without ever being absent once, until I was sixteen. What was even more amazing – and “worse” in a kind of twisted way – I got almost perfect marks in all my subjects.
It was often a struggle. Mama frequently asked me to stay home and help her with the other kids, especially when she was pregnant or nursing a baby, which was a lot of the time. I never rebelled in any other way, but I refused to miss school.
After a while, Mama started feeling pretty good about me going to school and she even made the boys to go, too. They didn't want to go and Papa didn't want them to go, but Mama made them go with me at least until they learned to read a little, write their names and do basic math. I insisted on taking Charlene to school, too. She hated it, but I boxed her ears if she fussed, so she went unless Mama asked her to stay home, which she did a lot. Sometimes Charlene volunteered to stay home to help Mama and there was nothing I could do about that, but I'd give Charlene the what for about it later when Mama wasn't looking.
I was an excellent student and I loved everything about school. I especially loved to read about far away places, and about animals and plants. I wasn't too interested in history and I hated math, but I loved biology and art. One day my teacher showed me a National Geographic magazine, and I fell in love. I have read every page of every issue of the National Geographic since that day. Sometimes while I'm waiting for the next issue, I go back and re-read old ones. These days I read it on-line.
It was a revelation to me that the world was so big and so full of amazing and beautiful things. My own little world seemed so small and dreary in comparison. I was the only person I knew, besides my schoolteacher, who seemed to have any interest in anything beyond the farm and the goings-on in our little town, except maybe the farm future prices they gave on the radio every morning. Pork bellies were the only outside news that mattered to the men and the weather report was the only news that mattered to the women.
My kin and neighbors all interpreted my academic success as a serious case of somebody who was too big for her britches. Most of them spent a lot of my childhood trying to knock me off what they considered to be my high horse. I dealt with it by ignoring people more or less altogether, except for Mama (as long as she wasn't trying to get me to skip school), the babies and my teacher. Ignoring people became kind of a habit for me.
I tolerated the sort of psychological abuse of the entire community, and made it through my days by dreaming of getting a high school diploma and then going off to find a job somewhere else. That was the furthest extent of my imagination. It never once occurred to me that I might go to college. To be honest, I don't even think I knew there was such a thing as college. I am sure that if I'd known about it, I would have been determined to go there, because I had an almost religious faith in the value of education. Lord only knows where I got that. It sure as hell didn't come from my family.
A high school education and a job as a secretary or telephone operator in Little Rock or somewhere like that was about as high as I could dream. For someone like me, even that amounted to almost a pipe dream. I am totally positive that I'd have done it, too. I'd have probably married a bus driver or milk man and moved to the suburbs. I'd have had a passel of kids and lived happily ever after in the knowledge that I beat the odds and made it out of the hills and into the “middle class”. I am sure I'd have been the happiest housewife in Little Rock, Arkansas, taking care of my husband and kids and making cookies for PTA bake sales. By now, I'd have a bunch of grand kids who'd all come to my house for Christmas and whatnot.
But, that isn't how things turned out.
In the spring of 1950, Mama died. She caught a cold that went into a fever and then she died. It all happened really fast, within only a couple of weeks or so. I was sixteen at the time.
Of course, it was a blow to our family, but almost every family we knew had lost at least one member to death, either from some kind of freak farm accident or due to illness. A lot of our neighbors buried somebody about once a year. I missed my mother – terribly – but I was still alive, and so were my brothers and sisters. My mother had taught me that life goes on after somebody died.
Every time we went to a funeral or made food for a family that was grieving, she'd give me a big lecture about that. After she passed, I remembered what she told me and was determined to practice it in my life. I missed her and mourned her, but I was prepared to continue to live my life the way I know she'd have wanted me to do. I intended to do just what she taught me to do when faced with any kind of hardship: grit my teeth and keep on working.
Unfortunately, my father didn't see things quite the same way.
A couple of days after we buried Mama, I got up and got ready to go to school. I had already missed a few days. I felt bad about missing school, even though I had a good excuse. Besides, I needed to keep busy in order to make myself feel better. So, despite the fact that I still felt really sad about Mama being gone, I got dressed and I made the other kids who were old enough for school get ready, too.
That would leave Papa with the two babies, David was four and Lucy was 18 months old. I don't know what the hell I thought he was going to do with them. I guess I reckoned it wasn't my problem. They were his kids, not mine.
I was making breakfast when Papa walked into the room and asked me why I was all dressed up. I told him I was going to school. He told me I wasn't going to school any more because I was the woman of the house now and I had to stay home and take care of the young'uns. I told him I'd help around the house, and cook and clean and take care of the children all the rest of the time, but I was going to school during the weekdays and the older ones were coming with me. He told me I was going to stay home and take care of my family. I told him if he wanted somebody to take care of his young'uns he needed to hire a housekeeper or get married again. I reckon I shouldn't have said that so soon after Mama died.
The next few minutes are burnt into my mind like a movie in super-slow motion. Papa was standing by the table. I was at the stove scrambling eggs. He stared at me for a minute or so and showed me the naked hatred he felt for me. Somehow I knew he had been building up that hatred for quite a while but he had never showed it to me before. I'm guessing Mama had something to do with the fact that I didn't know how he felt about me. I knew in those few seconds before my universe fell apart that I had been an embarrassment to him by my refusal to fit into the local culture. I was something he hated beyond all words or reason: an uppity female. In the past Mama had always been there to protect me. Now she was gone, and he was going to teach me what was what.
I saw him take off his belt. I turned away from the stove to face him. I must have known what was coming because I remember I somehow had the presence of mind to push the skillet off the heat. Papa grabbed me by the hair and commenced to beat me the way I somehow knew he had been wanting to do for a very long time. Once he got started, he kept on beating me, giving release to all his pent up rage.
The other kids were up and they came out to see what the commotion was about. Frankie sized up the situation immediately and herded the rest of them back into another room so they couldn't see what was happening. They could hear Papa screaming at me. I didn't scream or cry, but I know I was grunting and groaning when he hit me. I could hear them wailing and crying, especially the babies.
At some point I fell down on the floor and I half crawled, half scooted under the kitchen table. Papa gave up with the belt and started kicking me. To this day I don't know by what miracle it was that the only bones he broke was a few ribs. I was bleeding from the nose and mouth plus a bunch of other cuts and I was barely conscious.
Eventually he quit kicking me and said he was going to plow a field. He said he'd be back for dinner at two o'clock in the afternoon and it better be ready or there'd be another lickin' and another and another until I learned to mind properly.
After he slammed the door and clomped across the porch, the house lay quiet, except for my heart pounding in my ears and my baby sister, Lucy, screaming in the other room. After they were sure he was gone, Charlene and Frankie came into the kitchen. The others wanted to come, too, but Frankie yelled at them to stay put. Charlene and Frankie helped me crawl out from under the table and into a chair. Charlene offered to clean me up. I told her I didn't want to be cleaned up.
I told them to go into the bedrooms and to pack two changes of clothes for each of us and to put them in sacks. When they had done that, the six of us took off toward town. We lived at the end of a dirt road and there was no traffic. Frankie half carried, half dragged me. Charlene carried Lucy. The other boys kind of bunched together and followed behind.
When we got to the main road somebody in a pickup truck stopped and offered us a ride. I told Frankie to get in the cab with the babies and I managed, somehow, to climb in the back of the truck with the other kids. I tried not to let the man see how bad I was beat by pulling my scarf around my face. Hillbilly women were often shy around strange men, so I guess he didn't think it was strange. Or maybe he knew that I was the crazy older daughter who was all high and mighty and probably playing Mata Hari or something.
Whatever.
I don't know what the man may have asked Frankie while we were driving or what story Frankie concocted about why we were all going into town together. He must have told the man we needed to buy supplies, because the man pulled up in front of the store when we got to town.
I rode lying on my side in the bed of that pickup truck, bouncing over a rutted dirt road. I had three broken ribs and God knows how many cuts and bruises. I think I got some new bruises bouncing around in the back of that truck. By the time we got to town, I had thrown up in the back of the man's truck a couple of times. When he stopped, I kind of rolled off the tailgate and the other kids got out. The man drove off, with my vomit still in the bed of his truck. I felt bad about that.
Frankie asked if I wanted to go to the doctors. I said no, and turned toward the police station. That was when it dawned on Frankie what I had in mind and he tried to stop me, but even as bad hurt as I was, I was too fast for him. I was in a rage that rivaled Papa's and I had more strength than I should have had considering my injuries. In any case, I marched into the police station and told the officer on duty I wanted to press charges against my father.
To this day, I don't know how I survived the next few hours, which turned out to be worse than the original beating. The policeman on duty was a friend of Papa's. He didn't want to take the complaint. I insisted on seeing the police chief. The officer told me the chief was out, but invited me to wait. I sat down on a bench to wait and ordered the children to sit, too, and to be quiet. They sat and nobody said a word or moved a muscle. Even Lucy sat on Charlene's lap without fidgeting or crying.
The chief came in, and, fortunately for me, he happened to have his wife with him. She was on her way to a church meeting or something. She had been a friend of my mother's, at least before Mama married Papa and moved out to the hills where Mama didn't have any friends nearby, or time to socialize even if there had been any women around.
Between his wife and me crying and carrying on, we got the police chief to call Child Services, but he still refused to swear out a warrant against Papa. Hell, for all I know beating your kids might not have even been a crime in Arkansas at the time. Lord knows, it was a common enough practice.
We waited for hours for someone to come get us. Frankie kept arguing with me that he didn't want to let Child Services take us. I told him that I wasn't going back to that house and neither was any of the other kids, including him. I all but dared him to defy me. Eventually he shut up, and the other kids settled down as well. I think Lucy went to sleep on Charlene's lap at some point.
Somebody must have gone to tell Papa what was happening. After we had waited a couple of hours, Papa came in and he was even more worked up than he had been in the morning. He burst through the front door of the police station, screaming and swearing, and then he came after me again. He picked up a chair and swung it over his head to hit me with it. The police had to stop him and then they had to arrest him because the damned fool man attacked me right there in the police station in front of a bunch of witnesses. Even if it wasn't against the law to beat your kids at home, it was a crime to disturb the peace inside the police station.
They put him in a cell and they left us kids sitting there in the room with the door open between the office and the area where the cells were. Papa was yelling at me and calling me every name imaginable most of which I didn't understand at the time. The babies were hungry and scared and tired. They began to howl. Frankie and Dwight sided with Papa; they started whining and begging me to take them all home.
I just sat there, listening to all the commotion and waiting for Child Services to come and get us. I don't think I said a word to anybody.
When the social worker came in she asked me what had happened. I told her, but Papa was my best witness because he was still screaming and yelling at me from the jail cell and threatening to hit me again if he could get close enough.
The last words I heard my father speak as she led us out of the station was him calling me a “god-damned whore” and warning me that if I ever came near him again he'd kill me with his bare hands. I don't think there was a soul in that room who had any doubt he meant it.
The Child Services people took us to an orphanage in Little Rock.
I think that's enough for tonight.
The next morning Maybelle ate breakfast and then headed out for her morning hike. She wandered uphill beside a stream, staying back in the trees and walking as quietly as she could. Her efforts were rewarded when she saw deer and even an otter drinking from the stream right in front of her. She took pictures and wandered around for several hours. When she got hungry she sat on a rock, ate a couple of power bars and drank a bottle of water. When she had only one more bottle of water left, she turned back towards home, taking her time. She didn't return to the house until well after noon.
Felicia was hanging laundry out on the line in the back yard. It occurred to Maybelle that Felicia might be the only American woman she'd met in decades who still did that. Felicia said, “I didn't hear you go out. How long have you been gone?”
Maybelle looked at her watch. “Oh, about five hours, I guess.”
“You've been walking in the hills for five hours? You must be exhausted. You want some tea or something?”
“Actually, what I am is desperately in need of a bathroom. Excuse me.” She smiled and waved.
She didn't really have to go to the bathroom. She knew her way around the woods well enough to be able to take care of bodily functions without indoor plumbing. She just wasn't in the mood to make small talk with Felicia. She ate a sandwich and some fruit for lunch. While she ate, she scanned several newspapers on-line, and caught up on her email.
After lunch, she planned to read for a while, but realized she was tired, and decided to humor the Old Woman and lie down for a nap. Before she did she stretched various muscle groups very carefully to avoid stiffness later, and then she lay down across the bed and fell asleep.
She woke to the sound of knocking on the door. It was Felicia announcing dinner, again at 4:30. Maybelle sighed and went to wash up wondering what in the hell kind of people eat dinner at 4:30 in the afternoon. She stuffed her irritation, knowing that she was hungry and would enjoy the meal even if it was at such an ungodly early hour.
While they ate, Maybelle told Felicia about some of the wildlife she had seen on her hike. Felicia had no idea there were so many animals so near her home. Maybelle asked her how long it had been since she had hiked in the woods. Felicia replied that she had never hiked in the woods. It wasn't something that very many locals did.
Maybelle laughed and said, “You live here in the shadow of those gorgeous mountains and you learn to take them for granted. It's so sad, but that happens everywhere. People seem to become almost oblivious to the beauty that lies just outside their back door.”
Felicia asked a general question about where Maybelle had been to try to elicit more details about Maybelle's past, but Maybelle didn't bite. In fact, she changed the subject and asked about laundry facilities. Felicia told her the washer and dryer were in the basement. The entrance was through the kitchen on Felicia's side of the house. She offered to give Maybelle a key so she could use them. Maybelle declined. She said she didn't feel right about having a key to her Landlady's home.
Maybelle said she thought it was time she bought a car so she could go to the laundry and run errands on her own. Felicia told her were no dealerships in town, but there were several in Henderson and even more in Asheville. She offered to take Maybelle car shopping the next day if she could go in the morning because Felicia had a library club meeting in the afternoon. Maybelle accepted, saying she should probably take a break from hiking for a day anyway.
Maybelle helped with the dishes, declined the invitation to watch a movie on TV and returned to her apartment. One advantage of eating supper so early was that she was finished and home in time to watch the sunset again. She always watched the sunsets wherever she was (usually before dinner). She loved having such a great view literally out of her back door. The deer were closer tonight than they had been. Maybelle wondered for a second if Felicia would mind if she put out a salt block to bring them even closer, but then Maybelle realized that wouldn't do Felicia's fabulous garden any good. Since that garden was going to feed Maybelle, too, she decided it would be better to leave well enough alone. If she couldn't bring the deer closer, Maybelle could buy a telephoto lens for her new digital camera. In view of the fact that Felicia had furnished Maybelle's apartment with stuff from her attic, Maybelle had saved enough money to pay for a new lens, or two.
After the sun set, she tried to read for a while but found herself not in the mood.
Instead, she stretched out her legs and put her computer in her lap. She leaned back, closed her eyes and took several deep breaths before continuing with her story.
The orphanage wasn't too bad, at least when I considered the alternatives of going home or being on the streets and responsible for five other kids. They had a grammar school on the premises for the little kids. The older residents like me, who were so inclined, went to a regular high school.
Frankie was old enough to quit school legally, so he refused to go to school. He got a job at a grocery store near the orphanage. The State kept all the money he earned. That never did sit well with me. Seems to me the boy should have got to keep at least some of what he worked for.
Going to high school in Little Rock was a scary proposition, and I was one of very few residents of the orphanage who actually went through with it. I had to ride a school bus and I went to a really big public high school. A few years later, that school would be the focus of a landmark legal case that people in Little Rock still don't like to talk about. When I was there, Little Rock Central High School was just another all-white high school in redneck country. It was a far cry from my little one-room schoolhouse in the hills. There were hundreds of students and the halls were noisy, crowded and hot. My teacher had done her best, but I was far behind the other students in my grade.
In my home town they called me names because I wanted to go to school. They made fun of me for being what amounted to an over-educated snob, at least compared with the rest of the illiterates in our community. In Little Rock, they made fun of me for being an ignorant hillbilly, and an orphan to boot. It never ceases to amaze and disturb me about how cruel people can be to children.
It seemed that nobody in the world had any use for me.
I didn't let that stop me from my quest to earn a high school diploma, however. I tolerated the heckling from my fellow students, and even a few of the teachers, and I studied every waking moment when I wasn't doing chores around the orphanage. At first, I was far behind the other students, but I caught up by sheer hard work. By the time I graduated, I was in the top 10% of my class. They still called me a hillbilly and treated me like white trash. I paid no attention to their taunts. What mattered to me was that I had achieved my goal of graduating from high school.
I didn't go to the Commencement or any of the other graduation-related ceremonies because I didn't have the money for a cap and gown and the state of Arkansas sure as hell wasn't going to pay for all that nonsense. Three of us graduated at the orphanage that year, and they made a little party for us at Sunday dinner the week when the graduation ceremonies were to take place. I thought that was real nice and I was very proud. I wanted to share the party with my brothers and sisters, but the orphanage administrators wouldn't bend the rules to let that happen.
The residents of the orphanage were split up by gender and age. I saw Charlene occasionally because she was in a dorm across the hall from me, but I hardly ever saw the boys except from a distance. The baby, Lucy, who was only 18 months old when we arrived, had been adopted almost immediately and they told us to forget she had ever existed. Can you believe someone saying that to a kid about their baby sister? It's almost sixty years later and I can still get weepy at the very thought.
None of the rest of us was adopted. We were too old and, probably if the truth be told, too hillbilly-ish in our ways. We went to school and we helped out around the orphanage or had jobs in the neighborhood like Frankie. Mostly we just did the same thing as all the other “unadoptables”: we waited until we were eighteen when we would have to leave. I had developed the crazy fantasy that when I was eighteen, I could leave and they would let me take Frankie, Charlene, Dwight and David with me.
It didn't pan out that way. I turned eighteen in December of 1952. The people who ran the orphanage told me I had to leave.
I was a really good typist and I had been the best in my business classes. After I graduated, I worked in the administrative office of the orphanage, with no pay. When it was time for me to leave, one of the social workers at the orphanage helped me get a job at the telephone company in Little Rock, taking down complaints and writing repair orders. I got a room at the YWCA. The state gave me a few dollars to get me started; I thought I should have got a little more than that what with the fact that I'd worked for the orphanage full-time for over six months for nothing. They told me that's all the money I was entitled to, so I took it and I paid a month's rent at the Y because they charged you less if you paid for a whole month in advance. That didn't leave me any money to eat on, but I figured I could offer to wash dishes in a diner someplace in exchange for a meal now and then. That was my plan. As it turned out it was a bad one.
I went to the orphanage administration and told them I had my diploma and a job. I told them I was going to save up to get an apartment and then I wanted to take my sister and brothers home with me. They told me it didn't work that way. The other children were all wards of the state until they turned eighteen, at which point they'd be turned out, too. In the meantime, I had no right to take them. I offered to adopt them, but was told I was too young and not financially stable enough for that.
I had already lost my parents. I had lost my baby sister. Now they were telling me I was going to lose the rest of my family, too. They told me I should just go about my life and assume that the others had been adopted, which was for damned sure not going to happen and we all knew it. That might have been the only time in my life somebody told me 'no' and I did not throw a fit. I knew the law was on their side. I had no options. I had no money to hire a lawyer if I had even known such a thing existed. I sat in the hard wooden chair listening to the lady say words to me that crushed the happy fantasy I had been living on for two years, and then I simply put on my coat and walked away without saying a word. I remember it was snowing. The world was gray and dreary and cold. Or maybe that is just how I felt about it.
That conversation took place on a Friday. I was supposed to start my job on Monday. I spent the entire weekend in my room at the Y, crying. I didn't even go out to try to find something to eat.
On Monday, I got up and went to work because I didn't know what else to do. Mama always insisted that when the chips were down, the only thing you could do was work hard. I was determined to do that.
Before noon on my first day at work, my boss had touched my breast three times and I can't remember how many customers swore at me because of something that was wrong with their phone and the repair people didn't fix it or didn't show up, or some other reason they had for yelling at me for something that wasn't my fault. Other than Papa on the day he beat me, nobody had ever said a swear word to me and I didn't take it well. I didn't care how much I needed money, I knew I couldn't work there.
I went back to the Y that night and called the social worker who had got me the job. I told her what had happened and said I wanted to quit and find another job. I thought she would appreciate the information so she wouldn't try to put any other girls from the orphanage in such a horrible place. I asked her if she could help me find a different job.
I was shocked by her reaction. She was angry with me. She told me that was the way it is in the world and I'd better learn to deal with it. She said she had gone out on a limb for me and she didn't appreciate me being so ungrateful. She called me a lazy, no-good hillbilly and said she shouldn't have wasted her time trying to help the likes of me. She even told me that she thought I should give the job a chance because it was about the best I'd ever be able to hope for.
I thanked her for getting me the job and told her I was quitting because nobody deserved to be treated like that. On top of all the other horrible things she had said to me, she said she was very disappointed in me for being a quitter.
I didn't bother to tell her how disappointed I was in her, too. A woman (and a state social worker at that) who won't protect a young girl from sexual harassment and verbal abuse is not somebody I could ever respect. Not to mention her cruel bigotry. I didn't know that word at the time but I had a lot of experience being on the receiving end of the concept.
I hung up the phone and went back to my room where I sat down and wrote out a resignation letter. The next morning I went to the phone company and I turned in my letter that spelled out exactly why I was quitting. The lady in the HR department scanned it quickly, handed it back to me and told me she didn't need it. She fired me for insubordination. I thought about asking her if I was supposed to actually give in to my boss's sexual advances in order to not be “insubordinate”, but decided arguing with her wasn't worth the effort. Whether I resigned or was fired, I was still not going to work there any more.
I walked outside, without a job, without any money, and without a person in the world who gave a damn if I lived or died. The only thing I had going for me was I had paid for my room at the Y for a month. At least I had a place to sleep. I had no food or money to buy any, but I would not be sleeping outside in the snow. At least not for a month. That is, if I didn't starve to death in the meantime. It had been four days since I had eaten a full meal.
I walked around downtown Little Rock in search of a place to eat. I stopped in a restaurant and told the lady at the door I had no money but I offered to wash dishes or bus tables in exchange for a meal. She threatened to call the cops. I tried again with another restaurant down the street. The manager ran me off. I decided to try one more time before panicking. I stopped in a coffee shop. I told the person at the register my tale. She told me to get the hell out of her place.
I could feel naked terror start to rise up and grip my gut, and I turned to leave. A man who was sitting at the counter stopped me. He was wearing some kind of a uniform. I thought he was a policeman or something. He invited me to have lunch with him. I was young and naive and I had no instincts to warn me away from men who might prey on young girls.
Fortunately for me, the incredible luck that has surfaced in my life from time to time made its first appearance that day. It turned out the man was not trying to take advantage of me. He genuinely wanted to help. Something in me told me to trust him.
He bought me lunch. Actually, he bought me two lunches. I was so hungry, I inhaled the first hamburger, and he ordered me another. When I had finished the second sandwich, he asked me what I intended to do next. I told him I had no idea. I told him I had a room at the YWCA for a month, but no money for food and I'd been fired from my job. I said I reckoned I'd have to start looking for a new job that day, but I had no idea of how to go about that.
For some reason, I didn't tell him how I came to be in the world alone. As a matter of fact except for once, I have never told anyone about how my siblings and I came to be in that orphanage before now.
The man didn't pry into my past. He seemed mainly interested in my future, which was, of course, the most pressing issue. He asked me if I had ever thought of joining the military. I was so ignorant I barely knew what that was. He asked me if my dad had been in the War. I told him yes. He asked what branch of the service Papa had been in, and I told him I didn't know, but I did know he had been wounded in Italy and the government had sent him home.
The man explained to me about the Navy and the Army, the Air Force and Marine Corps. He said he was a Navy recruiter, and he invited me to go back to his office with him where he could show me what the Navy could offer me. I had nothing else to do, and the man had bought me two hamburgers. I reckoned I owed it to him to at least listen to what he had to say. It was the least I could do.
We went back to his office, which was only a couple of blocks away. It looked like a travel agency, with posters from all around the world. I think the Navy advertising slogan inviting recruits to “Join the Navy and See the World” came later, but the Navy was already doing its recruiting more or less on that basis. He talked about all the wonderful places I could visit. What he didn't mention was a war going on in a place I'd never heard of called Korea. He also didn't mention a little thing called the Cold War. He made the Navy sound like a cool way to travel. I was predisposed to want to do that. So, I signed up.
You could say, I joined the Navy, and, boy, did I ever see the world!
She put away her computer, finished her glass of milk and went to bed.
Chapter 4
The next morning Maybelle got up at her usual ungodly early hour. She didn't need to be ready to meet Felicia until later, so she decided to pick up where she'd left off the night before.
Since I had no family to say good-bye to and I needed a way to eat immediately, he processed me right then and there and set me up for immediate for induction. Later that same day, he put me on a bus bound for Stillwater, Oklahoma, where I would undergo basic training.
Most of the girls hated basic training. I thought it was kind of an interesting experience. We did a lot of physical fitness training, and I discovered how out of shape I was. The Navy fixed that pretty damned quick and I've been careful to keep in shape ever since. They taught us about the Navy and how to recognize officers so you could salute them and not get into trouble. There was a bunch of other class work, but that's the main thing I learned from the classes.
A lot of the girls thought the food was bad. Having gone hungry a few times in my life both before Mama died and more recently after getting kicked out of the orphanage, I knew that if I was hungry enough, I could eat just about anything. Uncle Sam was willing to put three squares a day in front of me; I ate the food without bitching about the taste, which, frankly, wasn't all that bad compared with some of the shit they fed us at the orphanage.
After I graduated from basic training, they sent me to the Pensacola Naval Air Station where I was assigned to the secretarial pool. It didn't take long for some of the senior officers to discover that I was a very good secretary. I was a hick, but I could type like crazy, and very accurately. I couldn't spell very well, but I looked up virtually every word in a dictionary. That slowed me down a little, but my overall work product was superb.
They also noticed that I didn't date and didn't act all girlie like some of the other secretaries. I was quiet, withdrawn and way too serious for my age. My job was essentially my life. After work, I'd go for walks or long bike rides around the base and then I'd read until it was time to go to sleep. The other girls thought I was a snob. The guys must not have thought of me at all because very few of them even so much as gave any sign they noticed me.
Perhaps for all those reasons, the Brass loved me. I worked hard, followed instructions, didn't drink or carouse. I had few, if any, friends so I was unlikely to tell tales where I shouldn't. Way sooner than anyone would have expected, they made me the personal secretary to the base commander. I had no idea what a cherry assignment that was for someone so young.
The CO was an older man who had three grown daughters. I think he took a kind of parental interest in me. We had a great working relationship and I loved my job. The fact that I had hardly any life outside of work didn't matter to me. I had a roof over my head, food on the table, clothes on my back and I was busy enough to be able to avoid thinking about my past. That was when I started training myself to get very busy with work whenever thoughts of the past and my family started to bubble up.
I saw the ocean for the first time in Pensacola. I suppose technically the Gulf of Mexico is not an ocean, but it was the biggest body of water I had ever seen. It was also magnificent and beautiful, but terrifying to someone who couldn't swim.
Some of the other women in my unit also could not swim. We thought that was bad for Sailors, so one of the girls asked a guy she knew to teach us to swim. He tried to teach us in the Gulf and damned near drowned all of us because there were terrible rip currents that day. Eventually, I learned to swim, first in a swimming pool on the base. Later, I learned to swim in the ocean, and I even learned to SCUBA. But, that was much later.
After three years in Pensacola, the base commander received notice he was being transferred to a place called Okinawa, and he asked me if I was interested in going with him. I liked working for him, and I had no other plans, so I agreed to go with him. It's embarrassing to admit this, but I thought Okinawa was someplace in Oklahoma. I had no idea I was about to go more than half way around the world!
The year was 1955. Japan was no longer technically occupied by American forces, but we still had a strong military presence there. My C.O. and I hopped a transport plane in Pensacola. I expected a flight of a couple of hours to Oklahoma. Instead we flew several hours to Miramar in California, where we had only a brief layover. After that we flew for twelve more hours to Japan.
It took me days to recover from the trip, but once I got acclimated to the time change, I went to work. My job in Japan was almost identical to what it had been in Pensacola. I lived on the base, and at first, my life changed hardly at all. For the first several weeks, I never left the base.
Very soon after my arrival, I did what practically every other GI did when posted to Japan: I bought a camera and started learning to take photos. My first camera was a 35 mm Nikon that came with two extra lenses, one had color filters and the other was a small telephoto lens. One of the guys in the motor pool was the resident expert photographer (he later went on to a pretty decent career as a photojournalist). He gave me a few pointers, and the rest I kind of figured out by myself, through a process of trial and error.
Okinawa is a great place to learn photography. It has every imaginable kind of scenery: beaches, mountains, gardens and hundreds of lovely Japanese shrines, not to mention the incredibly beautiful people of Japan. Once I got up the courage to leave the base, and start exploring, I was inspired to take a lot of pictures.
Having spent the War years in an illiterate household in the Ozarks, I knew nothing about the War in the Pacific. Papa had served in Europe, but he never talked about it. I was barely aware that there was such a thing as a country called Japan or the Pacific Theater of Operations. I was probably the only American stationed in Japan at the time who was not infected by the anti-Japanese prejudice that carried over from the War. On the contrary, I made it my business to learn a few words of Japanese, and I explored the local sights and culture, first locally in Okinawa, and, later, in the home islands as well.
Like all other single WAVES, I lived in a barracks on the base. At that point in my life, I didn't smoke or drink or gamble, and, on the rare occasion I went on a date, the guy paid. About the only thing I bought for myself was cheap Hong Kong-made civilian clothes for when I was off duty, and not-so-cheap but bargain-priced camera equipment. Therefore, I ended up saving most of my salary and accumulated a collection of very good cameras and accessories.
After I had been in Japan for 18 months, I was eligible for a 30 day furlough. Most of the service men and women used their furloughs to go home and visit their families. I had no family to visit, and I believed I would never again have the opportunity to see that part of the world, so I took out most of my savings, packed a very small ditty bag of clothes, a big bag of camera equipment and took off with no particular destination in mind other than getting back to base in time not to be declared AWOL.
I think on that trip I must have visited every city and major town in Japan, plus a lot of villages and out-of-the way temples. Keep in mind that the Japanese hated Americans and they were probably not happy to see a lone American woman wandering around. I was used to being held in contempt by people in my world, so I didn't let it bother me. In any case, that trip was the beginning of my passion for travel photography. I came home with rolls of film containing hundreds of photos.
I didn't want to spend the money to develop all of the pictures because I knew some of them would be no good. I talked to the guy in the base photo shop about that. He suggested I should learn to develop my own photos. That way I could sneak a peak at the negatives and only print the pictures that looked good. Photography was a big hobby among the American G.I.'s in Japan at the time and there were probably half a dozen home-built photo developing labs on the base. I found one that would let me in, and I started developing my own prints. I ended up with a hundred or more good black and white prints from that first trip.
That became my pattern for the entire time I was in the Navy. I saved my money during the year and then spent it traveling when I had leave. I took pictures of everything I saw.
I ended up spending seven years in Japan under several base commanders.
I don't plan to go into what I did in the Navy other than this quick summary because I think what my family is interested in is the travel part anyway, but I want to give this quick overview.
First of all, I said, above, that I was used to being held in contempt by people in my world, starting with the people in my home town who thought I was uppity, and the people in Little Rock who thought I was a hick. I never left the base in Stillwater, but in Pensacola, on the rare occasion I left the base to go anywhere, I was treated with suspicion because it was kind of the general opinion that Navy women were either lesbians (I didn't know what that meant at the time but I understood it was something bad) or shameless hussies (I knew what that was and even though I wasn't one, I was aware that a lot of the WAVES I knew fell into that category, so I kind of understood why the locals held that opinion). The Japanese were polite, but they were not big on outsiders, especially Americans. They seemed to especially dislike American women; I was told that is because they perceived us as unladylike. I suppose they had a point about that. As for me, I sure as hell have never been accused of being ladylike in any culture I've ever visited! Anyway, I had become accustomed to living in a world that held me in contempt.
The first and most significant exception to that “given” in my life was the United States Navy. I was a good secretary, and eager to learn. I may have talked like a hick, but I was smart, and, more importantly, I was a quick study when it came to learning new things. From the very beginning, I did a great job and the Brass loved me. I got glowing reports from my superiors. I became the base commander's secretary when I was still only a Seaman. Before I went to Okinawa I was promoted to Petty Officer.
The United States Navy was the first place I felt accepted and even valued. I responded to that acceptance by devoting myself to my career with an intensity unequaled by any of the other enlisted person I ever met. My commitment and devotion to the Navy was more like that of the career officers. The Navy accepted me as I had never been accepted before. I responded with the kind of love most people reserve for their families. The truth is: for more than twenty years of my life, the Navy was the only family I had. It would be impossible for me to overstate the importance of that fact.
In early 1963, the base commander in Okinawa received transfer orders to a place I'd never heard of, but he asked me to go with him. I agreed to go because I liked working for him, and I'd been in Japan for almost a decade. I was up for something new. A few weeks later, we arrived in Vietnam.
My first post in Vietnam was in Saigon with the Activities Support HQ. A couple of years later, I went to DaNang for a stint with the Activities Support Base there. Later, in 1965, after it had been clear to everybody else in the world for some time, the Navy finally realized that we were providing a little more than “activities support” to the South Vietnamese. I received orders to go to Saigon and help set up the Operations Headquarters office. I was an administrative supervisor for a while. Once Ops was fully staffed, I ended up as the personal secretary for some of the top Navy brass in Vietnam. (I'm not going to go into the exact Navy Acronyms or all the stupid, puffed-up titles, I'm trying to do this in plain English.)
In 1963, Saigon was kind of a sleepy outpost, at least for the American military. I sort of liked it after so many years in Japan. It's hard to explain why. The Vietnamese didn't like the Americans any better than the Japanese did. The Southeast Asians thought Americans were big and smelly, dirty and disgusting. I learned very quickly that went double for the military women. I didn't feel any more welcome in Vietnam than I did in Japan, at least as far as the natives were concerned. The difference was that Vietnam was much more cosmopolitan than Japan. There were people there other than Vietnamese people and American soldiers. In Vietnam there were several other cultures around, led by the leftover French. You might ask how I knew about that, considering that I was nothing but a hick from the Ozarks. The fact is, I didn't know anything about it until I got there and started exploring. And, no, the word “cosmopolitan” wasn't even in my vocabulary at the time. (Hell, it's barely in my vocabulary now.)
I discovered that there were several layers to the local culture that gave Saigon its variety, both culturally and visually. I started taking color photos in Saigon because I found I just couldn't do it justice in black and white.
Asia is a big place, and almost a universe all to itself. It would be a mistake to make any general statements about Asia because the differences between countries and peoples are vast. The contrast between post-WWII Japan and Vietnam shocked me. Japan was a gentle and serene place to me. I was unaware of the fact that Japan came across that way because it was exhausted, spent and beaten down after the WWII.
Vietnam, by contrast, was none of those things. It was hot and bustling in every possible way. The war was hot. The atmosphere at HQ was electric and, to me, exciting – at least at first. The weather was hot. God, was it hot in Vietnam! Eventually I got used to being wet all the time, either from sweat or rain. I even learned to be wet without trying to dry off. That came in handy later on in my life on several occasions.
The climate was miserable. The country, however, was beautiful, not the in the same ordered, trimmed and controlled way as Japan, but in a wild and dangerous way that I loved. At least the countryside of Vietnam was gorgeous until Uncle Sam burnt half of the vegetation with napalm and then killed the rest of it with Agent Orange. (Oops, sorry. I promised I wouldn't editorialize.)
I liked Saigon. Correction: I loved Saigon. It was beautiful, multi-cultural, colorful. It was heaven for a photographer. I even felt pretty safe wandering around by myself there, at least in the early 1960's when the war was taking place mostly elsewhere.
DaNang was a whole other ballgame. It was hot, too, but it was also miserable and scary. The US was “in it” at that point and the base in DaNang was there to support ops in the Mekong Delta. We had Naval air ops and swift boats and every other manner of ops, all of which were dangerous as hell. I worked for Command. We routinely worked eighteen hour days in a pressure cooker. We sent a lot of full body bags back to America. Processing that paperwork was the part of my job that sucked the most.
I know I said I wouldn't go into politics, but I have to say this on behalf of the military command in Vietnam. We might have turned out to be a bunch of incompetent boobs but that wasn't because we didn't work hard. We did the best we could with the intelligence we had (which was often incorrect and almost always incomplete) and the orders we were given from Washington (which were usually incomprehensible and always utterly stupid).
The commanding officers truly cared about the well-being of the troops. They wanted to make decisions that would carry out Washington's ludicrous orders while providing as much support and safety for the troops as possible. We knew (although nobody who valued their career would say so out loud) that our task was impossible. We knew (although I never heard anyone admit it) that we were sending our soldiers and sailors into war for political reasons and with no true military outcome in mind. Some of the officers were very torn up by that. A couple of my bosses lived on a toxic blend of Maalox and bourbon. I knew that was no solution, but I understood it.
Another digression. A lot of people have asked me where I was when I heard about the Kennedy assassination. I was in a restaurant in Saigon when I heard the news. A bunch of us from HQ had gone out to dinner at a Vietnamese restaurant near our barracks. The people there spoke passable English and they at least attempted to keep the prostitution behind-the-scenes, so Command allowed female staff to patronize the place, provided we were in a group that included male staff.
Anyway, we had eaten and were sitting around shooting the bull. One of the Command senior staff rushed in and told us we had to get back to base urgently.
We ran the two blocks back to the office. Everybody there was standing around a radio; some people (male and female) were crying. They had just made the announcement that the President was dead. That was a huge shock to the whole country, but for military personnel, it was kind of a double blow. Kennedy was America's president, but he was also the military Commander-In-Chief. Worse still for us, President Kennedy had been in the Navy, so he was a Brother.
As if that weren't bad enough, some of the officers on Command staff had served with him. They knew him personally. My own particular boss at the time had served with him on the PT boats in WWII, and had known Kennedy pretty well before he went back to Boston and got into politics. My boss was inconsolable. We had a few pretty rough days, emotionally, but Johnson was inaugurated and …
… well, after that we were off to the races in Vietnam and we didn't have time to dwell on our grief or anything else except trying to muddle through and keep as many of our sailors alive as we could.
Maybelle got up to stretch and noticed Felicia outside feeding the birds. She stuck her head out the window and asked Felicia what time she wanted to leave to go car shopping. Felicia said she was ready. Maybelle gave her a thumbs up and turned to get her purse.
They decided to stop for lunch on the way to the dealership, not knowing how long it would take to process the paperwork. Felicia asked where Maybelle wanted to eat. Maybelle made a face and said she didn't really like to eat in restaurants when she could eat at home, but she had only a couple of requirements: it had to be locally owned (no chain or fast food joints) and it had to have good coffee.
Felicia said, “I heard there's a new place in Henderson that serves Low Country food.”
“Low Country as in coastal Carolina?”
“Yeah. The person who owns the restaurant is from Savannah. I think she styles herself after Paula Deen. Could be good.”
Maybelle wrinkled her nose and said, “Low Country cooking is wonderful, but I hope she doesn't style her restaurant after Paula Deen's.”
“You've been there?”
“Yes. And I was not impressed. Oh, the food was okay. Actually some of it was very good, but I know from experience that you can walk inta just about any little diner in the South that has a woman at the stove and get food that's every bit as good if not better, and for a fraction of the price.
“Paula Deen is a typical American TV marketing success. She had a decent product that was the same as every other mother in Savannah was serving up. She found a way to make herself stand out, first, by creating that loud, flamboyant image and, second, by making herself a celebrity. People who've never been to Savannah before go to her restaurant because they've heard about it on TV, not because of the food.”
Felicia looked a little put off by the outburst. Maybelle reigned herself in with some difficulty before she worked herself up into a tirade about modern American culture.
The parking lot of the restaurant was full. The restaurant was busy, but they were seated right away. The waitress brought a plate of biscuits and offered coffee. Maybelle took a whiff of the biscuits, grinned and rubbed her hands together. “Bring me some molasses and I'm good.” The waitress grinned back and was back in a flash with a bottle of black-strap molasses.
Felicia ordered a fried chicken dinner. Maybelle ordered black eyed peas and rice, collard greens and asked for “just a little taste of the mac'n'cheese.”
Felicia made a face, “Are you a vegetarian?”
“Not really. I eat meat, but I like all the 'go withs' better than the meat, and I figure they're better for me.” She winked, “I'm not askin' them how much fatback is in the collard greens.”
The food was fantastic and the prices were embarrassingly low. Maybelle picked up the check, and gave the waitress an inordinate tip, saying, “I'm basing the tip on what this meal should have cost. Thank you. I'll for sure be back real soon!”
When they got to the car, Felicia asked her what kind of a car she wanted to look for. Maybelle thought about it for a while and said, “Well, I love to drive German cars, and in these mountains a Mercedes would be a lot of fun to drive, but I'm afraid it would be considered pretentious in your town. I guess I'd better stick with a Japanese car. Let's start with Honda.”
“Don't you want to look at an American car?”
“Hell, no! I want a car that I can depend on!”
Felicia was obviously annoyed by that, but she didn't say anything. Maybelle changed the subject and started asking questions about the history and culture of the area. That distracted Felicia enough to get past her annoyance.
Soon Felicia turned into a Honda dealership. A salesman met them in the lot, asking if they were looking for anything special. Maybelle said, “I'm looking for a Civic, preferably a hybrid if you have one in stock. Don't care what color as long as it isn't white. Automatic transmission, with air.”
He led the women to a row of Civics. He had four hybrids on the lot. Maybelle thought that was odd. She had read that hybrids were hard to find in stock, but then she remembered she was in a part of the country where most people typically made their vehicle choices between a Chevy and a Ford pickup truck. It occurred to her that this dealership probably didn't sell many cars at all, and had probably never sold a hybrid. She pointed at a green one, which included the deluxe package with special wheels and seats, “How much is that one?”
He said, “We can do a payment plan on that one starting at $230 a month.”
“I asked how much it costs. To buy. Cash.”
“Purchase price is $18,999.”
Maybelle pursed her lips and pointed at a red one which was the base model, “What about that one?”
“$15,999.”
Maybelle said, “Let me talk to the sales manager.”
“What?”
“I know you don't have the authority to negotiate. He does. I'll talk to him, but don't worry, I'll make sure you get the commission on the deal.” She turned toward the showroom, with the salesman and Felicia tagging along behind her. The salesman looked bewildered. Felicia was smiling behind her hand and biting her lips to keep from laughing out loud.
Maybelle walked up to the door of the sales manager's office and waited politely until he hung up the phone, then she walked in and introduced herself. She said, “I'll give you $17,500 for the green Civic Hybrid.”
He looked at her and said, “Ma'am, you need to discuss that with the salesman.”
“Sir, I know he doesn't have the authority to drop the price that far on a cash deal. He'd just have to ask your permission. I'm cutting out the middle man. Will you sell me the car for $17,500 or not?”
He hemmed and hawed and mumbled about financing and lost profits from extras. Maybelle shook her head and put her palms up, shaking her head, “Well, I guess if you're not interested in selling it, I'll go buy a Prius.” She turned and headed for the door. Felicia scrambled to keep up with her and the salesman virtually ran around her and blocked her exit.
“Ma'am, let's discuss this....”
Maybelle noticed the sales manager had not come out of his office, but he was standing at the door. There were no customers in the showroom and all the sales people were watching; most of them weren't even pretending to be doing any work. She shook her head and reached for the door handle, “There's nothing to discuss. I asked you if you'd sell me that car for seventeen-five. That's a yes or no question. You either will or you won't. I'm not inclined to dork around with this. I have things to do. I need a car. If you're not interested in my business, I'll find a dealership that is.”
She reached for the door handle, and noticed that the salesman must have got a signal from the sales manager because he said, “Yes, ma'am. We'll sell you the car for $17,500.”
She turned around and asked what the sales tax rate was. The salesman answered her. She took out a calculator and her checkbook, made some calculations and sat down at a table near the entrance. She wrote out a check for the selling price plus sales tax, and handed it to the salesman. He looked like he was going to pass out.
He said, “Oh, but we have to go to financing and figure out all the fees and add-ons.”
Maybelle ignored the salesman, looking over his shoulder and locking eyes with the sales manager. “You agreed to sell me the car for that price. I paid you the agreed price, plus tax. You figure out how to add in the fees and all the other overcharges. Now please start the paperwork. I want to take immediate delivery.”
The sales manager looked like he was going to have a stroke, he said, “That is utter fucking bullshit, lady! Who the hell do you think you are coming in here and dictating to us what you're going to spend on a car?”
Maybelle reached over to the salesman, took the check out of his hand and turned to the sales manager, saying loud enough for everyone in the place to hear her, “Who the hell I am is a cash-paying customer, mister. Deal's off!”
Looking around the showroom, she added, “No wonder you don't have any customers if that's the way you treat them.” She started to tear up the check, but the general manager (who had been watching the whole drama from the second floor balcony), swooped in and grabbed it from her.
He shook her hand and said, “Ma'am, on behalf of my entire staff, I apologize. Believe me, we will have a sales meeting on the subject of customer service later today. We will, of course, get the car ready for you right away. We can have the paperwork finished and the car washed in an hour. Perhaps you'd like to go to lunch and then come back.”
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