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Prologue

I share my story of love and loss during the

VietnamWar era. Perhaps ourmarital relationship would have

been quite different had themilitary draft not been a reality in

our young adult experience. We’ll never know. Yet, on behalf

of the 58,220 young men and women who lost their lives in

combat and for other causes on foreign soil (per theVietnam

War Memorial inWashington, DC), I felt compelled to share

my personal war for peace at home in South Carolina.

As a pregnant spouse waiting for my husband to return

fromVietnam,my desperate cries toGod on his behalf and the

other troops who had been deployed to a war zone intensified

my prayer life. Out of the many young brides who lost their

husbands and children who lost their fathers, God allowedme

to seemy husband return fromSaigon, and our daughter to

get to know her father. I did not say that he returned safely.

But my gratitude for answered prayers outweighed the pain

experienced in the tumultuous relationship that followed ago-

nizing months of watching, waiting, praying and hoping for

God’s favorable response.

Much has been said about Amerasians (children born to

Vietnamese women andUnited States servicemen), so I share

my story about how the war impacted American wives and

children, including the unborn child, of troops deployed to

Vietnam. With so many of our youngmen killed, maimed, or

missing in action, I realized how population control is achieved

through war by killing the males, separating spouses, and cre-
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2 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

ating conflict betweenmen and women. Spouses of returning

war veterans have a story that is quite different from that of

war widows andwar babies. America has a class of overlooked

war brides who are notAsian.

While writing Bliss and Blisters in Love & Marriage, I

thought of the many young women whomarried during the

Vietnam era (1965-1975) and later experienced trauma in their

marriage to war veterans. They either divorced or remained

in a marriage often described as “a living hell.” In my story,

Vincent Henderson returned fromVietnam with PTSD and I

had no idea what had happened to the man I married. Due to

the shortage of eligible men in a desired age group, some war

brides never remarried. Consequently, children born during

the same period often grew up without their biological father

or a male role model in the home.

I pray thatmy storywill inspire you to showcompassion for

ourmilitary families at homeand abroadduring times of peace

and war. The surviving family members of the estimated 22

veterans who commit suicide each day need our condolences

and prayers. MayGod bless them, you and your family, and

mayGod blessAmerica.

Davida Kincaid Henderson



1
My First Love

WAAA!WAAAAHHH! A baby woke me up. I opened

my eyes and saw a nurse dressed in white from head to toe.

She placed a lumpy pink receiving blanket in the arms of a

woman in the hospital bed next tomine. Across the aisle was a

woman nursing a baby at her breast and another one holding

a four-ounce, glass baby bottle. Both held a bundle wrapped

in a blue blanket. Each one of the women looked like they had

been through a rough time. They looked tired, drained like a

deflated balloon.

Do I look like that? Why was I in that room? Didn’t they

know that I didn’t have a baby?

The threemothers spokegibberish to their newborns. Their

“gitchie gitchie goo gaga” baby talk annoyedme.

Whynot speak plain English so the baby can learn real words

right away?

Storybooks don’t tell the truth when they end with, “And

they married and lived happily ever after,” I thought. That

could only happen if the couple lived in a bubble and had no

contact with other people, no problems and no children. Noth-

ing about crying babies, changing diapers, feeding tiny suck-

lings, and losing sleepmademe sense that those womenwere

living happily ever since they married.

I turnedmyback toward themand faced thewall. Mymind

replayed the sequence of events that had brought me to the

Columbia Hospital as a patient. About every half hour a nurse

interruptedmy thoughts to checkmy blood pressure and stick

3



4 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

a thermometer under my tongue. Sleep escapedme, so all I

could do was wrestle with my thoughts.

▪ ▪ ▪

Twomonths before high school graduation in June 1966,

I met Vincent at Corinthian Baptist – my home church in

Columbia, SouthCarolina. My best girlfriend Elaine, who was

engaged to Danny Henderson, had persuaded the choir direc-

tor to invite his family to participate in a Sunday afternoon

musical. The entire Henderson family – Danny, his mother,

father, sister Regina and younger brotherVincent – reminded

me of theVonTrapp family inThe Sound of Music when they

entered the choir stand. Their family unity was impressive.

The applause was thunderous before they sang one note.

The Henderson family sang an “A” selection that re-

leased electrifying shockwaves and sparked a shouting frenzy

throughout the church. Each time the women sang, “There’s

not a friend like the lowly Jesus,” the men sang, “No, not one!

No, not one!” They sounded like a host of angels singing.

For their “B” selection,Vincent stepped to themicrophone.

I was mesmerized by his falsetto voice and his confidence as

he cooed in front of a packed church. I felt like Cupid’s arrows

had penetrated my heart as the tall, skinny guy wearing high

water pants sangGlory to His Name. I couldn’t wait to tell him

that he sounded like Smokey Robinson.

Glory! Glory! Glory!

Down at the cross where my Savior died, down where for

cleansing fromsin I cried, there tomyheartwas thebloodapplied

–Glory to His name... Vincent sang with passion. Anyone who
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hadn’t seen the song in our hymnal might have thought he’d

written the words himself.

When theHenderson family reached the chorus, the entire

church sangGlory to His name with them.

Vincent shifted the microphone stand to his left like he

was James Brown on stage. He extended his right arm as if

inviting people to come and enjoy a thrilling experience with

Jesus while singing: Come to this fountain so rich and sweet,

cast thy poor soul at the Savior’s feet, plunge in today and be

made complete – glory to His name.

A heat wave swept through the church. Even after singing

stopped, the musicians continued playing and people kept on

shouting, running and dancing in the aisles. Some cried tears.

Others hollered, “Hallelujah!” “Thank you Jesus!”

Ushers ran around passing out paper fans with Popsicle

stick handles, donated by Foster’s Funeral Home. A variety

of fragrances plus a musty odor filled the hot air. Women

waved lacedhandkerchiefswhile shaking their heads and sling-

ing snot mixed with tears. A stranger walking in would have

thought we had all gone cuckoo.

Suddenly a woman seated near me let out an ear-piercing

scream, jumped up and threw her baby in the air. A chunky fe-

maleusher rushedover andcaught thebabywhile amaleusher

stepped over people seated in the pew behind the woman and

grabbed her flailing arms. Nobody was injured because the

ushers, like police officers, saw trouble and ran to handle it.

A man dashed through the aisles as though being chased

by a rabid dog. Several ushers rushed to form a circle around

him and locked hands. They let him jump and shout in the

middle of the circle until he dropped to the floor.
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That was my first time seeing and hearing the fired up

Henderson family.

Perspiration rolled downmy back as I danced along with

everyone else. We had a HolyGhost party until the musicians

stopped playing. The place cooled down after people sat, but

moaning amid shouts of “my, my, my” continued for quite

awhile.

“Oh happy day!” I said, following Elaine toward the door

after the benediction.

We stood outside in the April breeze discussing whose

table we would visit first as women set up food for the big

eating that was about to take place.

Danny approached us with dreamy-eyed Vincent, who

wore tight pants that were too small for him, at his side. Vin-

cent’s dimpled-smile was so charming that it mademy heart

melt likebutter aswemadeeyecontact. Bothbrothers smelled

likeOld Spice.

“I looked for you two inside,” Danny said. “Davida, meet

Vincent.”

“I feel like I already know you,”Vincent said. “Danny told

me about you.”

“Really? Good things I hope. You know you showed out in

that choir stand.”

“Well glory to his name!” he said, smiling.

He’s so cute!

His smile was as enticing as his singing.

Vincent pulled out anAfro pick and pushed it through his

hair a couple of times. He flashed me a grin that made me

want to swoon. I could have sworn I heard Fontella Bass on

the church grounds singing, “Rescue Me.”
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“Let’s go eat now,” Danny said. He took Elaine’s hand and

turned to walk away. I stood there besideVincent for an awk-

ward moment before Danny turned back and said, “Davida,

will it be all right if I bring Lil’ Bro with me Friday night when I

come to Elaine’s house for the spring fling?”

“That’s a good idea,” Elaine said. She smiled at me and

nodded.

I was embarrassed. I didn’t know ifVincent liked me.

“I’m looking forward to Friday night,”Vincent said. “Let’s

walk together.” He winked at me and gestured with his hand

like a gentleman.

“Ladies first.”

“Thank you,” I giggled.

Everybody had decided what I would do without my saying

a word.

We ate, laughed and talked while sitting in folding chairs

beneath a shade tree until time to leave. After themeal, Elaine

and I watched as theHendersons drove away in their ‘57Chevy.

“See ya’ll Friday night,”Vincent said, sticking his head out

the car’s rear window. Danny, seated on the other side of

Regina, leaned forward and waved.

Elaine and I waved back.

“He likes me!” I giggled.

“I told you he would,” she said.

I left church thinking about what I would wear to the party

onFridaynight. At home I chosemy favorite pink jumper dress,

anticipating lots of compliments on wearing girlie pink. I also

decorated a two-inch comb with a pink flower to put in my

hair and set them aside for Friday evening.
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Vincent showedupdressed in tight, highwater pants again

and a plaid shirt. He resembled JedClampett from the Beverly

Hillbillies, except for being black with an Afro. I figured his

family didn’t have much money for clothes and he didn’t have

a job yet like Danny. But his family had each other, and that

was more important.

Vincent literally swept me off my feet as he whirled me

around in his arms in a swing dance. Cinderella must have had

a similar experience at her ball. All evening I danced only with

Vincent – my prince charming. What a wonderful evening!

Wemet at the perfect time. With my first boyfriendAlex

the jealous woman beater out of my life, I was free to find the

perfect mate. When we broke up, I vowed never to let any

man hit me again in life. My dream companion would be a

gentleman, taller than me, older, and a high school graduate.

An optional qualification would be aman who was willing to

serve or had served his country in a branch of the military.

Vincent was six feet tall, three months older, and a college-

bound high school seniorwith only a couplemonths remaining

before graduation.

MeetingVincent at church meantGod had shown special

favor by giving me an added bonus – a man who knows, loves

and serves the Lord. My well-rounded guy and I had a terrific

time laughing, talking and dancing.

Surely, this is the man of my dreams.

After the party, Vincent visited me a week later on Sun-

day afternoon at my house, a half- mile down the road from

Elaine’s. He brought me red roses from his mother’s flower

garden and a bunch of bananas, my favorite fruit. The man

convinced me that he was attentive, too.



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 9

Danny andElainemarried twoweeks after they introduced

usand then relocated toOrangeburg,SC.Withhisolderbrother

and his ride gone,Vincent begged his father to let him drive

the family’s ‘57 Chevy fromSumter, forty-nine miles away, to

visit me in Columbia. I never welcomed anyone into my house

or my heart as warmly as I didVincent. On his second Sunday

afternoon visit he popped a surprise question as we strolled

toward his father’s car that evening.

“Will you think about going to the promwith me?”

“Yes! I’ll go” flew out my mouth. Embarrassed, I added,

“Oh, I tend to think quickly on my feet.”

“Great!” He laughed and peckedme on the cheek. “We’ll

talk more later.”

I rememberedMama saying, “It’s more important that the

man love you than you love him. You can learn to love him

after you first respect him.” Her words rang in my ears as I

watched a real gentleman drive away.

Vincent must be my husband, I thought as I waved good-

bye. Who else would take that long ride from Sumter to

Columbia? He passed a lot of girls’ houses to get to me. And

he invited me to his senior prom. Wow! That’s huge! And we

just met two weeks ago.

What did I need to think about? I knew him and his family.

His brother and my best friend thought we were meant for

each other. Besides, I could wear the same outfit I’d worn to

my own senior prom. The people in Sumter had never seen

me, or my gown.

I see a green light here and all signs say, “GO!”
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Prom Night

L glamorous as ElizabethTaylor in But-

terfield 8, I floated across the dance floor at my boyfriend

Vincent’s senior prom on the last Friday night in May 1966.

Around eleven o’clock, my 6’ 2” handsome prince wrapped

one arm aroundmy tiny waist and guided me toward the dou-

ble exit doors of the Fountain Bleu Inn in Columbia, South

Carolina.

“Where are we going now?” I giggled, feeling victorious

over the two girls who had called me a heifer when I showed

upwithVincent. I couldn’t help it if he didn’t want one of those

hags for his date. I pressed closer to him, the searing heat

from their glaring eyes scorching my back. They’d better not

set my pink chiffon on fire, I thought.

“Davida, I want to show you a secret place,” he whispered.

“Where you go, I go.”

Vincent helped me into his father’s ’57 Chevy. He lifted

the hem of my gown so it wouldn’t get caught in the car door.

Then he shut the door, ran around the front of the car, and

hopped behind the steering wheel.

I leaned my head against him and he slid his right arm

across my bare shoulder. I thought about how angry those

two girls would be if they could see me now.

Percy Sledge’s melodic words “When A Man Loves A

Woman” floated from the car radio as a cool breeze drifted

through the driver’s window. I listened to the music and read

the road signs asVincent drove toward nearby Lake Herron.

10
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He broke our silence themoment he pulled into the parking

lot and saw lots of cars.

“They beat us here,” he groaned. “I wanted a better spot.”

He lifted his right hand while backing between two cars as

I sat up straight.

“Oh, look at that full moon!” I said as he turned off the

engine. I peered through the windshield. It was my first time

seeing Lake Herron. Themagnificent beauty of the moonlight

sparkled against the dark water that seemed so calm.

“This is so beautiful! Let’s get out and walk closer to the

water.”

“Not right now,”Vincent said. He cupped my chin in his

hand and turned my head toward him. His lips pressed firmly

against mine as he groped for the zipper in the back of my

gown.

“Backseat,” he mumbled. He opened the driver’s door,

jumped out and pulled me past the steering wheel.

“Hey!” Can’t we enjoy the moonlight and talk awhile?”

“Yeah. But the steering wheel is in the way up here.”

Even with his help, I had difficulty climbing into the back-

seat because of my long gown and petticoat. Vincent pushed

me onto the seat. I was barely in when he climbed in beside

me. Before the door slammed shut, I felt his hand beneathmy

gown.

“I could hardly wait till the promwas over,” he panted.

The view of the lake wasn’t as pretty from the backseat. A

moment later I couldn’t see it at all becauseVincent pushed

me down onmy back, threwmy gown and petticoat over my

head, and pounced onme like a lion attacking its prey.
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How could he rufflemy beautiful pink gown? Wasn’t the

long dress supposed to be a deterrent to sex?

After kissing and fondling me for a hot moment, he ig-

noredmy attempts to push him off ofme. I don’t think he ever

heard me yelling, “No!” He won the tussle.

Instantly, I went from feeling like a lovely princess to a

tramp that had been picked up and raped by a beast dressed

in a tuxedo. During a few passionate minutes in the backseat

of a borrowedChevrolet at Lake Herron, our relationship was

sealed forever. That was not the way I’d imagined my first

time.

I don’t remember any of the songs that played on the radio

as he drove me home. But I was well aware of the pain in

my private parts, the tears rolling downmy cheeks, and the

thoughts running through my mind. Would he brag about

scoring theway a lot of guys did? Would I get pregnant? Would

he dump me and get a new girlfriend? His arm around my

shoulder mademe feel that he still likedme, but I didn’t like

myself.

Vincent held my hand as we walked down the path to my

front door. He leaned over to kiss me but I turned away. He

kissed the back of my neck instead.

“I love you, Davida,” he whispered.

“Goodnight,” I mumbled and stepped inside.

After easing the door shut to avoid waking Mama at one

o’clock in the morning, I tiptoed to the bathroom to check my

ripped gown. Now the girl in the mirror looked like the wild

and frustrated ElizabethTaylor in Cat on a HotTin Roof. I felt

ugly and dirty. There were bloodstains on my white petticoat



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 13

when I slipped offmy dress. It’s a good thing those two hags

can’t see me now, I thought.

IfVincent lovedme,whyhadheattackedme likeapiranha?

Why had he spoiled our lovely evening? Why had he ignored

me when I kept saying “NO!” and tried to push him away?

Dang! I wished I could have my innocence back. My won-

derful evening had gone awry because I hadn’t considered

timing, place, opportunity, personalities, and passion. No-

body had told me that it was common for girls to lose their

virginity on prom night.

My first evening alone withVincent reminded me of the

Bible story I’d read inSongofSongs about the love relationship

between a youngman and a peasant girl. Our evening began

withVincent saying, “How beautiful you are!” Next, he took

me to the banquet hall, his prom, so everyone could see his

love for me. Then he tookme to his special place and ended

up kissing me and saying, “You are so beautiful and you smell

so good. No wonder those girls were jealous of you.” I had no

idea he would also take me to his bedroom – the backseat of

his father’s car. That was not the way the story was supposed

to end.



3
A Big Decision

A Waller College was my ticket out of

country living. Even though I didn’t know anybody who had

actually gone to college, I looked forward to being the first of

Mama’s eighteen children to have that experience. So I got

scared whenmy period was late for the first time.

Vincent came over to see me one Sunday afternoon three

weeks after the prom. I acted calm, like nothingwas bothering

me, until we sat side by side on the metal swing in a shady

clearing beneath some pine trees in my front yard. I smiled at

him.

“Listen to me and don’t get alarmed,” I whispered. “Don’t

do anything to draw attention to us. Got it?”

“Uh! Okay,” he said. His big brown eyes connected with

mine. He didn’t have a clue that I was about to share bad news.

“You need to know that this is the first time in my life that

my period has ever been late. It was due eight days ago.”

“Let’s get married right away,” he said, reaching for my

hand.

I folded my arms.

“Married! I’ve already accepted a full four-year scholarship

toWaller College. I’m not ready to get married AND I don’t

want to have a baby. I’m going to college!” I looked around to

see if anybody had overheard me. Then I stared at him hoping

for a helpful reaction.

14
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“People who love each other get married,” he said softly.

He looked hurt. “When my sister got pregnant, she and her

boyfriend got married.”

“Mine did that too but that’s not me. I’m praying that my

period is just a few days late. God knows a baby is the last

thing I want.”

“Well, I won’t mind. I want you to be my wife whether

you’re expecting or not. And I’m not going to stop asking until

you say “yes.”

His smile put me at ease. It was hard to stay angry with

him. He always acted like a gentleman except that night when

he lost control.

“Just stay tuned for more is all I can say right now,” I said.

“I won’t let anything stop me from going to college.”

By the timemy personal calendar showed that my period

was four weeks late in spite of my prayers, I had tried every-

thing I could think of to make that monthly flow appear. At

the public library, I learned that pineapple and Vitamin C in

oranges were natural abortion foods so I ate both everyday for

a week, but still had no signs of menstruation. Next, I inserted

two Preparation H suppositories and drank a bottle of Phillips’

Milk of Magnesia. It felt like Rotor Rooter had pumped out

my stomach but still not one drop of blood. A few days later, I

deliberately strained to lift three concrete blocks stacked on

top of each other. All I got was a backache.

Finally, I remembered that my best girlfriend Elaine once

said she drank a bottle of CastorOil mixed with Pepsi Cola and

it brought her late period on right away. I did the same thing.

That nasty concoction only mademe vomit and have diarrhea.

Why was my period so stubborn?
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I was the only one who could fix the mess I foundmyself

in. How could I find a doctor to perform an abortion at a price

I could afford? I groaned at the thought of wasting my college

savings frommy part-time sales job at Sears on an unplanned

expense.

Since allVincent wanted to do was get married, there was

no need to tell him I was not going to have the baby. I hated

shotgun weddings. Nobody should be forced to marry. And

no girl should ever feel pressured to marry just so her baby

could have the daddy’s last name. Marrying against my will

would makeme feel trapped like a hamster in a cage. I would

have to start searching for the nearest opening to freedom

even if I had to clawmy way out.

One night while talking toVincent on the phone I made

him vow to keep a secret.

“Promise me that you won’t breathe a word of what we

talked about to anyone else. Our business is our business.”

“Davida, for the tenth time I promise. But you’re still going

to be my wife.”

Feeling relieved that my secret was safe I fell asleep won-

dering how I’d find a doctor who would help me get rid of an

unwanted baby.

Worry over missing my period was like a flesh-eating dis-

ease destroying my insides. Tormented day and night by my

shameful secret, I went to work but not to church. Those folks

atCorinthian Baptist were not going tomakeme stand in front

of the congregation and confess that I had sinned. WouldGod

embarrass a girl like that? Hmmm... I didn’t know. MaybeGod

would. The boyfriend never had to suffer embarrassment for

getting a girl pregnant.
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I turned onto my side on the rollaway bed in the living

room. Tears wet my pillow but I didn’t care. MaybeGod would

see them and have pity on me. I needed help.

After I got off the city bus the next day, I read all the store

signs onmy way to work. I stopped when I sawOPEN in the

window of Dr. Levell OB/GYN. It was near closing time at 5:00

p.m. I went inside to ask about an appointment.

“Can I help you?” asked a plump woman seated behind

the receptionist sign. Her short black hair with gray streaks

looked like it had been chopped off in a hurry with dull scissors.

In front of her stood a tall, thinmanwith brown hair dressed in

a white jacket. He was reading the contents of a manila folder

in his hands but turned toward me when he heard my voice.

“Um, um.” I wondered if I should say, “I want to know for

sure if I am pregnant?” or “Do you perform abortions?” I think

I took too long to answer.

The doctor closed his folder.

“You seem troubled,” he said compassionately. “What can

I do to help you?”

“Well, actually I am troubled,” I stammered. “May I speak

with you privately?”

“Sure. Follow me,” he said, handing the folder to the

woman. I followed as he turned and walked into an exami-

nation room. He closed the door behind me when I entered.

“I think I’m pregnant,” I whispered.

“Well, let’s see,” he said. “Just slip off your panties and lie

down.”

He turned and put on a pair of latex gloves while I stepped

out of my panties and climbed onto an examination table.
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When he laid a folded white sheet over the bottom half of me,

I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t see what he would do next.

“Scoot down to the edge,” he said. Then he put my feet in

some cold, metal stirrups.

“Thiswill only take aminute,” he said. “Youwill feel a slight

pinch.” Then he poked his fingers insideme and I felt the pinch

and flinched. He removed his fingers and said, “That’s it.”

“That’s it?” What was he telling me?

“Yes. Congratulations! You’re six weeks pregnant. You can

get dressed now.”

Dazed, I sat up thinking, now I know for sure. What do I do

now?

He took off the disposable gloves, tossed them into the

trash can, and washed his hands in the sink. I wished he had

removed whatever he felt inside me and tossed it, too.

Feeling like a fork had been stuck in me, I got off the bed

and put my panties back on. No need to wear a pad everyday

anymore. All hope of seeing blood had vanished.

“I don’t want to have this baby,” I mumbled.

He looked older than my daddy so I figured he’d heard

those words lots of times.

I got scared when he stared into my eyes through his thick

horn-rimmed glasses with a wrinkled forehead. “Then you

need to tell your parents.”

“That’s the last thing I want to do. I will pay for your help.”

“How old are you?” he said.

“I’m eighteen. But I have a job and I’ve already graduated

from high school.”

“Then you will need seventy-five dollars and your parent’s

permission to terminate the pregnancy. Bring the money and
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a parent to seeme very soon. You have a two-week window

to return. That’s your safest bet. Youmay leave.”

He opened the door, stopped and turned back.

“Remember, the sooner you come back, the better.” Then

he stepped out of the room.

Knots were being tied inmy stomach as I rushed out of the

examination roomwithmy head down. I was too embarrassed

to look at the receptionist. I’d lost all hopes of keeping the

secret betweenVincent andme. If I didn’t act soon, everybody

would know what happened on prom night.

Oh, no! What will Mama say? Even if I have themoney the

doctor won’t help me without her permission. I rushed out of

the office.

How do I tell my mama what I’ve decided to do?

That night at work, I painted a smile on my face as I cried

on the inside. I’d never imagined that a timewould comewhen

I’d wishmy period would show up. Never before had I thought

of a monthly period being a girl’s best friend.

It was hard trying to talk to my mama about something

so personal. The two-week window was almost up when I

removed the stopper in the bottom of my piggy bank and

dumped all my savings into a handkerchief onmy lap. Tears

wet the dollar bills as I remembered that my South Carolina

fat-belly pig containedmyPennsylvaniaWallerCollege stash. I

countedeighty-sevendollars plus change. Seventy-fivedollars

would take almost all mymoney. But, if I didn’t pay it, then I

could forget about college altogether.

Not being able to wait any longer for the right time to

approachMama, I went into her room oneThursday night and

sat at the foot of her bed. I wanted to persuade her to go
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withme to see the doctor without telling her why I needed her

company.

“Mama, I went to see a doctor and he says you need to

come with me to see him tomorrow.”

“Why? What’s the hurry?” she said. “A baby grows for nine

months after you miss your monthly.”

Mymouth flew open. Mama was smarter than I thought.

She knew I hadmissedmy period and hadn’t said a word. Sud-

denly I felt relieved that we were talking about pregnancy.

We’d never done that before. If it takes nine months to be-

come a baby, then at almost twomonths I’d lose nothing but a

clump of blood. Right? That must be why the doctor told me

to come back soon.

“Dr. Levell saidhewill terminate thepregnancy for seventy-

five dollars but only with your permission.”

“Dr. Levell! That abortion doctor killed a sixteen-year-old

girl. I read about him in the PalmettoTimes.”

“So what do I do then?” My heart dropped to my knees as

I stared at her. I felt completely defeated.

“Well...Mama scratched her head. I’ll take you to some-

body I know.”

“What! You had all these babies, and you knew about abor-

tion?”

“Yeah.”

“Why didn’t you ever have one?”

“It’s wrong, that’s why. God put that baby there for you to

have it.”

I thought about the babiesMama had after she and Daddy

separated. How could she tell me it’s wrong to have an abor-

tion and not think it’s wrong for her to have sex without being
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married? Something was wrong with her thinking. I shook my

head.

“But I don’t want to have a baby. Babies should not come

where they are not welcome. Remember when I went fishing

and caught an eel? I threw it back in the water. Too bad we

can’t do that with babies. They deserve to have a mama who

wants them.”

“A lot of babies come where nobody wants ’em. Some-

times a woman gives birth and gives the child away or puts it

up for adoption. Whenmarried people can’t have children of

their own, they’re glad to get somebody’s child.”

“I don’t want a baby! I want to go to college.”

“All right. The woman I know charges twenty-five dollars.

Her job is to get rid of babies whenmental patients get raped.

IsVincent going to give you the money?”

“I already have the money.”

“I’ll call and see when she wants you to come. But I still

say it’s wrong.”

“I know Mama. Thank you for helping me. Call the lady.

I’ve got to do this. I really have to do it.”

Mama went into the living room and called the nameless

woman to arrange an appointment.

“She says she can do it tonight cause she’s busy the other

nights. You sure you wanna do this?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

Mama called an independent jitney driver to carry us to

the woman’s house.

“You’ll have to pay the jitney two dollars,” she said.

“Don’t worry. I have the money.”
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I tried to read Jane Eyre until it was time to leave for my

midnight appointment, but tears kept clouding my eyes. I sat

on the sofa wondering why I was crying.

Then I realized that anger made me sad. Here I was in

agony whileVincent was going about his business like he was

not responsible for getting me pregnant. Why did I have to go

through all this mess alone? I hadn’t asked for sex. Vincent

pinnedme down on that backseat and I couldn’t get up. Why

did I have to get pregnant? Some girls have sex all the time

and never get caught. Pregnant girls always have to stand in

front of the church congregation and confess they sinned and

ask forgiveness. Everybody knows the girl’s boyfriend sinned

too, but they don’t humiliate him like that. Why are church

folks so cruel when a girl gets pregnant out of wedlock?”

Lots of questionswere still coming tomindwhen the jitney

showeduparound 11:40p.m. Mamagot in the front seat of the

old Mercury and chatted with the driver while I sat in the back-

seat wondering what my fate would be. It was close to mid-

night when we arrived downtown at the nameless woman’s

house.

“Wait for us,” Mama told the man as we got out of the car.

Feeling relieved that we both would return in a little while,

I followed her along a walkway to a side door of the big brick

house. The wayMama rang the doorbell three times was an

indication that she had been there before.

A stout black woman with a rag tied round her head like

Aunt Jemima answered right away.

“Hey, how you been,” Mama whispered when the woman

opened the inside door.
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In the dim light I saw the woman put her index finger over

her lips andheard apopping soundas sheopened three latches

on the screen door.

Mama didn’t say another word.

Dang! She made triple sure nobody would break into her

house, I thought. I followedMama into the big, ice-cold house

that smelled like a lemon grove, and then into a wide hallway

that had a dim ceiling light.

“Go wait in the living room,” she told Mama. Her husky

voice sounded like a man’s. She pointed to a room furnished

with a yellow French provincial sofa and twomatching chairs,

all coveredwith clear, hard plastic. On a coffee table lay a stack

ofmagazines and a large family Bible opened in themiddle, as

usual. WewatchedMama go in and pick up amagazine before

she sat on the sofa.

This woman likes yellow, huh? No wonder she’s a sourpuss.

“Now followme,” she said.

ThankGodMama was there. I would have been terrified

had I been alone.

The woman swept across the hardwood floor like she was

wearing roller skates. I followed in hot pursuit, fearful of mak-

ing a wrongmove. At last we stepped into a little room that

contained a metal folding chair, a small metal table cluttered

with lots of medical tools and supplies, and a bed like the one

in Dr. Levell’s examination room.

“Take off your panties and put them on the chair,” she said.

“Then sit down on the edge of the bed. I’ll be right back. This

won’t take but a fewminutes.”
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Shewent into thebathroom, ran somewater, and returned

carrying a pail of water and wearing a doctor’s white coat with

no name sewn on it.

Though I longed to know what she was going to do to me,

I dared not openmymouth as she put the pail on the table. All

of a sudden she stood in front of me waving her index finger

back and forth close tomy face like shewas trying to hypnotize

me.

“You will remember nothing about anything that happens

here tonight,” she said. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes ma’am.”

Pains in my chest made me think I was having a heart

attack. If I had changedmymind about the abortion, I would

have been too scared to tell her.

“Some time after you leave here you will start bleeding. If

you have to go to the hospital, tell the doctors you just started

bleeding and you don’t know why. Repeat after me: I just

starting bleeding and I don’t know why.”

“I just started bleeding and I don’t know why,” I said.

“Good! Don’t tell them anything about coming here. Do

you understandme?”

Terrified by her big eyes and her deep voice, I was speech-

less. My head bobbed like a yo-yo. How did mymama get to

know this woman?

“Answer me,” she thundered.

“I understand,” I said, trembling.

“Lie down, put your legs up here, and look up at the ceil-

ing,” she said.

I obeyed.

“Open your legs wide. Now expect to feel a pinch.”
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The big woman leaned over the foot of the bed and disap-

peared beneath a sheet she draped over me from the waist

down. Shefirst presseddownonmystomach. Then I felt some-

thing like awire coat hanger being poked intomy vagina. Then

she scraped inside me with something that felt like a wire pot

scraper. After a fewminutes, she stopped and headed toward

the bathroomwith the pail.

“Get up and put your panties back on,” she said.

I jumped off the bed, put on my panties, ran and stood by

the door. Common sense told me not to leave without her.

“What must you say?” she said coming out of the bath-

room towards me.

“I just started bleeding and I don’t know why,” I said.

“Good!”

I followedher back to the living roomwhere I vaguely recall

Mama thanking her and handing her the cash. She opened

the side entrance and I beat Mama to the jitney’s car. Never

again would I want to return to that house.

Ten minutes past midnight, we were on our way back

home. I wondered if the quick procedure had worked. I didn’t

see or feel any signs of change. Staring at the few visible stars

in the dark sky, I thought about how some people, like the

nameless woman, have secret lives that they only reveal to a

select few. The woman used skills she had learned from her

occupation to supplement her income with a side business.

She had everything under control behind those three locks

on the door. Her lights burned late into the night to extend a

helping hand to the poor and needy. I was one of them. Did

her job of terminating pregnanciesmake her amurderer? Was

I a murderer?



4
Abortion Blues

D – two o’clock in the morning while

everyone was asleep – sharp pangs attacked my lower ab-

domen. It felt like a scalpel was forcing its way into my heart

as it sliced through internal organs that tried to block its path.

Struggling to hold back abloodydischarge, I staggered toward

the bathroom. Themoment I plopped downon the toilet, I had

what felt like a super-cleansing bowel movement. Ah, what a

relief! I looked betweenmy legs into the toilet bowl and saw a

beautiful sight.

Blood at last!

When I stood up blood came running downmy legs. Inside

the toiletwas abloodymess. I shook violentlywith chills. It felt

like a hurricane had suddenly passed through the bathroom.

Oh,MyGosh! Iwanted to scream, but I clampedmymouth

shutwithbothhands. Nobodyneeded to seewhat Iwas seeing.

There on top of the waste inside the commode lay a teeny,

sleeping baby. With only twomissed periods, I had expected

to see a clump of blood, not a baby’s head, buttocks, and legs.

It had the form of a human being. I slammed the lid down on

the commode.

“I didn’t know! I’m soooo sorry. I didn’t know!” I muttered.

“Godplease forgiveme.You know I’mnot ready to be amother.

This wasn’t on my list of things to do or know before going to

college.” I lifted the lid and took one last look to be sure that

what I’d seen was real. It was. Then I closed the lid again and

flushed.

26
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“Please don’t let it stop up the commode,” I pleaded. To

be sure everything had disappeared, I raised the lid to check.

Only water was in the toilet bowl. “Whew!”

That scary woman knew what she was doing. She really

did. I laughed to keep from crying. Scrapingwas the only thing

I had not tried to do. Then a thought hit me like a hammer

blow to my head. If the woman is a murderer, then I must be

one too.

Fighting back tears, I put on a fresh Kotex sanitary napkin

and tiptoed back tomy rollaway bed. The heavy bleeding soon

requiredmore than one napkin, so I put on two, then a third

one. My stomach pains kept getting worse.

“Help me, Jesus! I don’t want to die.”

I waited for almost twenty minutes to see if the bleeding

would stop. It didn’t. Afraid I might bleed to death like my

oldest sisterZenobia had done after amiscarriage, I staggered

to Mama’s bedroom and shook her shoulder.

“I think I’m dying. I need to go to the hospital. The woman

said this might happen.”

Mama jumped out of bed and ran into the living room. She

called the jitney that had taken us earlier that night.

“He’s on his way. Take a sheet to sit on.”

The jitney’s headlights showed up so quickly till it seemed

he had been waiting in front of our house. Mama threw a

housedress over my gown and helpedme walk out to the car.

I dragged myself into the backseat. Mama tossed a brown

paper bag containing a change of clothes on the seat beside

me, closed the car door, and went back inside the house. This

time I was going all alone.
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Slumped over in the backseat in excruciating pain, I rested

both hands onmy aching stomach. Afraid of dying, I kept on

crying, “Help me Jesus! Help me Jesus!” I must have passed

out in the car because the next thing I knew the driver was

helping me walk into the emergency room of the Columbia

Hospital. As soon as I sat down he mumbled something about

his car, shoved the paper bag into my lap, and left.



5
A Reality Check

T I remembered was arriving in the emergency

room. How did I end up in a hospital ward with mothers?

Something had happened that I didn’t know about because I

no longer felt the heavy bleeding or gut-wrenching pains.

“Turn on your back, Hun,” a nurse gently said.

I rolled frommy sidewhere I had been facing thewall, onto

my back.

“Ohhhh,” I moaned as a sharp pain traveled throughmy

pelvic area.

“I know it hurts,” she said. “But you’ll survive.”

She lifted my hospital gown and tugged on my sanitary

napkin and then covered me up again.

I turned my face toward the wall as tears trickled down.

This was not a bad dream. The pain letme know thatwhatever

I endured was real.

As soon as she left me, someone called my name.

“Davida Kincaid!” a man’s authoritative voice shouted like

a police officer coming to arrest me. As he approached my

bed, his shoes scraped the tiled floor like they were either too

big for him or he was too tired to lift his feet.

I turned my head and looked up at the man with the an-

noying gruff voice. He was an old white man with gray hair on

the sides and bald in the top. He wore an unbuttoned white

coat that hindered me from reading his name.

“Who gave you the abortion?” he barked as he towered

over me with a much younger doctor at his heels.

29
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“I just started bleeding but I don’t knowwhy.” I said exactly

what the scary woman had told me to say.

“You had an abortion!” he said. “Admit it!”

“My stomach hurts,” I said. He didn’t know that I feared

the womanmore than I feared him.

“All of you come in here telling the same old lie,” he said.

“You know you had an abortion.”

He made me feel better by telling me I wasn’t the only

one who had been to that scary woman or someone else. But

I wished he hadn’t told everybody in the roommy business.

Patients should have a right to some privacy.

“Letme seewhat’s going onwith younow.” Hepulled back

the sheet and pressedmy stomach. He checkedmy sanitary

napkin, too.

“We performed a D&C when she came in here hemorrhag-

ing last night,” he told the younger doctor as he examined

me.

I knew that D&C stood for dilation and curettage, a pro-

cedure to remove tissue from inside my uterus to stop the

hemorrhaging.

“That’s a common procedure after a miscarriage or abor-

tion,” he said, looking down at me. “Did you know you could

have bled to death?”

Theyoungerdoctornodded inagreementwhile I just stared

at them, listening. I pretended not to know what he was talk-

ing about.

I couldn’t fool him. He knew he the truth.

“We’ll watch you for the next day or so and then you can

go home if there are no complications,” the older doctor said.

“Thank you,” I said as he pulled the sheet back over me.
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I sighed with relief as he clumped away to visit the woman

in the bed next to mine. I prayed that the secretVincent and I

shared would be safe.

For two days I heard crying babies and saw newmothers

come and go. Most of the time I lay in bed with a white sheet

over my head, hoping nobody I knew would see me in the

maternity ward. With all the responsibility a baby brings, I

wonderedwhy any young girl wouldwant to become amother

and give up her freedom forever.

When discharged on the second day, I ran out of that hos-

pital delighted that my secret was safe.

A week later Vincent and I were seated in my front yard

beneath the pine trees again. I began telling him about my

experience and he listened until I said Dr. Levell poked his

finger inside me.

“That dirty old man had a lot of nerve!” he said.

I stopped talking. Oh, MyGosh! I thought. He had no idea

what I’d experienced. If he couldn’t handle the beginning, why

waste my breath telling him the scary part of my story? That

Sunday evening, however, I felt closer to him because we now

shared a precious secret. Preserving that secret came with a

price tag. I dared not break up with him because I would be

ashamed if he told others what had happened between us.

Boys liked to brag about howmany girls they had pumped up.

We continued to date, butVincent always used condoms

because I insisted. But I still worried about the condom break-

ing or him faking the use of it. Getting married might have

been easier after all. At least sexwould be legal, and I wouldn’t

be fearful of getting pregnant again or keepingVincent as my

boyfriend to preserve our secret.
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“Wearing condoms while making love is like taking a

shower wearing a raincoat,” he complained.

“You have no idea what I went through because of you. I

will not let that happen to me again. It’s my body. I’m the one

who almost died, not you. Do you think that’s fair? Trust me

when I say that taking two aspirin and a nap did not solve the

problem you created. The least you could do is repay me the

twenty-seven dollars I spent while enduring pain and suffer-

ing.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, stroking my cheek. “I didn’t know

about the money. But I promise to give it to you. Why didn’t

you call me? I would have come. We are made for each other.”

He was a sweet boy, but he still had a lot of growing up to

do.

I smiled at him, wondering, why doesGod allow boys to

make babies when they’re not even trying?

I stood beneath the pines and waved goodbye asVincent

drove away. Then I stared at the blue sky and thought about

my knotty decision to abort versus give birth. I had terminated

my baby’s life, and then called on Jesus to savemy life. Selfish,

huh? Some girls get by with doing wrong. But I didn’t. With

sex, it’s only a matter of time before truth surfaces. That night

whenmillions of tiny sperm raced inside me to be the first one

to reach my egg, it was likeVincent had thrown dice. ButGod

decided the outcome. One night changed my life forever. But

who knows? Perhaps I was born so I could have an abortion

and tell my story to save the life of some other unborn child.

Depression tried to creep into me when I realized that

everyone, out of billions of people on earth, owes thanks to a

girl or woman who was brave enough to give birth. I thought
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about mymama who had given birth to eighteen babies, with

no twins, and I saluted her.

“Thank you, Mama,” I whispered. “I wasn’t as brave as you

this time but I will be next time I get pregnant. Then I’ll be

older andmarried.
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Grateful for Another Chance

T G B leaving the terminal in Columbia

early Saturdaymorning,August 28, 1966, when I noticed that I

was wearing the bargain white gold engagement ringVincent

had placed on my finger to “scare the Waller College boys

away.”

I’llwear itwhen I comehomeforChristmasbreak, I thought,

after slipping it off and tucking it inside the zippered compart-

ment of my pocketbook.

I leanedback inmyseat and tried topicture campus life,my

roommate namedUnique Flowers, showering in a dormitory

with forty girls... Outside I saw signs for South of the Border

along I-95 and theWelcome to NorthCarolina marker as we

headed north to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Following twelve hours of an uneventful bus ride, a taxi

transported my trunk and me from the bus terminal in the

hills of Greene County to Mesquite Hall atWaller College. The

driver carried my trunk into a huge lobby with a wide wooden

staircase leading to the second floor. A blonde girl wearing an

orange vest withWaller College stamped across the front of it

greeted me. She had been slumped on a leather sofa in front

of a floor model television set.

“Welcome! I’m Laura, the resident advisor or RA. And

what do they call you?” She sounded like a true NewYorker.

Pronunciation of the word “call” gave her away. She stared

at name cards on the counter with a room number and keys

taped to them.

34
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“Davida Kincaid is my name.” I wondered if she detected

southerner in my voice. I pointed to a teepee-shaped card and

said, “Room 219 has my name on it.”

“Yeah,” she said picking up the card and keys. That was

my room last year. It’s top of the stairs, second floor, go left,

end of the hall on the right across from the showers. Rachel

will help you carry your trunk upstairs.”

“Rachel?”

A brunette with short hair popped up off the leather sofa

as if she’dwaited to hear her name. She had also been perched

in front of the television set.

“At your service,” she said. “I’m Rachel. And you are?”

“Davida.” I smiled. She looked like a tomboy.

“Let’s do this!” she said.

Rachel grinned at me, bent down and grabbed the handle

on one end of my trunk. I grabbed the other and followed her

up the stairs – all fourteen of them. It was hard to keep upwith

her. I got the feeling that she really didn’t needmy help.

Rachel unlocked my room door and flicked on the wall

switch.

“Wall or window?” she said.

“What do youmean?” I stood gazing at the two wooden

twin beds, two desks, two lamps, two chairs, two three-tier

chests, and one closet.

“You’re the first to arrive,” she said. “Most of the parents

will bring their girls tomorrow. Being first to arrive allows you

to choose which view you want – none or window?”

“Window.”

Wemarched over tomy bed and slid the trunk underneath.
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“Wow! A perfect fit. Everybody needs to read and follow

instructions in that college letter,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said, heading for the door. “There’s no short-

age of rules around here. Good night.”

Tired from the long ride, I put linens on the bed next to

the window facing the administration hall. I prepared to take

a shower so I could rest well. It felt weird walking across the

hall to bathe, but not nearly as strange as it felt showering in

a roomwith eight white shower curtains behind a door that I

could not lock.

I lathered my body with Lifebuoy and danced behind the

curtains. I was free to inhale soothing hot steam for as long as

I desired without interruption.

“Progress! This is what I call progress. How many ways

can I say theword progress?” Themore I uttered theword, the

more grateful I felt.

Nomore speculating about college. I’m inmy new home and

I love it!

Around eleven o’clock that night, I knelt beside my bed

and prayed, “Thank you Jesus for allowingme to arrive here

safely. Thank you in advance for a fantastic semester and a

great relationship with my roommateUnique and everyone

else on campus. Amen.”

On Sunday morning I woke up to the sound of doors slam-

ming, loudmale and female voices in the hallway and car en-

gines starting and stopping outside. I raised thewindow shade

and sawcars rolling in andout of parking spaces. Theparadeof

moms and dads and little sisters and brothers carrying trunks,

pillows,Teddy Bears and RaggedyAnn dolls had begun. Like

a lookout that spotted land, I was delighted to see a bustling
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campus with buildings nestled in the woods. Unlike my house

in the country, the grounds had paved sidewalks everywhere

that were littered with people my age.

So this isWaller College! I like it here already.

I slipped on a pair of blue jeans and a shirt as noises from

the hall became louder and louder. People swarmed the dorm

floor. Being on the end of the hall didn’t allowme to see any-

one so I went and pulled open the door at the same time some-

one stuck a key in the lock.

“Unique!” I said, staring at the key in her hand.

“Davida?” she said.

“Yes. Come on in. I got here last night.” I stepped aside

and pulled the door open all the way.

The tall girl about six feet tall and as slim as Popeye’sOlive

with two long braids strutted in. She had a light complexion

and perfect teeth. Her smile was infectious. I liked her right

away.

A tall, black girl with long hair! She is unique! What a perfect

name.

Behind her came a tall man carrying her trunk, a tall, slen-

derwoman carrying a large fishnet bagwith several shoeboxes

in it, and a long-legged, skinny little girl around ten-years-old

carrying aTeddy Bear about her size.

“Hey Davida! Hi Davida! Hello Davida,” each said as they

entered our room.

“Hello! Hello! Hello!” I replied each time and shook hands.

They were such nice people.

Wow! I didn’t know going away to college was such a big

family affair! Unique is so fortunate. I’m glad I arrived first. That

way she won’t know that I came alone.
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Disappointment crept over me. Why didn’t I have that

type of family? With watery eyes I sat at my desk arranging

school supplies as Unique’s family members helped her stack

shoeboxes in the closet, hang clothes and decorate her side

of the room. The constant chatter about her desires and their

willingness to please her was unreal. Or perhaps, I should say,

was unique to me.

Feeling devalued, I got up, mumbling, “I’ll get out of your

way.” Then I rushed out of the room before anyone could see

my tears. Onmyway downstairs I passed by open dorm rooms

and saw people milling about. I saw one black couple carrying

pillows and boxes into a room on the opposite end of the hall.

All other parents were white.

I must be the only student who came here alone.

Downstairs I plopped down on the den couch in front of

the floor model television set. I realized that I was in the same

hiding spot where I first saw Laura and Rachel. My self-pity

tears rolled freely. What a great place to let it all come out.

I picturedVincent’s parents visiting his all-blackAllen Uni-

versity in Columbia even though he wasn’t staying on campus.

I loved the way his family did things together. Would we have

time towrite to each other every day like we promised? Would

I tell him about the fun things done on campus and hurt his

feelings, or tell him I’m sad because we’re miles apart? Dang!

I had a lot of unanswered questions.

I Love Lucy was on the black and white television set but

I wasn’t watching it. Laughter from the audience provided

an alibi for my tears. The painful truth was that I’d looked

forward to coming toWaller College and now upon arrival I

didn’t feel like I belonged. Arriving early and alone mademe
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unique, being engaged and not free to date other guys made

me unique, and crying while others were rejoicing at move in

mademe unique.

Maybe my name should beUnique Kincaid.



7
An Unexpected Twist

A left, Mrs. Bonner, our dormmother,

called ameetingwith all of the students. Four black and thirty-

six white girls assembled in the den of Mesquite Hall where I

was already seated on the leather couch.

Mrs. Bonner, a short widow in her fifties who had no chil-

dren of her own, read the house rules. She spoke a bit above a

whisper so we had to be very quiet.

“I need each one of you to sign beside your name to indi-

cate that you were present when we reviewed the rules,” she

said. There was total silence. Nobody wanted to get kicked

out for disobedience. Mrs. Bonner had a reputation for be-

ing good at her job – firm, fair, and friendly. Her forty girls

respected her from the first day on campus.

I’d been the first person in the den but by the time the

circulated clipboard reached me for signature, I was one of

the last to sign. Mrs. Bonner would have no trouble out of her

forty girls.

How delighted I was to live in a place that had indoor

plumbing and showers with hot water, a cafeteria that served

wholesomemeals including whole steaks that I did not have

to share with anyone, and a job where I could earn spending

money without leaving the campus. There was no social life

for me, just work and study, since I aimed to be faithful to my

fiancé andmake good grades to be able to keepmy scholar-

ship. I also sent a few dollars home every payday to help my

poor mama.

40
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Unique was more sociable than I so she made friends with

several other girls who had more free time, especially Patricia.

We seldom were in our room at the same time because of

our different schedules, interests and backgrounds. She was

seeking a boyfriend and I already had one. I suppose we were

made roommates only because we were both black.

▪ ▪ ▪

Althoughmy name wasn’t Unique, I felt unique knowing

Vincent wanted to marry me while the six black guys on cam-

pus didn’t even want to knowmy name. I made upmymind

to write him every day so he wouldn’t be disappointed at mail

call.

Vincent sentme this shocker before he had completed one

semester at Allen University:

My dear Sweetheart,

My hand is trembling as I write this letter. The thing

I was afraid of has come true. I received a draft notice.

That means I have to report for duty in the Army.

No more college for me. But I heard that I might get

out of going to war in Vietnam if we get married. They

ship single men out quicker than married men.

You know I love you. I want you to be my wife and

have my child. If we are married and I do get sent to

Vietnam, I know that you will not forget about me. And if

we have a child and I don’t make it back alive, then there

will be a littleVincent Jr. or Veda to remind you and other

people that I once lived. Please don’t turnme down again.

I am desperate. Tell me you will marry me.

Much love,

Vincent, your future husband

P. S. I can’t wait to get married.
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“We can get married when I come home for Christmas

break,” I wrote. “We canmarry secretly and I’ll return to school.

Then nobody but theArmy would know our little secret and I

can keepmy scholarship.”

I couldn’t think of any other way to encourage him from

miles away. Although educational deferment was not guaran-

teed, he had failed to supply proof of college enrollment. He

ranked 1-A, available for military service.

It didn’t seem realistic to send a youngmanwho had never

left his parents’ home in SouthCarolina overseas toVietnam.

He had never been on a Greyhound, train, ship or airplane.

Why would theArmy send inexperienced men into battle in a

foreign country? Vincent’s next letter had anArkansas post-

mark.

“I’ve been inducted into theUnitedStatesArmy. That means

Iwas sworn in. I have to complete basic training downhere along

with a whole busload of men fromSouth Carolina about my age.

We are all fresh out of high school and college. Please pray for us

to pass boot camp. It’s rough.” P.S. I can’t wait to get married.

“Wow! The Army wasted no time in sending you away

from home!” I replied.



8
Campus Life

E new and exciting. I didn’t

dare tell my roommate, Unique, that I was engaged. She had

gone to school with white girls all her life. She had an accent

like themand ranaroundwith them, too. Did she think shewas

one of them? Her untidiness was unique for a girl that had to

take care of personal hygiene each month. Didn’t her mother

teach her to wash out her blood stained panties right away

in cold water? Yuk! One good thing that was unique about

her was her little sister Carol who sent both of us a weekly

handwritten dose of encouragement.

I felt like I was a runt living in a pigsty among a bunch

of girls my same age that came from another world. I never

knewwhat I’d encounter fromday to day and I certainly wasn’t

equipped with proper responses. Naked girls slinging wet

hair ran through the halls yelling about having forgotten the

shampoo or the blow dryer. Some didn’t bother to fold their

bloody sanitary napkins or put them in the trashcan. Others

left wet clothes on the shower floor or dirty underwear in front

of the commode. Didn’t they recognize their own belongings?

Mrs. Bonner, my white dorm mother, was a stickler for

obeying house rules. She relied on the RA to run each floor

but she closely monitored our going out and coming in.

One night the Fantastiks concert ended at 10:55 p.m. and

the dorm curfew was 11:00 p.m. We all got ten demerits for

violating the 11:00 p.m. curfew. I was only five minutes late

43
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but everyone who entered after curfew was late, regardless of

how late.

“Why give us ten demerits when it wasn’t our fault?”

Unique said.

“Because you had a choice to stay or leave,” she said.

After that night, I bolted for Mesquite Hall like a streak of

lightning fromwherever I was. A second tardy meant twenty

demerits and the loss of evening activities for a whole month.

Nobody wanted to be confined to dorm and class only. No-

body!

▪ ▪ ▪

In history class we discussed the military draft and I under-

stoodVincent’s plight much better. A girl from Israel, whose

family had migrated to NewYork, mademe aware of cultural

differences. In Israel, “conscription” or drafting for women

begins at age 17. She would have been drafted into the Israel

Defense Forces (IDF) but her parents migrated to theUnited

States and she was safe. She passed around a picture of her

best friend dressed in uniform, holding a rifle that was as long

as her height. My eyes were opened to the fact that women,

too, could be drafted.

I told Vincent about drafting in Israel and let him know

that it must be awful for him to have been drafted. Too bad

he couldn’t afford to run away to Canada like some others did.

The campus garbagemen, cooks, janitors andmaids were

white people. With only one black family inWaller, poorwhites

got the jobs. By interactingwith them I learned that regardless

of economic status there are both good-hearted and mean-

spirited people in all races. Exposure is what everybody needs



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 45

because books fail to tell the whole truth. Why is it so hard for

some people to believe that God made all human beings from

one basic design for all cultures?

In English class Sue, a hateful white girl from New

Brunswick, New Jersey, was brazen enough to criticize my

voice. She got on my nerves. Every time I spoke in class she

made a weird noise as if my voice made her skin crawl.

“I hate southern women!” she smirked. “They always

sound like they’re trying to seduce all the men when they talk.

Why don’t you go back to the south?”

I ignored Sue the first time she insulted me.

Lord, tell her that you made me look and talk differently. I

didn’t make myself or have anything to do with my voice or

where I grew up.

“I hate southerners!” she said again in a class discussion of

the CivilWar.

“There’s room enough for billions of people on this planet,

including you. So, maybe God sent me here so you can see

that northern whites are not superior to us.”

“You’re nuts!” she said, jerking her neck like it was a Jack-

in-the- Box.

I had a mean thought: Maybe if her neck snapped and her

head fell off and hit the floor the shock would knock some

sense into her.

I felt sorry for saying something to Sue. Everybody knows

you can’t talk sense to a fool.

Lord, please forgive me.

After class I ran to the dorm feeling like I wanted to punch

something or somebody. Sue didn’t care how her mouth of-

fended people. I didn’t want to stoop to her level and insult
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her back so I pacified myself with a private saying, “No fool is

going to makeme lose my cool.”

I burst through the door and saw our chubbymaid, gray-

haired Miss Dempsey. She was swirling a feather duster over

the oak tables and leather couch in the den. Unlike Sue, an

arrogant northerner, Miss Dempsey was a nice one and we all

liked her. She was humming “Summertime” when I showed

up.

“Do you like your job,” I said.

“Oh, I love my job,” she said. She stopped working and

stared at me. “Child, I’d have to look for work in Pittsburgh if I

couldn’t work here. Some people drive that thirty-six miles to

and fromwork every day in all the snowwe get around here.

Not me! I just walk to work.”

“Ha! Ha! I wonder who’s smarter. You or them?”

“Me! That’s who. Every evening I get to enjoy my house

while they’re still driving home.”

She mademe think that I should be grateful for the things

I could enjoy. But I couldn’t because I kept thinking that those

who have don’t enjoy what they have and those who don’t

have don’t have a chance to get what others have.

On the way upstairs to my room I thought about the first

time a cafeteria server put a wholeT-bone steak onmy plate.

I couldn’t believe all that meat was for one person until I saw

that everybody got one. Students were throwing steaks in the

garbage, meat that my little sisters and brothers would have

enjoyed tasting. Life can be so unfair.

Unique was next door playing Monopoly that night when

I sat at my desk to writeVincent a letter. Rain scratched the

windowpane like needles, as I pennedmy thoughts.
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Living on campus is like being in a big stage play. There’s

plenty of action until we go to class. Going to class is like taking

a restroom break during the intermission. This week is pledge

week. The fraternities and sororities hazed the “frosh” yesterday.

Underclassmen were banned us from walking on the sidewalks.

Now I know that concerts and other activities take place on

weeknights so we can support the Cougars at sporting events

on the weekend. Waller has the number one wrestling team

and number two football and basketball teams in this part of

the country. People from neighboring cities attend our college

ballgames and wrestling matches.

I’ve come to the conclusion that college is a good dumping

ground where parents can drop off their children and see them

turn into adults as they learn how to make decisions on their

own. The requirement to earn a “C” or better in all classes is the

only thing that reminds me that we’re in school. Rather than

worry aboutmaking good grades so I can stay here, I concentrate

on my studies for the sake of learning. That’s new for me.

I dared not tell Vincent that I was enjoying myself. He

wanted to hear that I was pining for him. I couldn’t tell that lie

because I was having the best time in my life.

Can you believe the cafeteria serves cold sandwiches for

Sunday dinner? That’s the best meal of the week down south.

That’s the night the air in our dorm is filled with the aroma of

pizza. I hated that smell until Unique dared me to taste a slither

of hot pepperoni. She bet me fifty-cents that I would like it. She

was right. One tiny bite was all I needed to become a pizza lover,

too. Now that I know how to play 500 Rummy and Monopoly

and munch on pizza, I’m all set to get through midterms and

finals week.
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Stretchingmy arms, I leaned back inmy chair and thought

about my conversation with Miss Dempsey. Her life is sim-

ple. She’s free to be herself. I guess when people become an

adult at twenty-one they don’t feel as pressured to do what

everybody else does. I disliked pizza but had never tasted one

freshly made. What I ate here tasted nothing like the boxed

frozen pizzas I used to eat at home. Was I like Sue who hated

southerners without attempting to get to know them? At my

first wrestling match I thought the clash on the mat between

two half-naked guys was nonsense. But once I learned the

rules, the sport made a lot more sense and I began to appreci-

ate it.

Every experience was a part of my well-rounded college

education. Vincent would only know what I told him about

campus life and I’d only know what he told me about military

life. I was certain he experienced things in basic training that

he did not tell me and I didn’t need or want to know them,

either.

I stuffed my letter into an envelope and licked the flap.

Then I put the letter aside and opened my accounting text-

book. It was study time. Several weeks after settling on cam-

pus, I startedwonderinghowmyyounger siblingsweregetting

alongwithoutme. Did theymissme? Why didn’t anyonewrite

me? I masked my concerns by smiling. No wonder Vincent

wanted to get a letter everyday. It hurts to feel that you’ve

been forgotten. I made upmymind to keep in touch by send-

ing Mama a few dollars every time I received pay from my

work-study job. My family would hear fromme even if I didn’t

hear from them. I grew to appreciateVincent’s letters and his
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constant reminder that he still lovedme even though we were

miles apart.



9
My Financial Aid Challenge

I a 3.0 grade point average (GPA), to keep

my academic scholarship. My personal goal, however, was to

earn a 3.5 so I could make the dean’s list.

While working at Sears my last two years in high school, I

acquired a love for accounting and decided to pursue a degree

in Business Administration. I was one of two females in my

accounting class. Ridiculed, Ann from Delaware and I became

study partners and made a pact to show the guys that we had

every right to beAccounting majors.

Things were going well in all classes except for Economics.

The professor from India, whose accent made it impossible

for me to comprehend, posed a major threat to achieving my

goal.

Ohmy gosh! The first day I sat in Mr. Rahada’s classroom

I tried in vain to take notes in musty air. I looked around the

room and noticed other students diligently taking notes. Con-

vinced that the poor communication andmusty armpit odors

were my concerns alone, I feigned note-taking but I didn’t

understand anything he said.

This must be “culture shock,” I thought while doodling.

Does my southern dialect cause me to learn differently than

northerners? I pondered words like call, wash, y’all versus you

all...The language barrier and the professor’s body odor were

unbearable. Being the only black student in the class, I didn’t

dare tell anyone my struggle because I didn’t want to be seen

as being prejudiced.

50
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My inability to comprehend Economics worsened until I

became completely lost in class. A “D” onmymid-semester

report card, the first low grade I’d ever made inmy life created

a fear of failure. I read every assignment but still didn’t under-

stand the material. The closer I got to final exam time, the

harder I prayed.

“How can I improve my grade in Economics so I can earn

at least a “C” so I won’t lose my scholarship?” I pleaded with

God, but he didn’t answer me.

As a last resort, I readmy entire Economics textbook from

cover to cover. On the night before the final exam, I studied

all night long, memorizing what I considered to be important

facts in each chapter. At eight o’clock I took the final exam

after pulling my first all-nighter.

For two hours I sat in that exam and emptied everything

I could remember into the essay questions onmy blue book

final examination. I finished the exam and left feeling drained

but glad that my last and hardest examwas over.

Usually I was one of the last to leave an exam, but this time

I checked and double-checked answers and left ahead of the

rest of the class. I figured they had more to write than I did.

Oh well! Whatever the outcome, I knew I had donemy best.

I boarded a Greyhound to head back to South Carolina.

The long ride home gave me lots of time to cast out negative

thoughts about not being able to return toWaller after Christ-

mas break. Why wouldn’t a college ensure that the instructor

could speak English clearly? How could Mr. Rahada get a job

smelling like that? As the bus rolled southward on I-95, sleep

overtook me. When I woke up, my new concern was how to
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avoidmarryingVincent. If I flunked out of college I would have

no excuse not to get married.

Decisions! Decisions! Decisions!

At home I checked themailbox each day waiting for an en-

velope fromWaller College. The dreaded envelope, addressed

to: The Parents of Davida Kincaid, arrived a few days before

Christmas. Knowing it containedmy semester grades I took

courage and ripped it open. I closed my eyes and took a deep

breath before opening my eyes and reading the printed card.

SixA’s appeared in the grade column so I looked at the subjects

to see if Economics was listed.

“I got an ‘A’ in Economics!”

I read the comments: Final examgrade 99/100 – the highest

grade in the class. I read the same line over and over just to be

sure my eyes had not deceived me.

“I’ve got all A’s!” I shouted. “Hey, everybody, I earned all

A’s!” I waved my grade printout in the air like it was a flag and

jumped up and down.

“Thank you Jesus! Thank you Jesus! You did hear my

prayer! Thank you Jesus! Thank you Jesus!”

Myeight sisters and twobrothers ran toourmailboxbeside

the road and gathered aroundme. They were excited too.

“Why are you so happy?” they said.

Unlike Mr. Rahada, I tried to explain so they could under-

stand.

“Listen. I didn’t understand anything my Economics pro-

fessor said because of his accent. So I read all the chapters

in the textbook and taught myself. Then I took a big test and

felt dumb because I finished ahead of all my classmates. My

report card shows that I made the highest grade in the class. I
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thought I was the only one who didn’t understand. Boy, was I

wrong! From now on, whenever fear of failing pokes a finger

at me like this (I pointed my index finger toward my face) I’m

going to chop it off! (I pretendedmy report card was a hatchet

and choppedmy finger.) And you should do the same thing.”

They used their fingers and imitated me, laughing.

“Good! Youmust believe in and not doubt yourself.”

While teaching them I was thanking Jesus that I would

return toWaller College and wondering how I could conceal

my secret marriage toVincent.



10
Preparation for Marriage

O C E V arrived home, eager to get mar-

ried. He drove us to the courthouse that morning to apply for

a marriage license. We climbed the steps holding hands while

laughing and talking. At the top of the steps we saw a sign

posted on the door: “Closed for the holidays December 24 –

January 1.”

“Oh no!” Vincent groaned. “I have to report back Decem-

ber 31.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” I think I spoke to quickly.

“Davida, you’re glad, aren’t you?”

“Noooo. It’s just that I don’t see why we should rush to

marry. You just finished basic training and I just finished my

first semester in college. A summer marriage would be better.

Then we will have more time to prepare.”

Vincent turned to leave but then stopped abruptly.

“Wait!” He reached in his uniform coat pocket and pulled

out a tiny jewelry box and opened it. A diamond ring with a

gold band flashed before me.

“For you, Sweetheart.” He reached for my left hand.

With a gaping mouth, I watched as he slipped the ring on

my finger and then lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it.

“Wow! It’s so beautiful! You even had it sized.”

I held upmy hand to admire the stone. This time I didn’t

need a magnifying glass to see it. I threw my arms around

him. Standing on the steps of the closed courthouse, I felt

54
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my love and respect for him grow a notch. His thoughtfulness

convinced me of his love for me.

So this is what Mamameant when she told her girls, “You

want a man who loves you. You can learn to love him later.”

“Vincent Henderson, I love you! We’ll get married during

the summer. I promise.”

“That’s our only choice now. Let’s go, Mrs. Henderson.”

I giggled as we descended the steps with our arms around

each other’s waist, pretending like we had just tied the knot. A

few drivers honked at us. We laughed all the way back to the

Chevy.

Our second stop was a planned trip to Motel 6. Vincent

went in and registered us as Mr. and Mrs. Henderson. We

laughed when he showed me the receipt. He drove around

and parked in front of room 57.

“This is a step up from the backseat of this ’57 Chevy,” he

said.

“You’d better use a condom and it better not break. Do

you hear me?”

“I know, I know. You like for me to take a shower wearing

a raincoat.”

“That’s right. And that’s the way it will be until we officially

say, “I do.”

“I can’t wait!”

We spent a few hours playing husband and wife in room

57. I lost track of time. We showered together and watched

a little television before Vincent took me home so he could

return his father’s car.

We spent the holidays with family. His mother welcomed

me as her “smart little daughter-in-law in college.” We at-
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tended a house party at the home of Danny and Elaine, and

spent Christmas day with his sister Regina, her husband Bob

and their son Robbie. We went dancing at a couple of night-

clubs and spent time at the range hitting golf balls.

Vincent bribed his father so he could use the family car.

We went everywhere together, even back to Lake Herron to

see the stars and moonlight on the water that I didn’t get a

chance to enjoy on prom night. Vincent’s family car was our

hangout, with the engine running and heater on, until it was

time for him to return to his duty station inAlabama.

It felt great not having to open a book or go to class.

All I had to do was enjoy my time with the man who loved

me, my future husband.

“Remember, we need a date for next summer,” he said

before kissing me goodbye.

“Don’t worry. Take care of yourself. We’ve got plenty of

time to set a date.”

AfterVincent’s departure, I heard daily reports about the

escalation of warfare in Vietnam. Confusion between the

termsVietnamWar andVietnamConflict inspired me to read

books pertaining to warfare. Frommy Literature reading list I

selectedAStillness at Appomattox about the American Civil

War andATale ofTwoCities about the French Revolution. My

reading convinced me that Vincent needed my daily letters

AND daily prayers if I expected to marry him next summer.



11
Second Semester at

Waller College

I W College feeling proud aboutmaking the

Dean’s List. This time I walked from the bus station carrying a

duffel bag loaded with goodies fromSouthCarolina andmy

new engagement ring tucked inside.

While ascending the stairs of Mesquite Hall, I saw Patricia,

Unique’s running buddy fromWisconsin, standing at the top.

With a serious look, she beckonedme with her hand.

“Davida, there’s something important you should know

before you go to your room.”

“What is it?” Her tone sounded urgent.

Does she want me to switch rooms with her? I thought. If

so, then my answer is “no.” Had she broken friendship with

Unique? That would be interesting.

I followed Patricia into her private room on the opposite

side of the staircase.

Shepushed the door shut after I entered and, like a serpent

strikes its unsuspecting prey, she lashed out at me with her

tongue.

“Why didn’t you ask Unique to study with you?”

“What are you talking about?” I said, dropping my duffel

bag.

“It’s your fault Unique is on academic probation!”

“My fault! I had nothing to do with her grades.”

“Yes you did! If you hadn’t spent so much time reading

and writing love letters she wouldn’t have been bored in her

57
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room. That’s why she came to my room or went other places

and didn’t do her work.”

“Wow! I’m too tired to listen to this nonsense. Unique has

her own desk and the freedom to use it whenever she chooses.

Anyway, let her tell me if she has something against me.”

I shook my head, picked upmy duffel bag and walked out.

Stupid girl! More people need to study logic like I did so

they’ll know the difference between attacking a person and

attacking an issue. That was an ad hominem fallacy.

Without mentioning Patricia’s accusation against me, and

feeling no guilt about my roommate’s current situation, I en-

tered my room and found her at her desk studying. Yea! What

a rare sight.

“Welcome back!” I said. “Did you enjoy your vacation?”

“Umm... a little bit. I’ve got to studymore this semester.

I’m glad you’re back.”

She didn’t mention being on probation and neither did I.

We both knew that she preferred spending time with boys. So

what could I say? Unique studied for awhole three days before

Patricia tapped on our door three times. Uniquewent out with

her buddy and soon was busy running around again.

After midterms she got her second warning.

At our monthly family meeting, Mrs. Bonner told us that

both Patricia and Unique had been placed on academic pro-

bation. It was hard to believe that Patricia had tried to blame

me when she knew very well that she was the bad influence

on Unique. I didn’t feel a bit guilty. Both were warned after

midterms that dismissal was imminent.

Later on, both Patricia andUnique were dismissed.
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I couldn’t figure out why they didn’t try to stay in school so

they could continue having fun. There were only thirty blacks

on the whole campus and we lost two. At orientation we were

clearly told to “Maintain at least a 2.0GPA if you want to stay

and play, or you will leave and grieve if bad grades you receive.”

That was very clear to me, especially because I needed a 3.0

GPA in order to keepmy scholarship.

Unique’s parents were angry when they came to pick her

up. This time, anunhappy little sister complainedabout having

to give up the bedroom she had inherited. They all came in a

huff and verbally assaultedUnique as they moved her things

out of our room.

“We can’t tell family members that our honor student

couldn’t earn at least a “C” average in college,” hermother said.

“Everybody knows that students choose their own classes and

instructors. It makes no sense to stay in a class and fail! Stu-

dents drop a class when they think they won’t do well in it.”

“Not our daughter! She’s Unique! ” her father said. He

looked at Unique and said, “I told you about temptations on

campus. You know I met your mother here. We know about

campus life. Are we supposed to go home waving a red flag

announcing that our daughter flunked out ofWaller College?

You’re going to get a job and repay student loans and your

grandma for all that money she spent on the education you

did not receive. You’ll learn that it’s hard to get a good job

without a college degree.”

While helping her clean out her desk, I thought about how

much I hated to seeUnique leave. She was really a nice person

who got caught up in campus life and forgot that her freedom
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fromparental control camewithaprice tagaswell as a sacrifice

of time and effort.

“I hate to see you go,” I said, hugging my sobbing room-

mate before she left.

“I hate to go. Keep on doing what you’re doing. It’s work-

ing for you.”

When the door closed behind her, I cried aloud. That could

have been me. I felt sorry for her parents because they had

given her everything she needed to be successful: a monthly

allowance, good looks, nice clothes, phone calls, care pack-

ages from home, campus visits, encouragement, hugs and

kisses. I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t focus on her

studies so she could stay in college. Unique’s parentsmademe

realize that childrenmake their parents proudwhen they go to

college, especially when they choose to attend their parents’

almamater.

Mymama didn’t know anything about college. I wonder if

she’s proud of me?

I sat on the side of my bed and cried a long time. We all

knew that college was designed to help children grow into

responsible adults in a semi-sheltered environment. But it’s

up to each student to do what’s necessary to make the grade.

Unique didn’t appreciate all she had. Maybe they gave

her toomuch stuff. In my case, Struggle could have beenmy

middle name. I had nothing to look forward to but a ride home

onGreyhound andVincent’s smiling face.

Vincent loves you, Davida. Forget about what you don’t

have and concentrate on what you do have. Unique was busy

seeking the love that you have already found.
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My second semester was a piece of cake. After final exams

in mid-May, I was staring out the window of aGreyhound bus

when I saw “South of the Border” and got the urge to sing.

“Nothing can be finer than to be in Carolina in the morn-

ing. Nothing can be greater than to be in your home state’r in

the morning.” I sang softly as the bus rolled across the South

Carolina state line. The sky seemed bluer. The sunshine felt

warmer. The scenery was more beautiful in my home state. It

wouldn’t be long before I would see my family again. Vincent

wasn’t home yet, but I knew he would show up.

I had a new attitude aboutSouthCarolina, life, family, love,

relationships,Vincent, marriage, my future, everything. See-

ingUnique and Patricia flunk out of college was an experience

I never wanted to have. Things I used to complain about, like

country living, didn’t seem so important anymore. I made up

mymind that during summer break I would get a job, marry

Vincent, and enjoy spending time with my family. In the fall,

I’d return toWaller College.



12
A Token Black

I the employment office early onMonday

morning and left there an hour later to interview for a gov-

ernment job with a local board of the Selective Service, not

knowing anything aboutwhat they did. I was hired on the spot

as a summer intern – the only black employee in the office.

My workday was from eight in the morning until five in the

evening. The downtown office was only one block from the

bus stop. The fixed pay scale was fair and much higher than

I’d earned as a salesgirl in high school at Sears Roebuck and

Company.

Hallelujah! Attending college has benefits.

My job requiredmailing out draft notices to new inductees

in the armed forces. Young men came into the office when

letters were received. During the first week on my busy job,

I learned to recognize fear of draftees, to empathize with re-

turning veterans, and to sympathize with grieving relatives. I

admired the courage of draft-dodgers and soldiers who went

AWOL (absent without leave). But most of all I appreciated

the fact that Vincent was stationed in Alabama rather than

Vietnam, and that his name was not on mymailing list.

While doing my job of recruiting for the VietnamWar –

dubbed a conflict, I had a great idea and shared it with my

supervisor.

“Why not send all gangmembers and hoodlums who liked

to fight toVietnam? In that way, the bad guys could kill each

other and the good ones would be spared.”
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“Oh, no!” She said. “The military needs people who will

obey orders, not do what they want and get everybody killed.

Men who will not follow orders and those who protest the war

cannot be relied upon to defendAmerica or its allies.”

That same day a youngmanwho claimed to be a conscien-

tious objector came into the office. He was one happy fellow

when I handed him a copy of his status.

“Hallelujah! I see no difference between being in theArmy

and being amember of a street gang,” he said. Both fight over

turf under a color. Bloods andCrips have their colors – red and

blue. The government fights under colors – a red, white and

blue flag. The Bible teaches us to love people, not hate or kill

them. I agree with MuhammadAli. TheVietnamese people

never did anything to me. Let them fight their own war over

there just like we fought our ownCivilWar over here. No other

country meddled in our affairs.”

“That’s interesting!” I said. “I never thought of war that

way. Sometimes we see, and yet we don’t see until someone

opens our eyes. Now I know why you’re happy about being

ranked 1- O. At least you’re still available for work that will

benefit this country.”

“Oh, there’s plenty I can do other than go fight strangers

in a foreign land.”

That conversation inspired me to study the classification

systemtogainmoreunderstanding. I learned thatmanyyoung

menwere classified IV-F (not qualified for anymilitary service).

They often had a problem like asthma, flat feet, mental dis-

orders, drug habits, or some undesirable characteristic that

preventedeffectivemilitary service. Otherswerehomosexuals

or men with a criminal record.
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Uncle Samwanted the best youngmen to send into battle.

My cousin Homer, Mama’s brother Clyde’s son, was one of

them. The Marines’ appeal for “a few good men” attracted

him. Hewas excited about being perceived as oneofAmerica’s

finest troops wherever he would be deployed.

The draft notices I mailed out basically said “Uncle Sam

wants you” or “Uncle Sam rejects you.” The dreaded notices

from the President of theUnited States read:

“Greeting: You are hereby ordered for induction into the

Armed Forces of the United States, and to report at (address)

on (date) at (time), for forwarding to an Armed Forces Induction

Station.

The men said opening a draft letter was like opening a

report card. Sometimes they got what they wanted and some-

times they didn’t. Either way they had to accept the report.

Many young men like my Vincent enrolled in college to

get a draft deferment and found out that poor grades were

unacceptable. If Unique and Patricia had been males who

flunked out of college, that could have proved to be a fatal

mistake.

I heard the pleas ofmany youngmenwho viewed the pres-

ident’s greeting as an invitation to die. Some ran off toCanada.

Others expressed a desire to leave theUnited States but could

not afford it.

Hmmm...Would people still consider Muhammad Ali the

greatest if he had gone to Canada rather than jail for draft eva-

sion?

“I am soooo sorry about your dishonorable discharge,” I

told one youngman.
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“No need to feel sorry for me,” he said. “I don’t care about

getting kicked out. At least I came back alive.”

He sounded like he deliberately did something wrong so

he would be discharged. He didn’t say what he did and I knew

better than to ask.

Each story like each man was unique. I loved it when they

came into the office because they kept the work from being

boring and helped me to better appreciate my own experi-

ences. Living in my house out in the country wasn’t so bad

when I heard about people sleeping in a foxhole.

One day I was listening to a youngman’s story when I re-

membered Vincent telling me how scared he was when he

opened his letter and saw that he had to report to duty even

though he was a college student. That man made me real-

ize that many of themmarried and had a child to reduce the

chances of being drafted or deployed toVietnam.

DoesVincent really love me? Does he just want to use me to

get the marriage deferment or to avoid being deployed?

I knewmy negative thoughts came from listening to sto-

ries at the Local Board. Those men didn’t have anything to

do withVincent andme because he loved me beforeVietnam

became an issue.

How does someone recognize genuine love when manipu-

lation is so real? That’s another thought that gnawed at my

mind. Some people truly believed “all’s fair in love and war,”

but I refused to doubt the sincerity ofVincent’s love.

Sometimes I had the pleasure of issuing DD form 214, an

honorable discharge that veterans looked forward to receiv-

ing when separating from active duty. The discharge papers

entitled them to receiveVA benefits. A fewmen who returned



66 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

home after completing their tour of duty inVietnam came into

the office to pick them up in person. One day a jubilant young

guy with a crew cut ran through our little office sticking his

papers in our faces.

“Woohoo! Uncle Sam, I’m throughwith you! Whoop ti do!”

he hollered.

I tried to imagine howVincent would act when he got his.

The VA benefits were incentives to serve in the military.

Vincent didn’t volunteer for duty, but his service record would

make him a model citizen and move us one step closer to

acquiring our own home after we becomeMr. andMrs. Hen-

derson.



13
Tragedy Strikes

O I was explaining the requirement to

register for the military draft to my brother Harry who would

turn eighteen in a couple of months. Uncle Clyde, Mama’s

brother, called and I answered the phone on the table next to

the pleather sofa where I was sitting.

“Hey, where your mama at?” he said. He sounded like he

had something stuck in his throat.

“She hasn’t come home from work yet. Is something

wrong?”

He cleared his throat.

“Yeah. Some people from the Marines just come by. They

say Homer got killed fighting overseas.”

“What? Oh, no!”

“Yeah. That’s it. Tell your mama.” He hung up.

I stared at Harry through eyes filled with tears. I thought

about Homer, who had graduated fromMadison High along

with me last year. Next I thought aboutVincent in theArmy

infantry, and then all the men who talked to me at the local

board office.

“This is unbelievable!” I said.

“What’s that, sis?”

“I hate to tell you this, but Homer got killed in action. They

sent him toVietnamwhen he left last Christmas and now he’s

never coming home again.”

“That’s real, huh? And I gotta sign up, too?”

67



68 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

“Sorry, Bro. If you don’t they could put you in jail like they

did MuhammadAli.”

Harry’s eyes got twice as large. I had his undivided atten-

tion.

“Sis, most of the time I ain’t scared, but this war talk is

giving me the heebie-jeebies.”

“Maybe the war will be over by the time they call your

name. I sure hope so.”

The conversation with Harry was still fresh on my mind

when I walked into Friendship Baptist Church behind Homer’s

flag-draped coffin and sat with the family in a wooden pew.

I was numb. An usher handed me an obituary with Homer’s

picture on the front cover. He looked full of life dressed in

uniform, complete with his white hat.

“Good guys always wear white hats.”

Thehighlightof the funeral serviceoccurredwhenawoman

stood and read the obituary:

Private First Class (PFC) Homer Phelps responded toThe

Marines’ motto, “We’re looking for a few good men.” He

served nine months in the United States Marine Corps. He

completed basic training at Parris Island, SouthCarolina and

spent a brief time at Camp LeJeune, North Carolina before

coming home for Christmas last year. He waved farewell to

his loving family before deployment to SouthVietnam.

PFC Phelpswrote and told hismother that all of the troops

in their camp had been killed the day he arrived. The new

troops had to clean up the base before they could even get

some rest following the long flight fromAmerica. Three days

after his nineteenth birthday, his family received news that he
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was traveling through a rice paddy when a bullet pierced his

skull and he died instantly on June 3, 1967.

I sat sniffing and thinking: Homer only lasted a fewmonths

inVietnam. God, I prayVincent doesn’t have to go. Think about

all the wasted effort to graduate from high school. For what?

For this?

The military funeral included a lot of pomp and circum-

stance around the flag-draped coffin that was never opened.

The twenty-one gun salute, the playing ofTaps, and the flag

presentation to the family were impressive events. But I strug-

gled with the feeling that Homer’s body was not inside that

coffin. Why have a coffin if you can’t see who’s inside? How

would we know if they made a mistake in identifying the re-

mains?

Homer’s funeral gave me the heebie-jeebies about Vin-

cent’s safety. I became determined to help Vincent escape

deployment if that would keep him alive.
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Chaos Reigns

A , young draftees shared their fear of being

killed inVietnam. Grievingmothers came into the office crying

over the loss of their sons.

“My son is gone!” a woman yelled as soon as she stormed

into the office onemorning. “I spent eighteen years training

him to be a good husband and father. For what? You killed

him! You killed my boy!” She fell on floor, sobbing.

I cried too. All I could think of was her son being sent off to

die as though his life didn’t matter to anyone. The young men

were called GI’s, Government Issue. That meant they were

the property of the United States government just as much

as the uniforms they wore, the bunks in which they slept, and

the guns they carried. They didn’t belong to their parents

anymore. No wonder themothers were coming in hollering

at us for sending out draft notices.

Every day youngmen brought in documents in hopes of

gettingamarriagedeferment. I filedall thepaperworkwithout

fully understanding that the fate of these youngmen was de-

termined by what doctors had written to give them an exemp-

tion and how local board workers felt about the information

that had been received.

That summer I started wearing my engagement ring be-

cause three young men proposed marriage when I briefed

them about the marriage deferment.

“Let’s go get married today,” the first guy said. “You can

get to knowme later.”
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“I’ll give you whatever you want,” the second one said. “I’ll

thank you for the rest of my life.”

“You would be a Messiah like Jesus Christ if you save my

life,” the third said.

Of course I laughed. Wives were in great demand.

The first Friday thatVincent arrived home on weekend fur-

lough, I was ready to becomeMrs. Henderson but the court-

house was closed in observance of the Fourth of July holiday.

That was our second no license, no marriage attempt. It was

up to him to arrive in time to make things happen. There was

no guarantee but we hopedmarriagewouldmake a difference

in his status.

After that first summer furlough,Vincent was transferred

to an Army base in Georgia where he was required to earn

enough leave time at the new base in order to come home.

Frustrated, he wrote a letter and made a crazy suggestion:

“Go to the courthouse with Danny and request a marriage

license. You and Danny can go before the justice of the peace

and marry. Danny can pose as me and they won’t know the

difference.”

“But I will know,” I replied. “Besides, I want us to bemar-

ried by a preacher.”

In spite of three months of planning to meet, we were

still unmarried at summer’s end. I returned toWaller College

knowing that I had tried to rescueVincent fromVietnam.
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A Wedding Lesson

T my third semester atWaller College, my

older sister Beverlywho lived inNewYork sentmean invitation

to her November wedding that would occur the week before

final exams in December. I phoned her to apologize for being

unable to attend.

“I can’t get to NewYork and back toWaller in the same

weekend,” I said.

“Yes you can. You can fly standby on an Eastern Airlines

Whisperjet from Pittsburgh Airport for just eighteen dollars

with your student discount.”

“Youmeananordinaryperson likemecanflyonanairplane

for less than the price of a bus ticket?”

“Silly! The airline doesn’t care who you are. Just give them

your money, take your ticket, and pray that the plane is not

full. That’s all you have to do.”

Nervous and excited about taking my first flight and at-

tending my first wedding, I called and bookedmy reservation

for standby tickets. The new experiences promised to be help-

ful in my future travels and in my life as a newlywed.

My roommate EarnestineClemmons fromCleveland,Ohio

made last minute reservations to fly home for her grandma’s

funeral. Together we prayed for seats on our planes so we

would arrive on time and return to Waller on Sunday. We

paid Jacob, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed classmate who lived

inWaller and had his own ’65 Mustang, to take us to the Pitts-

burgh airport. We left campus around three o’clock on Friday
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afternoonwithme in the front passenger seat and tiny Earnes-

tine in the backseat behind me.

“Mymom askedme to stop by the house to help her with

something,” Jacob said. “This shouldn’t take long.”

“Do what you have to do,” I said.

Jacobpulled into thedrivewayofa longbrickhousenestled

in a wooded area and stopped.

“Wait here,” he said. “If I take too long or if you get cold,

then come on inside. I’ll leave the front door unlocked for you

just in case.”

“Okay,” Earnestine and I both said.

He ran into the house and left the front door cracked.

We waited in silence while checking out the house, the

lawn and nearby woods. Sounds from a hooting owl and chirp-

ing crickets came from the woods. Sunlight faded and dusk

set in. My feet got cold so I glanced at the front door.

“Are you cold?” I said, turning to look at Earnestine.

“I am. Didn’t he tell us to come inside if we get cold?” she

said.

“He did. Let’s go. Maybe he forgot about us.”

“Yeah. We need to go before we get sick out here.”

I got out of the car and pushed the seat forward so Earnes-

tine could get out. Rushing to get out of the bitter cold, I went

on ahead and entered the house after gently pushing the door.

Admiring the beautiful hardwood floors, I walked past a wall

until I stepped into a huge roomwhere a chubbyboywith short

blonde hair sat on a leather sectional sofa watching television.

The boy screamed when he looked up and sawme enter

the room. He climbed up on the sectional sofa and pointed in

my direction.



74 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

I froze.

“Bear! There’s a black bear in here!”

“Bear! Where is it?” Earnestine cried from behind. She

dashed into the room past me.”

“Help!” the boy yelledwith both hands gripping his cheeks.

“There’s two of them in here!”

Earnestine stopped running and looked back at me. Our

eyes met.

I was too stunned to say a word when we realized that the

terrified boy was afraid of us. What were we supposed to say

to a boywho didn’t know that people come in different colors?

Jacob rushed into the room followed by a blonde woman

with a long, swishing ponytail. He saw the boy standing on

the sofa screaming his head off.

“See! There they are!” he said, pointing at us.

“Terry! Terry! Calm down! These people are with me,”

Jacob said.

The mother ran to the sofa with arms outstretched to em-

brace her younger son who by now had dropped down on the

sofa on his knees, sobbing.

“Let’s go!” Jacob said heading toward the door.

Earnestine ran past me. In her size zero jeans, her legs

looked like pencils on themove. She climbed into the backseat

and didn’t utter a word.

“Sorry about that,” Jacob said, backing out of the driveway.

“Terry gets frightened living in these woods. Sometimes bears

do come up to the house.”

“Oh, that must be frightening,” I said, thinking, that boy is

too big not to know the difference between a black bear and a

black person.
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Did Jacob leave us outside on purpose? Maybe it was an

experiment. How was he able to leave right after we had the

encounter withTerry? Hmmm...

Jazz music flowed from the radio and cut through the cold

silence. A fewminutes later warm air circulated and thawed

out my feet. Feeling the need to focus on positive thoughts

to get over being insulted byTerry, I concentrated on naming

the tunes played on the way to Pittsburgh.

Jacob dropped us off at the airport in plenty of time for

our flights to NewYork andCleveland. Earnestine didn’t say a

word until we were out of the car.

“Okay black bear, see you on Sunday,” she said.

“You got a lot of nerve callingme a bear. Didn’t yourmama

teach you to name themembers of the animal kingdom? Have

a good flight.”

“You too.” she said.

I bought my ticket and went to the gate to check in. The

ticket agent told me to listen for my name to be called if any

seats were available after full-fare passengers had boarded

the flight. Soldiers dressed in uniform had first priority for

standby tickets. I couldn’t wait to tell Vincent so he could stop

wasting precious time riding buses.

I sat watching others board while praying for my name to

be called. “Davida Kincaid” a uniformed ticket agent said.

I jumped up and headed toward the counter to get my

boarding pass.

“You have seat 7A in first class,” she said. “Enjoy your

flight.”

I felt like a celebrity as I strolled toward the same door

through which eighty-five passengers had disappeared ahead
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of me. A young stewardess with long brown hair was busy

serving us during the entire flight. She wore a cute navy and

green uniform about size 6. I wondered if women had to be

thin and attractive to get that job. She served mini- bottles

of liquor, peanuts and food. I didn’t even drink alcohol but

I got two bottles to give to somebody who did. During the

entire flight I couldn’t tell whether or not the planewasmoving

except at takeoff and landing, when the whispering mademy

ears hurt. I fell in love with theWhisperjet at first flight.

In less than two hours the plane landed at John Fitzgerald

Kennedy (JFK)Airport. My older sister Lynette pickedme up

from the airport and I spent the night at her house in Brooklyn.

The next day I attended Beverly’s church wedding.

At three on Saturday afternoon we were seated and wait-

ing for the wedding to begin. Several people showed up be-

tween 3:30 and 4:00 p.m.

“Weddings don’t take long,” Lynette said. “Latecomers

take a chance in missing the whole thing. People say it’s bad

luck to start the ceremonywhen the hand on the clock is going

down, so it usually starts half past the hour when the hand is

moving up.”

“Why? What does the start time have to do with the suc-

cess or failure of a marriage?”

“Absolutely nothing. That’s just a superstitious belief. The

couple makes or breaks the marriage; not the ceremony.”

“What you just said makes sense to me.”

The church was abuzz with conversations as I kept looking

back to see when the ceremony would start. At 4:40 p.m. or-

gan music got our attention. Five minutes later the preacher

entered from behind the pulpit area and the groom stumbled
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in behind him dressed in a gray tuxedo with lavender shirt,

bowtie and cummerbund. The bestmanpropped up the inebri-

ated groom so he wouldn’t keel over. I think the rich fragrance

from red roses in the floral arrangements prevented guests

from smelling the groom’s booze.

I leaned over and whispered to Lynette.

“Is the bachelor party the night before designed to get the

groom drunk so he won’t knowwhat’s going on the next day?”

“Sure looks that way. They’re usually sober by this time of

the day.”

Staring at the swaying groom, I wondered how Beverly

would feel marrying somebody who could barely stand up

straight. Lynette said it’s bad luck for the groom to see the

bride before she comes to the altar, so Beverly was in for an

unpleasant surprise.

I checked out of the ceremony as thoughts of what I’d do if

Vincent showed up drunk came to mind. Shoot him, slap him,

cancel the wedding, or...

Leave him at the altar. Yeah. That would teach him.

“Ladies and gentlemen I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Tren-

tonWatkins,” the preacher announced about twenty minutes

later.

Beverly, looking gorgeous in her white lace gown with

matching shoes looked thoroughly disgusted when the best

man escortedTrenton as the three of them exited the sanctu-

ary. How embarrassing!

I was thrilled to be in attendance even though the only

thing I could recall about the wedding was a drunk groom and

a woman singingThe Lord’s Prayer accompanied by beautiful

pipe organ music.
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“That preacher ought to be ashamed of himself for marry-

ing a man who didn’t know what he was doing. I feel sorry for

Beverly.”

“Trenton really is a nice guy,” Lynette said. “He just got

carried away last night.”

“Yeah. He did. In more ways than one,” I giggled.

Lynette drove us to the reception at the Ritz Carlton Hotel.

I felt rich and famous like Jackie Kennedy when a doorman

opened the car door and extended his hand to helpme get out.

The fur coat I borrowed from Lynette to wear over my royal

blue knit outfit mademe feel extra beautiful. What a boost to

my self-esteem!

Yesterday I was a black bear. Today I’m an upper crust so-

cialite. What a contrast!

Inside the hotel, I gasped at the sight of beautiful laven-

der and gray decorations everywhere, including those hang-

ing from chandeliers. Champagne stations, a wide variety of

delicious-looking foods, and a three-tier cake about three feet

high were on display in the ballroom. The reception cost a

pretty penny plus a few thousand dollars.

Vincent and I would have a private ceremony in front of a

preacher. We could use that weddingmoney tomake a nice

down payment on a house.

The photographer took lots of photos of the couple when

the bride tossed her bouquet of white and lavender roses,

whenTrenton clumsily removed her garter and nearly fell flat

on his face, and during the couple’s first dance when Beverly

held him up for a hot minute before other guests ran out on

the floor and the best man rescued the groom. I couldn’t tell
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whether or not the couple was fighting when they cut the cake

and stuffed some in each other’s face rather than theirmouths.

“To love, happiness and a long marriage,” the best man

said in his toast.

Beverly looked atTrenton with a scowl on her face when

he gulped his glass of champagne following the toast.

Another drink was the last thingTrenton needed.

I saw Beverly slip out of the room while we were eating.

Othersweredrinkinganddancingas the livebandplayed “Your

Love Keeps Lifting Me Higher and Higher” by JackieWilson.

“Where’s Beverly going?” I asked Lynette.

“She’s going to their room so she can change out of her

gown.”

An hour later Beverly hadn’t returned.

Trenton didn’t miss the bride until he held up a glass to

drink a toast he made.

“Tomy wife! Hey! Where’s my wife?” he blurted.

The bestman took the glass out of his hand andwhispered

in his ear.

Trenton looked around the room like he’d lost something

valuable. Then he staggered out with his best man at his side.

Everybody kept on dancing and eating and drinking until

the reception ended.

“I guess the couple decided not to come back downstairs,”

Lynette said.

“Perhaps, it’s for the best,” I said. “Beverly didn’t look

happy at all.”

After leaving the hotel, I spent that Saturday night at

Lynette’s. The next morning she shared highlights of the wed-
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ding saga while we were en route to JFK for my flight back to

Pittsburgh.

“Beverly was furious with Trenton. She called from the

airport to tell me that he came upstairs to their bridal suite

and passed out on the bed. She didn’t even get a chance to

tell him howmuch he embarrassed her by showing up drunk

nearly two hours late for the wedding. She thought he had

jilted her. Somemen do that, you know.

“Theywere supposed to catch a flight to Jamaica at 11 p.m.

for a three-day honeymoon. That didn’t happen. Beverly left

him sleeping off his drinks at the hotel and flew to Jamaica by

herself. Trenton will be sober when he wakes up and realizes

they didn’t get to enjoy the bridal suite and he missed his

flight.”

“They wasted a lot of money,” I said.

“That’s what I said. But Beverly saidTrenton paid for ev-

erything. It’s usually the bride who spends all that money.

Anyway, she paid him back for making her wait on him at the

church. I worried about him showing up late and then Iworried

about him being drunk, but I tried to act normal. She probably

would have left him at the altar if she hadn’t spent almost a

year planning that wedding. I know she took pictures at the

reception because they had already paid the photographer to

capture her hard work.”

“Wow! The bride will remember her wedding day and the

groomwill remember his wedding night. What a way to start

a marriage!”

I thought about telling her that I would have a private mar-

riage to Vincent, but that would spoil my secret. Whatever

Vincent and I decided to do, we’d do it together.
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“Well, I learned a lot about marriage this weekend,” I said.

“Know that how you start out is how you’ll end up in a

relationship. They started out playing tit for tat. It’s going to

be a rocky road ahead unless they change their ways.”

“I hear you,” I said, jumping out of the car. “Thank you so

much for a great weekend and for all the things you’ve taught

me about love andmarriage.”

On the return flight I thought about the difference be-

tween a wedding and a marriage. A wedding is a single ex-

pensive event. Marriage, an ongoing program that must be

constantly reviewed and updated, requires work to iron out

the kinks over time.

A couple needs more than love to keepmarital bliss from

turning into blisters.

By the time of my Sunday afternoon arrival atWaller, not

only had I learned more about relationships and marriage, I’d

found a new way to travel and save time andmoney.
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Marriage 101

I toVincent, I described the flight to Beverly’s

wedding inNewYork andall the travel time saved. I didn’t think

he knew that soldiers received priority boarding as standby

passengers when dressed in uniform.

His reply before Christmas break assured me that he had

donehis research andhadacquiredanew take-chargeattitude.

He wrote with holy boldness:

My Dear FutureWife,

Don’t come home this Christmas unless you are ready

to get married! If I get killed inVietnam and don’t leave a

child behind nobody will remember me.

Look what the Bible says:

And who is the man that is engaged to a woman

andhas notmarried her? Let himdepart and return

to his house, otherwise he might die in the battle

and another man would marry her. (Deut. 20:7

NASB)

When a man takes a new wife, he shall not go out

with the army nor be charged with any duty; he

shall be free at home one year and shall give hap-

piness to his wife whom he has taken. (Deut. 24:5

NASB).

We are supposed to get married. I need you to be

serious about this. It’s a matter of life and death. If you

love me you will do the right thing.

Love,

Vincent, your soon to be husband

Well! Excuse me. Now he’s gone back to being the man I

met at church.

82
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I decided I’d better learnmore about pregnancyprevention

because once we were married he wouldn’t wear a condom

and I couldn’t make him.

Vincent’s new determination led to thoughts of creative

ways to avoid pregnancy. A classmate named Thomasina

Bates came tomind. We had talked briefly in the grocery store

one day last summer. She gotmarried shortly after graduation

from high school and a whole year later had no children and

wasn’t expecting. I called her.

“This is kind of embarrassing for me to ask but I figured

you could helpme. I plan to getmarried soon but I want to stay

in college. Please tell me how you avoid getting pregnant?”

“Girl, you just take a hot douche with vinegar; as hot as

you can stand it.”

“Why hot water?”

“Because the heat will kill the sperm.”

“Hmmm... heat does kill germs. That sounds reasonable.”

She was living proof that her birth control strategy works.

“Thanks a lot. That’s what I’ll do.”

When in doubt, find out. The quick douche sounded much

easier than using the rhythm method and ovulation period.

Figuring out when to abstain from sexual intercourse was too

much work. I didn’t want a loop or birth control pills thatVin-

cent might discover. A good old-fashioned method was all I

wanted since I wouldn’t need to use it long. Killing sperm right

away was something I could excuse myself to the bathroom

to do.

After talking toThomasina, I hung up the receiver feeling

confident that I couldmarry duringChristmas break and return

to school with no problem. It would notmatter ifVincent were
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deployed to Vietnam or remained in the United States. He

would never have to know why I didn’t conceive.

Imade reservations to fly standby fromPittsburgh on East-

ernAirlinesWhisperjet and sentVincent my itinerary. Instead

of spending a whole day traveling to and fromColumbia by

Greyhound, flying offered more vacation time.

Vincent did not share his travel plans. But around two

o’clockonaThursdayafternoonwespottedeachotherwalking

toward the baggage claim area at the Columbia Metropolitan

Airport. Vincent had flown fromGeorgia.

“Hey, the courthouse is still open!” he said. He ran over

and scoopedme up in his arms and whirled me around.

The Army had made a strong man out of him. I liked that

kind of attention.

“Well then, what are we waiting for?” I said.

“That’s what I wanted to hear!” He set me down gently on

my feet and we kissed. In baggage claim he grabbed his army

green duffel bag that matched his green dress uniform and

my black and white tweed suitcase.

We ran outside through the glass doors.

At curbside, his brother Danny sat behind the wheel of his

Mustang like the driver of a getaway car. Vincent tossed the

bags into the open trunk, slammed it shut, and then slid into

the backseat beside me.

This is not exactly what I expected today but what the heck!

“Take us straight to the courthouse,”Vincent said.

“Yes Sir, boss,” Danny said, pulling away from the curb.

“I’ve got orders for Vietnam but right now I’m going to

enjoy every day with you. I’ll try to get the orders changed

after we get married.
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“The tone of your last letter told me you’d gotten orders.

Promise me you won’t even think about not coming back to

me if you have to go. You know I pray for you every day.”

“All I want to do now is enjoy life. Let’s not let anything

spoil our time together while we work onVincent Jr orVeda.”

“Is that all you think about?”

“No, right now I’m thinking about getting to the court-

house on time.”

We laughed and talked about the coincidence of arriving at

the airport at the same timeeven thoughwebothflewstandby

from cities in opposite directions.

“I knew what to do when I received your flight schedule.

Then I prayed for nomore delays. I only have ten days home

before I ship out again.”

“I’m so gladGod finally brought you two together,” Danny

said, looking in the rearviewmirror as he drove along. “Now

my brother can stop worrying me about wanting to get mar-

ried. Davida, hewas afraid you’d find a college dude and dump

him. I kept telling him it would work out one day if it’s meant

to be. So, here you are, together at last, and you didn’t even

plan to meet this way.”

“Man, you weren’t supposed to tell her what I told you,”

Vincent said. I laughed as the brothers argued about what a

woman should and should not be told about a man’s feelings

for her.

Around three o’clock that afternoon on December 21st

we obtained the long awaited marriage license. We agreed to

be married by his pastor, Rev. Wright. His mother and mine

would serve as the two witnesses we needed.
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Now it’s time to put into practice everything I’ve learned

about marriage.

My pastor didn’t knowmebecausemy family didn’t attend

Corinthian Baptist. But since everyone in Vincent’s church

either knew or was kin to the singing Henderson family, I knew

their pastor would dowhateverVincent’smother asked of him.

So, I let them schedule our marriage appointment and notify

me.

“Rev. Wright wants us there at 2:30 Saturday afternoon. Is

that all right?”

“Sounds good. Please give me his phone number?”

“What do you need that for? I’m picking you up.”

“I know. But I want to ask him one question if you don’t

mind. It’s kind of personal.”

Vincent asked his mother for the pastor’s number while I

held the receiver.

She yelled out the number and I wrote it down when he

repeated it.

“Thanks for being such a good son and listening to your

mother,” I teased.

“Pretty soon I’ll be the head of my own house,” he said.

After ending our conversation, I called Rev. Wright to ask

where I could find the marriage vows in the Bible.

“Well, eh, the traditional wedding vows aren’t in the Bible,”

he said.

“Really? Okay, thank you. See you Saturday.”

I hung up feeling quite confused. God told people tomarry

but didn’t say how to do it or what to say. I wished I’d paid

more attention to the preacher at Beverly’s wedding.
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Mama agreed to ride with Vincent and me on Saturday

without my telling her where we were going. I told her it was

a surprise. WhenVincent pickedme up that day, Mamamet

his mother for the first time in the backseat of the ’57 Chevy.

“Here we are,” Mrs. Henderson said. “Today we are going

to witness our children getting hitched. My son’s been waiting

a long time for this day.”

“I sure hope it works out for them,” Mama said. She didn’t

sound a bit surprised. “Somemarriages work and some don’t.

Yours did I reckon, but mine didn’t.”

“This marriage has to work out,”Vincent said.

Vincent is man enough to handle both mamas.

At 2:10 p.m. a soberVincent and I were standing in front

of Rev. Wright in the living room of his home. Mymama stood

next to me, and Mrs. Henderson stood beside her son. I wore

a pink wool suit andVincent wore his greenmilitary uniform.

We looked nice even though we didn’t have anyone to take

our picture and capture the moment.

Rev. Wright held up a little black book and toldVincent to

repeat after him:

“I,Vincent, take thee, Davida, to be my wedded wife, to

have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse,

for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to

cherish, till deathusdopart, according toGod’sholyordinance;

and thereto I plight thee my troth.”

Vincent repeated every word.

“While I was still trying to figure out themeaning of “plight

thee my troth,” Rev. Wright told me to repeat after him:

“I, Davida, take thee,Vincent, to be my wedded Husband,

to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse,
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for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cher-

ish, and to obey till death us do part, according toGod’s holy

ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.

I repeated just fine until I heard the word “obey.” Mymind

drifted.

We’re finally getting married. Was he asking me to obey

Vincent? We never talked about that. I looked up atVincent and

smiled but didn’t open my mouth. Was I supposed to tell the

truth?

He stared at me so I looked down at the floor.

Rev. Wright read again, “to love, cherish, and to obey...”

Obey? We’re the same age. I chuckled at the audacity of

the pastor to ask me if I would obey my husband. It was silent

for a long time so I looked up.

Rev. Wright, dressed in his long black robe, stared into

my eyes over the top of his cat-eyed rims hooked to a chain

around his neck. Then he scratched the bald spot on top of his

head.

I’m sure he saw a naïve nineteen-year-old bride about as

smart as Lucille Ball.

“Marriage is a solemn ceremony,” he growled. “It is not be

to entered into lightly.”

I took a deep breath to regain my composure and sighed

deeply. Next I cleared my throat.

Rev. Wright should have officiated at Beverly’s wedding,

I thought. He would have told Trenton he was too drunk to

marry. Hmm... then what would have happened?

“I do,” I whispered, feeling like I had a frog stuck in my

throat.

In less than ten minutes we had tied the knot forever.
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The preacher signed themarriage license and then handed

each of us the pen to sign. Rev. Wright said he would mail it

to the courthouse and we would receive an official copy in the

mail. Otherwise we could go down and pick it up after the

holidays.

As we were leaving, Rev. Wright hugged all the ladies. But

he shookVincent’s hand, saying, “Love that little wife of yours

man and she will respect you.”

“I do love her, sir,”Vincent said, handing him an envelope

containing his fee.

By 2:30 p.m. we were back at the Chevy.

Rev. Wright must not have heard about marrying when the

clock is on the upswing.

My gentleman husband opened and closed the doors for

all the females and then sat behind the wheel and slammed

both hands on the steering wheel.

“Oh! Why did you do that?” I said.

“I thought you were never going to say, ‘I do.’ You made

me nervous!”

“Now son, be nice,” his mother said. “The little girl in her

got scared.”

“Yeah. I guess that’s it,” I lied. Itwas not the time todiscuss

the word obey.

“All’s well that turns out well,” my mama said. “At least

you only have tomarry one time. That’s one time to be scared.

The rest of the time you gotta be strong.”

“Come closer,wife.” Vincent pulled me close to him in the

front seat while he drove our mothers home. I was bashful but

their presence didn’t bother him one bit.
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While they yakked about marriage and other stuff in the

backseat, I sat there thinking aboutmymarriage and Beverly’s

wedding. I’d been so busy admiringmy sister’s beautiful white

gown and focusing on the drunk groom that I hadn’t heard

anything the preacher said. Did he explain why people get

married? There must be a bigger reason to marry other than

to dodge the draft or get a marriage deferment.

Why didn’t Rev. Wright askVincent to promise to obey?

How could I be expected to keepmarriage vows that I didn’t

remember or understand? Listening to the preacher read the

vows was like hearing a Sunday morning sermon. One mo-

ment the message sounds good and I want to remember it,

but before it’s finished I’ve forgotten most of what was said.

Is the purpose of marriage to legalize sexual intercourse? Is

it to prevent bringing illegitimate children into the world? Do

people marry to escape from their parents’ home and their

rules? Will we still be legally married if the preacher forgets to

turn in the marriage license? Why would a preacher perform a

ceremony in less than tenminutes for a marriage that’s sup-

posed to last a lifetime? Surely he didn’t do it for the measly

twenty-five dollars in that envelope.

That night it was time to useThomasina’s secret strategy.
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Ten Days of Marital Bliss

V M first and then drove to Sumter

where he had arranged for us to spend our first days and nights

as husband andwife in the guest roomof his sister, Regina and

her family. Regina’s husband Bob, a soldier, had also come

home on furlough fromGeorgia. He had been drafted but he

didn’t have toworry about being sent toVietnambecause they

had a five-year-old son, Robbie. I assumed he had informed

Vincent about the marriage deferment.

We celebrated our wedding night dancing the night away

at theClub Royal. Vince and I sippedCherry Cokes while Bob

and Regina drankGin andTonic and Scotch on the Rocks. A

live band played the latest hits like IWas Made to Love Her by

StevieWonder, I Never Loved a Man (TheWay I LoveYou) and

RESPECT by Aretha Franklin. When the band took a break,

the four of us rested in our booth while the jukebox continued

to play hit after hit.

Nestled inVincent’s embrace, I was singingYour LoveKeeps

Lifting Me Higher and Higher along with JackieWilson when

Regina interrupted the tender moment with my husband.

“So, how do you feel about abortingVincent’s baby?”

“What?” I glared at her. Then I saw her moist lips and

glassy-looking eyes and knew her alcohol was talking.

She stared at me, waiting for a response.

I pulled away from Vincent’s arms and glared at him. I

kicked his foot but he didn’t look at me. He didn’t say a word.

He told our secret!

91
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Not getting any support from him I turned back to Regina.

“I feel just fine.” I kickedVincent’s leg hard beneath the

table. “Ow!” he cried out and flinched.

“My brother told me all about it,” she said.

I know she would have continued prying had the band not

returnedandstartedplaying “IHeard ItThrough theGrapevine”

byGladys Knight and the Pips.

“Let’s dance!” I said, sliding out of the booth. Vincent

followedme to the dance floor and whirled me around until

the song ended. I didn’t say anything until he put his arms

aroundmywaist for the slow dance to the Righteous Brothers’

song;You’ve LostThat Loving Feeling.

“Didn’t we agree that what happened between us was our

secret,” I whispered in his ear. “Why did you tell Regina our

business?”

“She’s my sister. We always talk about everything. I didn’t

know she would bring that up tonight.”

“From now on what we do is our business, not hers! I have

never felt so humiliated inmy life. You know that people under

the influenceof alcohol tell their business andeverybodyelse’s,

too.”

“I’m so sorry. Please forgiveme. I would never do anything

to embarrass you. You know howmuch I love you, even when

you fuss at me. Let’s just concentrate on being happy during

this short time we have together.”

“All right. I forgive you. Now promise you won’t tell her

our business.”

“I promise.”
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Vincent pulled me closer so that the side of my face was

buried in his chest. I welcomed his warm, firm embrace and

soon became enraptured by the music and the lyrics.

May we never lose this loving feeling.

That night wemade love. We could hear Regina and Bob

making love in their bedroom, but I askedVincent to be quiet

so theywouldn’t hear us. Thebed kept on squeaking. AfterVin-

cent fell asleep, I slid out of bed and tiptoed to the bathroom

to take my hot douche with vinegar.

The next day,Christmas Eve,Vincent and Bobwent out for

aman-to-man talk. I decided to surprisemyhusbandbybaking

my first sweet potato pie – his favorite dessert. Homemade

pies were mymama’s specialty so I never helped with them.

I asked Regina if I should add sugar to the sweet potatoes

– trusting her expertise as a seasonedwife of six years to guide

me through the process.

Hmmm...She patted her lips with her index finger for a

moment.

“No, ‘cause they’realready sweet. That’swhy they’re called

sweet potatoes.”

“Oh, why didn’t I think of that?”

Confident that I had heard the voice of an experienced

baker, I made two pies soVincent could have a whole one. I

never liked thick piecrusts, so I applied as much pressure to

the rolling pin as I could until my dough was paper thin. After

baking, I hid my beautiful pies in the breadbox for the surprise

Christmas gift.

On Christmas Day, Danny and Elaine stopped by with

six-month-old Danny Jr. Uncle Vincent was having fun with
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Danny’s “little man” when I invited Elaine into the kitchen to

show offmy surprise.

“Come, let me show you something,” I said, moving to-

ward the kitchen.

She plopped down at the table while I pulled out one of

my pies.

“Look what I made for the first time! I made it to surprise

Vincent at dinner tonight.”

“It looks terrific! I sure hope it tastes as good as his

mama’s?”

“Oh! What made you say that?”

“Have you gotten to know his mama?”

“A little bit. She’s a nice lady. Don’t you think so?”

“You’re in for a big surprise.”

“But...I thought you liked her.”

“I did. Liked is past tense. She changes after you marry

her son. Just watch your back because she’s a backstabber.

She’ll make you lose your religion if you’re not careful.”

“Are you kidding me? She’s the one who got Rev. Wright

to marry us.”

“Shedoeswhatever her sonswant her to do, especiallyVin-

cent, her baby boy. Danny is jealous of the way she compares

him toVincent who’s in theArmy now.”

“What? He was drafted for goodness sake!”

“Doesn’t matter. Vincent qualified, Danny didn’t. She’s

already banking his allotment checks.”

“Is there something else I should know? Please, go ahead

and spit it out.”

“Know this, if you tell her your business she’ll try to run

your house.”
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“Thanks for beingmy friend and nowmy sister-in-law. You

have never been afraid to deflatemy bliss-filled balloon. I love

you for that. Don’t worry. I won’t be around here long. I’m

going back to college as soon asVincent leaves.”

“I wish somebody had warned me when I was a newlywed.

When Danny acted up I called her because I didn’t want my

mama to know I was having trouble in mymarriage. What a

mistake! Work on your marriage first, before the babies start

coming. Everything changes once they arrive.”

“Vincent thinks we’re going to work on a baby, but I have

a secret pregnancy prevention plan to practice.”

“I hope it works. You know Danny Jr. came out holding my

loop in his hand.”

“I remember. That won’t happen to me.”

“Elaine, let’s go!” Danny called from the living room.

“Duty calls,” she said, getting up. “Onemore thing,” she

whispered. “Whenever he complains about his mama, just

listen. Don’t bad-mouth her. They stick together like peanut

butter and jelly.”

Danny handed Danny Jr. to Elaine as soon as she entered

the room. She wrapped their son up like he was headed to

Alaska instead of to grandma’s house a fewmiles away. I was

proud of the waymy friend had adjusted to their unplanned

baby.

Didn’t Danny know how to bundle up their baby? If not, he

should ask his mama.

After they left,Vincent drove the Chevy to the country for

me to visit my family. In the usual holiday tradition of giving,

mama gave us a couple slices of her sweet potato pie to go.

We left there and went to visit his parents. Ma Henderson
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gave us slices of homemade cakes and pies to take home. We

didn’t eat at either place because we’d planned a quiet dinner

at Regina’s house.

After our meal of bakedCornish hens, rice pilaf, broccoli

and yams, compliments of Regina, I announcedmy surprise.

“I have a surprise for you.”

“What is it”Vincent said.

“Your favorite pie!” I ran to the breadbox and pulled one

out. “I made a whole one just for you.” I placedmy surprise on

the table in front of him and sat down to observe. His smile

was priceless. He cut a slice about one fourth of the pie, and

put it on a saucer.

“Wow! It’s creamy andmoist just like I like it.”

Iwatchedashis tastebuds connectedwithmysweetpotato

pie, waiting to hear him say, “Ummm, delicious!”

He stopped chewing, frowned, gagged, dropped his fork

and cupped his hand over his mouth.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

Vincent jumped up and ran to the garbage can. He leaned

down and threw up.

“Tell me what’s wrong.” I said.

“It’s nasty!” he said, wiping his mouth like he’d had a sip

of 666Cough Syrup.

Did you put any sugar in it?”

“No, it’s already sweet.”

“Not sweet enough to eat,” he said.

“I’m sorry you didn’t like it,” I said.

I glanced across the table at Regina and Bob. They were

laughing like a couple of hyenas. Instead of slapping Regina,

I rolled my eyes at her and then snatched the partial pie off
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the table and tossed it in the garbage. Next I trashed the pie

hidden in the breadbox.

“I’m glad you were the first to taste the sugarless sweet

potato pie,” Regina said.

“I don’t believe you said that!” I said. I ran down the hall

to our room and fell facedown on the bed, sobbing.

Vincent came behind me, stretched out beside me and

pulled me close.

“Honey, thank you for trying to makemy favorite pie. I’m

sorry I couldn’t eat it. Don’t worry. Yourmama andminemade

sure I had plenty of my favorite dessert.”

“If Regina didn’t knowhow to bake the pie she should have

told me. She sat there acting innocent when she was the one

who told me it didn’t need any sugar.”

“That’s my sister! All her married life she probably passed

off mama’s pies as her own and Bob never knew the differ-

ence.”

Heslowly zippeddownmydress in thebackandunsnapped

my bra. His hot hand stroked my back until I felt a little bet-

ter. Oops! Then he took advantage of the opportunity to

work on getting me pregnant. This time I didn’t care if the

bed squeaked or he hollered. After some timeVincent lay still

like he was exhausted. We had fun! I wondered if Regina and

Bob were laughing while they explained to Robbie the noise

coming out of his bedroom.

MaybeMamawas rightwhen she said, “The heaviest thing

a man can lift is a woman’s skirt.”

I crawled from beneath him like a turtle coming out of her

shell, and tiptoed to the bathroom. After filling the red rubber

bag hanging behind the door with two capfuls of vinegar and
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hot water, I squatted over the commode and douched. When

the gallon bag was empty, I returned to bed feeling refreshed

and safe from pregnancy. That was enough water to drown all

the sperm. Vincent was asleep when I again snuggled against

his warm body.

The next day we all visited Pa andMa Henderson. Loud-

mouth Regina shared a step-by-step account of what hap-

pened from themomentVincent salivated over my delicious-

looking pies until I tossed them in the trashcan. Everyone got

a good laugh, except me.

Vincent sat beside me on the sofa, rubbing my back while

Regina blabbed. I hoped he would tell her to shut up but he

didn’t.

“It was my first time baking homemade pies, people. Give

me a break!”

They kept on laughing. It was as though I’d talked to the

wind. I shook my head at that pathetic bunch. Elaine was

right. I could only imagine what she had already experienced

in almost two years of marriage.

Vincent and I spent ten days together before I returned to

Waller College. I didn’t tell anyone I had gotten married out

of fear that I would be dismissed from school. I resumedmy

studies as usual thinking no one would ever know how I spent

myChristmas break.

By the timeVincent received orders to report to nearby

New Jersey for deployment to SouthVietnam, I had already

missedmy period. I groaned at the thought of having tomake

major decisions about school, doctors, and a place to live. I

flew to New Jersey to tell him about the pregnancy and for

help in making decisions.
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“That’s great news!” he said. “If I don’t return there will be

someone like Lil’ Danny Jr. left behind to remind everyone of

me.”

The thought of becoming a youngwidow crossedmymind

for the first time.

“Oh, you’re coming back, all right! You helpedmake this

baby, so you have to help take care of him or her. I don’t want

to rear a child by myself like my mama had to do after my

daddy left us.”

I pretended to shareVincent’s happiness about the preg-

nancy while I was with him that weekend. We decided that I

should live with his parents so I could have my own room and

transportation to and from the doctor’s office. He called his

mother and told her tomake roomfor her newdaughter-in-law

and his baby.

“Mama’s as excited as I am about aVincent Jr. orVeda on

the way,” he said.

Having settled everything with him, I returned toWaller

College determined to tell Thomasina Bates that her secret

strategy failed to protect me. I called her.

“Hey, I followed your hot douche instructions to a tee, and

I mean to aT, and got pregnant anyhow.”

“You took hot douches?” she sounded surprised.

“I asked you how you prevent pregnancy and that’s what

you said you do.”

“Ohno, youhave to take cold douches. I got confused. Hot

douches make sperm swim faster. I must have misunderstood

what you asked me at the time. I always take cold douches

right away to kill sperm.”
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“Well thanks a lot, Mrs. Confusion! It’s too late for me to

find out if cold douches really work! What I can tell you for sure

is that hot douches don’t prevent pregnancy. I trusted you to

help me and now I’ve got a lot of problems.”

I hung up the phone, furious with myself for trusting a

scatterbrain.

How could she treat something so important so lightly?

WithVincent now on his way toVietnam for ten months, I

had to learn how to access mymilitary benefits. I was afraid

to ask Regina. She might send me down a rabbit hole. I didn’t

even know ifWaller College would allow a pregnant student

to attend classes – married or not – and I was too ashamed to

ask. I decided to withdraw from college to maintain my high

GPA.

My sophomore roommate, Earnestine, was seated at her

desk when I dragged into our dorm room.

“You look like you saw a black bear. Do you want to talk

about it?” she said.

I sat on my bed and tears sprang out of nowhere. I told

Earnestine all about mymarriage toVincent during Christmas

break.

“And now I’m pregnant. I’ve got so many grown-up deci-

sions to make.”

“You’re a smart girl. I’m sure you’ll do what’s best for all of

you.”

“Please don’t tell anybody.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul what you’ve shared with

me. You can trust me to be your friend regardless of whether

you decide to stay or go.”
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“Thank you so much.” I ran over and hugged her. “You’re

the best roommate ever!”

“We’re supposed to be here for each other. We are family

away from home.”

Confident that our friendship was sealed forever without

cutting our fingers and mingling blood like we did as children,

I began reading library books about pregnancy to prepare to

make wise decisions. Every book advised women to get pre-

natal care as early as possible. Four weeks into the semester

I withdrew from Waller College stating family problems at

home. I caught aWhisperjet to Columbia, was picked up from

the airport by Pa andMa Henderson, and went to live in their

home.

What a mistake! Vincent’s mother didn’t want her son’s

wife in his room. She wanted her son. I didn’t want to be preg-

nant, but I didn’t want to have an abortion, either. MyWaller

College connection through Earnestine’s letters was bitter-

sweet. While she wrote about the wrestling, basketball and

archery teams plus other activities on campus, I wrote about

my monthly visit to theOB/GYN doctor. How boring! Later

on I got hooked on soap operas and watched them religiously.

Having no car to go out in the countrywhereMama livedmade

my occasional weekend visit to family a bonus blessing. As a

deserted, young, pregnant bride living with hermother-in-law,

it didn’t take long to realize that my life could be described in

one word,miserable.



18
Uncontrollable Circumstances

D the Henderson household, I faced

several new challenges: living with in-laws, babysitting hard-

headed Robbie, arranging for transportation toMama’s house

whenever I wanted to spend time with my family, preparing

a nursery for my new baby, adjusting to gaining weight, and

seeing pictures of my friends and classmates on television or

in the daily newspaper under the caption Killed in Action or

Missing in Action.

OnMondaymorningat teno’clock, oneweekafter Imoved

into a lively Henderson home full of fake smiles and laughter, I

answered the doorbell wearing a robe and pink sponge rollers

in my hair. There stood a short lady with a big afro and huge

grin. She looked cute dressed in her purple sweat suit and

matching headband. I figured she was Ma Henderson’s friend

because she appeared to be about the same age.

“Goodmorning,” I said. “Mrs. Henderson is at work.”

“Oh, I know that. I’m Ethel, her neighbor. I just stopped

by to see the fool who came to live in this house.”

I stared at her through the screen door, feeling embar-

rassed for my appearance.

“Are you serious?”

“Seriousas lungcancer.Youdon’t knowwhatyou’vedone.”

I laughed and shookmy head while she stared at me, shak-

ing her head.

Where did this woman come from?

102
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“Howdoyouknowwhat I’mgoing through?” I said, scratch-

ing my scalp.

“Trust me. I know your mother-in-law quite well. I was liv-

ing on this roadwhen the familymoved into this house twenty

years ago. I used to babysit the mama’s boy you married. Just

want you to know I’m availablewhen, not if, you needme.”

She waved goodbye, then turned, ran down the steps and

jogged down the road.

I went outside and stood on the porch while she jogged

away. She turned and ran up the steps at the last house on the

right side of the road. I watched her go inside.

She called me a “fool” to my face and I didn’t get offended.

I remembered Elaine’s warning and filed Ethel’s visit in my

subconscious mind for future reference.

On days when I had a doctor’s appointment, I spent a little

extra time inColumbia shopping for nursery furniture and sup-

plies. I looked for bargains and saved most of my allotment

checks for a down payment on the homeVincent and I would

purchase when he returned. I wanted to show my husband

that I was a smart accountant.

We’ll get the heck out of Dodge City as soon as he gets back

fromVietnam.

Each month I gave Ma Henderson the housing allotment

Vincent had promised to pay to show our gratitude for the

exclusive use of his bedroom. The new eight-room house with

beautiful bathroom fixtures contained four bedrooms. The

only thing missing was indoor plumbing – a project for which I

was delighted to provide financial assistance. I sensed that she

felt entitled to the money received. Not once did she ever say,
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“Thank you.” I wondered if she expected more, but I didn’t

bother to ask.

Every single day I wrote a letter to encouragemy husband.

His ten-month tour of duty could not pass soon enough. It

was hard finding something to say when nothing new was

happening except my belly was getting bigger like a balloon

being inflated. Every time I heard the name “Saigon” I pleaded

withGod to protectVincent and send him back home safely.

At first I tried to mentally prepare myself if I ever heard

the nameVincent Henderson announced on television. Then I

made upmymind not to entertain any negative thoughts.

“No bad news is coming to this house because I’m praying

too hard,” I told myself. “Thank you God for not letting me

down. Our baby will know his or her daddy. Please don’t ever

letVincent’s name be announced or appear on the screen.”

The six o’clock news mademe a praying woman.

“PleaseGod, send somebody to encourage the young wid-

ows, thepregnantwives, soldierswounded in combat, children

who will never know their fathers, parents who lost their sons,

siblings who will never see their brothers again...”

I prayed and covered my eyes with both hands whenever

television news reports announced or scrolled the identity

of slain United States troops. When did I sign up for nightly

torture?

The country was already devastated over reports of war

casualties, whenmy faith was attacked by news of the assassi-

nation of civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. onApril

4, 1968. God allowed a praying man, a preacher and leader

to be killed while he was away from home in Memphis, Ten-
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nessee. Hewould never return home to his youngwifeCoretta

and their four little children. Why?

I was still trying to recover from that shocking news, when

two months later as I watched television in the Henderson

home, a special news bulletin interrupted regular program-

ming and I heard the report of the assassination of attorney

general Robert F. Kennedy on June 5, 1968. He died the next

day and left behind a wife with ten children and one on the

way. I felt so sorry for his youngwidow, Ethel, whowould have

eleven children asking for their daddy.

Pandemonium broke out inAmerica. There were killings

everywhere. My baby leaped inside me like he or she knew

something bad was going on. Would Vincent ever feel the

kicking inside my belly? WouldVincent Jr. orVeda get to know

daddy? I got scared. Sometimes I prayed out loud without

thinking about it.

“OhmyGod! We need our troops to come home and pro-

tect America!” I said.

“Don’t worry, child,” Pa Henderson said. “Bob and the

rest of them fellows stationed ‘round here gonna defend this

country. Now is the time to trust God.”

Reports of war casualties made the marriage vow, “for

better or for worse” make sense. I battled constant thoughts

of becoming a young widow in spite of getting airmail letters

fromVincent as often as he could send them. How I longed

to return toWaller College and concentrate on minor prob-

lems like passing an IntermediateAccounting or Economics

test. The worst thing about being atWaller would have been

trekking to class in the snow and trying to hide my big belly.
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Having no control overVincent’s tour of duty or my baby’s

developmental process forced me to learn patience. As a

woman in waiting, I became addicted to soap operas that con-

sumedmost of my days, especially Days ofOur Lives,Another

World, andDark Shadows. I discovered that my favorite shows

also aired nothing but gloomand doom. Theymade happiness

in love andmarriage seem like a fairy tale.

There must be some happy couples somewhere. Vincent and

I will be the exception.



19
Vietnam Victors or Victims

T the troopswas 19-24whoshed their blood

for our country. Discussions with classmates revealed that

many of the draftees were young blacks who had recently

graduated from high school or dropped out. I was constantly

drawing a red line through names in my 1966 yearbook and

writing KIA for “killed in action.”

I didn’t understand why so many human lives were de-

stroyed. My husband said they had to avoid the Viet Cong

every single day. Nobody, not even Vincent, could tell me

clearly why the United States, a world super power, had to

send troops to fight inVietnam – a little country inAsia. Why

couldn’t our government devise a scheme to defeat theViet

Cong like theGreeks did when they used theTrojan horse to

bring down the city ofTroy?

There must be some super intelligent minds in this country.

Where are they?

College students were often exempted from the draft, but

for some reasonVincent was not. Death was the gruesome

future for many of our classmates who could not afford to go

to college or run away to Canada. Was I the only one who

thought that we needed our troops alive at home to defend

America’s border?

I sentVincent a picture of my fat tummy during my fourth

month of pregnancy. He wrote back urging me to have my

gynecologist say that I was having a difficult pregnancy. In that

case,TheAmerican RedCross would bring him home sooner
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because I neededmy husband. But I couldn’t do that. At every

doctor’s visit I received an excellent report.

Vincent wrote: The enemy used guerrilla warfare instead of

standing up and fighting like a man. There was ambush after

ambush. I hid behind sandbags to be safe.

Reading his letters was torture. I felt like I was a part of

the action in Saigon.

“Lord don’t let him become a statistic,” I prayed. “You

know my heart’s desire has always been to have a husband

who loves me and for my children to have the same father

and mother. I don’t want to be a war widow. You promised to

give me the desires of my heart if I kept mymind on you. By

praying every day, I trust you to give memy heart’s desires.”

“Vincent shall not die, but live and declare the works of

the Lord,” becamemy daily declaration. I found that one and

many other Bible verses that I memorized because I recited

them so often. They comforted me when I was fearful or felt

lonely.

One daywhen several troopswere killed inSaigon, I wrote,

“The battle is not yours, it is the Lord’s.” Another timeVincent

confirmed that, “Noweapon formed against you shall prosper”

was true because an enemy round entered his bunk but went

back outside before it exploded. He was safe. The drudgery

of writing letters that didn’t say much was replaced with the

joy in finding the right words in the Holy Bible to encourage

Vincent.

Regina told her neighbor Bertha Nell that I wrote letters to

Vincent everyday. Bertha Nell’s boyfriend was in the Marine

Corps at Parris Island. She askedme if I would agree to write

love letters for her to send to him. I was flattered that Regina
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admiredmy writing enough to recommendme to her friend.

It seemed like fun to make up romantic stuff that would take

my mind off the challenges of being married and separated

frommy husband.

I wrote a sample letter for Bertha Nell and gave it to her to

read, but she askedme to read it to her instead. I read it aloud

and was quite pleased with my own creativity.

“It’s so beautiful,” she giggled. “Tony’ll love it.”

“Be sure you copy it in your own handwriting,” I said. “You

don’t want him to find out later than you deceived him.”

“It’s fine just like it is.” She signed her name, put my draft

in an envelope and licked the seal.

Tony loved it enough to ask her to write back again and

again. She let me read his letters to her so I could write a reply.

Tony had fallen in love with my letters.

After almost six weeks of sending my love letters, Bertha

Nell began picking them up, signing andmailing them.

“Don’t you want to know what I said to your boyfriend?” I

said.

“Nope. I just know it’s beautiful and he’ll love it.”

“What will you do when Tony finds out you didn’t write

them?”

“By then we’ll be married and it won’t matter.”

About amonth later, Regina cameover to tellme thatTony

graduated from basic training and came home.

“Tony told me howmuch he loved those letters,” she said.

“They went to the courthouse and got married before they

sent him toCampLejeune inNorthCarolina. BerthaNell won’t

needyouanymore ‘cause shemovedup there.You surehelped

her snag a nice-looking guy.”
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“I should have charged her for writing those love letters.”

“Too late now. They’re gone bye-bye. I don’t even think

she could read.”

“What! Now I’ve got a guilty conscience. I enjoyed writing

the letters and hearing her praises. But I don’t like the thought

of having deceived a man I don’t even know.”

“Well, there’s nothing you can do about it now. You’ll get

over it. I never started writing Bob, so I’ll leave it that way.

When he calls or comes home on furlough, we say all we have

to say to each other then. But I’ll tell you,my brother says your

letters keep him pumped up. He can’t wait to get back home

to you.”

I giggled. Regina mademe feel like I had done something

right. Knowing our history, that was a big step toward boost-

ing our relationship.

Lord, please don’t letVincent tell her all our business.



20
Reality Sank In

Was I crazy when I marriedVincent? That thought entered my

mind one night while watching the CBS Evening News with

Walter Cronkite. Life can be rough for a child who grows up

without a father. Mymama struggled to take care of us after

my daddy left.

How could I risk having my child long for daddy like I longed

for mine?

Reports of heightened fighting in Hanoi and ambushes

in Saigon appeared daily on the news. Both “The Columbia

Record” and “The PalmettoTimes” reported familiar names

and photographs.

This is a frightening time to be a newlywed. Lord, help us

get through this?

Many young wives were unfaithful while their husbands

were serving in Vietnam. I guess fear of the unknown, lack

of self-control, or impatience drove them into another man’s

arms. A classmate who got pregnant by another guy while her

husband was inVietnamwas terrified that he might learn the

truth. She wore two girdles to hide her protruding stomach

for as long as she could.

“I’m scared of what he might do if he comes back and I

tell him,” she sobbed. “And I’m scared of what might happen

to him if I file for divorce while he’s over there. The bad news

might kill him or cause him to be killed.”

“I feel sorry for both of you,” I said. “I can’t imagine what I

would do if I were you.” I thought about “abortion” but didn’t
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mention the word for fear of what she might do. She got

herself into that mess and she’d get herself out without my

help.

“People need to know that it’s hard being a wife when you

have a husband stationed somewhere in the world other than

at home,” she said. “Temptation is real and it feels real good.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re right. I’ll pray for you to do the

right thing. I memorized Romans 12:18 because I always want

things to go well, even though they don’t. That verse says, If it

is possible, as much as it depends on you, live peaceably with all

men. That tells meGod knows that sometimes things happen

to disturb our peace or the peace of other people. Making

tough decisions is a part of life. That’s all I can say right now.”

Rev. Wright’s words and my parents’ bad marriage taught

me to take seriously my promise to be faithful “till death do

us part.” So I askedGod to help me never to do anything to

makeVincent regret choosing me to be his wife.



21
Pregnant with Patience

A after I moved into the Henderson home,

I learned that Regina was also pregnant. Since she had al-

ready delivered a baby, I let her teach me about pregnancy. I

double-checked everything. She arranged for us to have the

same gynecologist and the same pediatrician. With both our

husbands away in the Army, we relied on our driver, retired

cabbie Pa Henderson and his ’57 Chevy, to take us to our ap-

pointments, sometimes on the same day.

Her baby was dueAugust 20th andmine September 25th.

We waddled around like a duck as we gained weight. I felt

like a stuffed pig. Dr. Bowman advised us to keep the weight

gain under twenty pounds, so we competed to see which of

us would weigh the least at each checkup. The fatter we got,

the more we argued about the gender of our babies.

One evening we sat in front of the television discussing

what we would deliver.

“I read that the more weight the mother gains the more

likely she’ll have a boy.”

“I’m having a girl because that’s what I want,” Regina said.

“Besides, this pregnancy feels different from thefirst onewhen

I had Robbie.”

“I’m having a boy or a girl baby. That’s all I know. Then I’ll

lose these excess pounds.”

“I know what you both gonna have,” Ma Henderson said,

standing in the doorway to the kitchen. “Neither one is a boy

‘cause you carry him low and narrow with your belly poking
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out. Both of ya’ll gonna have a girl ‘cause you carry her high,

tucked in those wide hips you got.” She said what she had to

say and went back into the kitchen.

Regina and I looked at each other and laughed. How could

Ma Henderson see our hips beneath a tent shapedmaternity

top?

She’s got a lot of nerve talking like she’s the all-knowing

God.

“I hope you’re right ma ‘cause I want a girl,” Regina said.

“That’s one of those old folks’ sayings,” I said, hoping Ma

Henderson was wrong so she’d stop thinking she knows every-

thing.

“When is this baby coming? That’s what I wanna know. My

due date has already passed. My baby has already dropped

and Lord knows I’m tired of carrying this load.”

“Howwill I know when it’s time to deliver?”

“Oh, don’t worry. You’ll know when your water breaks.”

A few days later around six o’clock onTuesday morning,

September 11th, Regina came through the front door with

Robbie as I was walking down the hall toward the bathroom.

“Daddy, I need to go now!” she yelled. “My water broke at

home.”

“Git up,Hun!” Mymother-in-lawholleredbehindher closed

bedroom door.

Regina stood in front of the door and cried out in pain

every now and then while her ma was in the kitchenmaking

coffee. I went into the kitchen to get a cold drink ofwater from

the refrigerator and sawMa Henderson pouring coffee into a

thermos jug. On the table was a bologna sandwich in plastic

wrap.
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“What’s going on with you? Ma Henderson said, glancing

at me while pouring Carnation cream in the coffee. “I heard

you go to the bathroom five times last night.”

How embarrassing! I don’t even know how many times I

went to the bathroom.

“I don’t know. I don’t have any pains. I guess I ate some-

thing that didn’t agree with my stomach.”

“Are you sure you don’t need to go with them?” she said.

“My baby isn’t due for twomore weeks.”

Regina had shared her experience with contractions, and

I double-checked it with Elaine. Their stories helped me to

understand the doctor’s handbook. I wasn’t ready to deliver. I

wanted my baby to come late like Regina’s soVincent could

be at the hospital with me. He was due back home in a month.

“Almost ready!” Pa Henderson went into the bathroom

wearing a whiteT-shirt and overalls with one strap hanging off

his shoulder.

“Hurry Daddy!” Regina cried. “The contractions are five

minutes apart.”

He ran out of the bathroom so quickly that I wondered if

he had time to pee. He hurried toward the front door where

Regina stood gripping the bottom of her big belly.

I got the urge to pee while following Ma Henderson to

the door as she rushed to give her husband his breakfast in a

brown paper sack and his coffee.

“Happy Labor Day!” I hollered to Regina onmy way to the

bathroom. I returned to my room and put on a sweat suit. A

fewminutes later I headed back to the bathroom.

“Owww!” I cried, when a sharp pain shot throughmy back

and lower abdomen.
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Ma Henderson banged on the bathroom door.

“You all right in there?”

“A pain shot through my back.” I stood up and another

sharp pain caught me by surprise.

“Owww!” I cried again.

“I knew you should’ve gone with them!” she said. “Now

we gotta find somebody to take you too. I’m gonna callVertell

next door and see if she’s home.”

When I came out of the bathroom, shewas hanging up the

receiver.

“Vertell’s on her way. Call your doctor and tell him you

coming too.”

I called Doctor Bowman and his nurse answered.

“This is Davida Henderson. I think I’m in labor.”

“Tell him ‘bout your labor pains!” Ma Henderson said.

A pain hit again and I grabbedmy lower belly.

“Owww!”

“How severe is the pain?” the nurse said. “Is it mild or

moderate?”

“The worst pain I’ve ever felt in my life.”

“Is the pain mild like a pinch or moderate like an aching

tooth?

“Worse than both of those.”

How far apart are your contractions?” she said.

“About every ten minutes. I keep having to use the bath-

room.”

Beep! Beep! The sound of a horn got my attention.

“Vertell’s here,” Ma Henderson said. “Tell them you’re on

your way.”
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“Okay,” the nurse said, overhearing her. “We’ll see you in

a little while.”

Pains like sharp menstrual cramps attacked my belly from

everywhichway. Was I wrong for expectingmywater to break

by gushing out? Why didn’t Rev. Wright tell us that parenting

is a serious matter, not to be entered into lightly?

I dreaded the pain I’d have to endure to get the baby out

my body. I wouldn’t wish my pains on my worst enemy.

Making a baby is fun. Delivering a baby is painful.

MaHenderson grabbedmy packed suitcase and the diaper

bag out of my room. I hadn’t finished shopping for my baby

yet. I didn’t know what color to get for him. I didn’t want to

get blue or pink so I only packed one yellow outfit just in case

he turned out to be a she.

“I sure hope your baby doesn’t come before we get there,”

Vertell said.

“My husband is supposed to be here driving fast to take

me to the hospital,” I said. “He’s supposed to hand out cigars

when his son is born. Do you know what the father hands out

if it’s a girl?”

“Well, in real life things don’t always work out like we

want,” she said. She glanced atme and then drove faster. “Vin-

cent and Bob can’t be here and wherever theArmy stationed

them at the same time. I’m really glad your mother-in-law

called before I left for work.”

“Ohhh, I’m so glad you could take me. Pa Henderson just

took Regina.”

“Owww!” I bit my bottom lip until the pain subsided.

Whatever she said after that went unnoticed. The pains

hadmy attention. It’s not time yet, I kept thinking, and hoping.



118 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

The pains were killing me. Was I losing my baby? Why did

I have to experience pain to the 99th degree because Eve was

cursed for disobedience in the Garden of Eden? Why? God

must have stopped at 99 degrees because he knew onemore

degree would have killed her.

Vertell drove me to the doctor’s office in half the time Pa

Henderson usually took.

“ThankGod wemade it!” she said, stopping in front of the

entrance.

Dressed inherbusiness suit, shehoppedoutand ranaround

the front of the car to assist me. But as soon as she opened

my door, a youngman with long blonde hair came out of the

office.

“Let me help you,” he said.

“I really appreciate your help,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said, as he grabbed my suitcase off the

backseat.

“I hope all works out well for you, Davida. Take care. I’m

going to work now.”

“Thanks so much for everything,” I said.

WhileVertell sped away, the youngman escorted me into

the doctor’s office, carrying my suitcase.

“Regina was just admitted to the hospital,” the nurse said

as soon as she sawme. “Your mother-in-law said to tell you

her husband is coming back here for you.”

“I was just here yesterday,” I said. “The doctor told me to

come back nextTuesday.”

Doctor Bowman stepped into the room.

“Babies come when they get ready,” he said. “Come on in

and let me take a look.”
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I followed him into an examination room and lay down on

a bed lined with white linen.

“Did you get jealous of your sister-in-law?” he said. Before

I could answer he was washing his hands. “You’re in labor too.

Go check in at Mercy Hospital. Regina is already over there.

Both of these babies are coming today.”

But, I’m not ready yet! That’s what I started to say but out

of mymouth came “Owww!” I was ready to get rid of those

pains.

When I left the room, I saw Pa Henderson in his usual spot

– in front of the television set. When he saw me, he sprang

from his seat and flashed a broad grin showing all his false

teeth.

“My wife called them and said you was coming, too,” he

said. “I’m ready to go.”

“I feel so bad about disturbing your rest like this.”

“Shucks! This is exciting! I can’t believe it! Not one, but

two grandbabies coming into the world on the same day. That

ain’t nobody butGod.”

After my bathroom visit, Pa Henderson picked up my suit-

case and walked ahead of me to hold the door. He helped me

get into his Chevy.

Vincent is missing in action over here.

I waddled behind himwonderingwhy doctor Bowman had

given us a due date. Both Regina and I missed it. Did having

the same delivery date mean that we both conceived on the

same night? Had I done something wrong to makemy baby

come early? I had a long list of questions and was short on

answers.
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Well, so much for my baby’s daddy being here to welcome

him into the world.

One thing was real – the pains proved that I wasn’t expe-

riencing false labor. Whether I liked it or not,Vincent Jr. has

said, “I’m ready to come into the world today.”
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Birth Pains

W Mercy Hospital, a young orderly helped

me get out of the car at the emergency entrance.

“I’m going home to get some shut-eye,” Pa Henderson

said, from his seat behind the steering wheel. Then he drove

away with my suitcase and diaper bag in the trunk.

Oh, well. He’ll bring them back. That’s one less thing to

worry about.

A frail nundressed inher longblackandwhitehabit greeted

meat thedoor. She touchedmyarmwithher bony indexfinger

and spoke a tad above a whisper.

“We’ll take good care of you here, my dear.”

I think she tried to mimicGod’s still small voice. Her warm

smile and kind words put me at ease.

“Owwww!” The painwasworse. “I’m ready to get this over

with.”

“Come with me,” she said. “We’ve been expecting you.”

I followed her down the sterile hospital corridors where

orderlies were rolling patients in beds and wheelchairs, in and

out of rooms. We went into a dressing room.

“Put this on,” she said, handing me a flowered blue and

white hospital gown.

My admission papers had been filled outmonths agowhen

I chose touse the samegynecologist andpediatricianasRegina.

The process was easy because she had prior experience with

themilitary when Robbie was born. TheArmy would pay all of

my hospital and doctor bills.
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Cramping pains slowedme a bit, but I changed as quickly

as I could, whichwasn’t fast enough forme. I lay down in a bed

as the nun instructed before she got busy with some paper-

work. An orderly pushed a gurney though the double doors.

He stepped on a lever to raise my bed tomake it level with the

gurney and then transferred me onto the gurney by pulling

the white sheets beneath me. It was a seamless process.

The nun laid her paperwork on the foot of the bed and

then patted my arm.

“Labor and Delivery,” she said.

A cool breeze brushedmy cheeks as the orderly whisked

me a short distance away and parked the gurney outside dou-

ble tan doors marked “Labor and Delivery.”

“You’re next,” the nun whispered.

“Do you want something for pain while you wait? You can

choose a spinal tap or ether.”

Neither Regina nor doctor Bowman had mentioned

painkillers and I didn’t recall reading anything about them in

my pregnancy guidebook. I didn’t know which one to choose.

“Owwww!” I cried. “Tell me which one most people

choose.”

“The ether is a gas. I’ll give you an inhaler to hold to your

nose and you can inhale as often as needed to control the

pain.”

“Give it to me!” I said.

She put the tube in my hand. I put it to my nose and

squeezed, and squeezed.

“Press the button when you feel a pain,” she said. “I’ll be

back in a moment.”
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The barrage of pains became less severe as I drifted to a

euphoric state and on to sleepy land. I kept on inhaling the

ether until I felt no pain at all.

Annoyingvoices in thedistancedisturbedmyrest. Iwanted

the noisemakers to hush.

“Wake up! Wake up! You’ve got to stay awake and push.”

Were they talking to me? All I wanted to do was sleep.

“Take that gas away from her. Talk to her to keep her

awake!” Aman sounded quite upset.

Cold fingers suddenly pried my fingers off the trigger on

the inhaler.

“Wake up!” a woman hollered in my ear.

Why won’t they leave me alone?

“Push! You’ve got to push!” I heard a woman say.

“Pushhhh?” I moaned, dozing off. I was sleepy and quite

annoyed with the woman whose cold fingertips kept touching

my face.

“It’s a girl!” I heard a woman say after a long period of rest.

Then she held a baby girl beside my head so I could see her.

I glanced at the baby and wondered why she showed her

to me.

“She looks likeTweetyBird,” I said. I felt like I’d been consti-

pated for a long time and just had a gigantic bowelmovement.

What a relief.
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Adjusting to My Newborn

A I do was sleep but the nurses wouldn’t let me.

They pokedmy arm and drew blood, and checked my temper-

ature, my sanitary pad, my blood pressure. Every fewminutes

somebody was bugging me until I gave up and let them pat,

prick and poke.

Around eight o’clock that night I woke up and saw Regina

sitting up in the hospital bed next to mine. She looked di-

sheveled, but happy. She smiled at me.

“Well, we did it,” she said.

“Did what?”

“Wepushed those babies out. That’swhy youwere so tired.

That was hard work. We both had girls. Sorry! Mine was born

at 1:14 this afternoon.”

“They showedme a girl but I didn’t know it wasmy baby,” I

said. I felt sad because I wanted a boy to prove Ma Henderson

wrong.

“I knowyouwanted aboybut you’ll love her just the same.”

“Youwoke up just in time,” a nurse said, entering the room

with a pink receiving blanket. I sat up in bed and she placed

a baby girl in my arms. A tiny bracelet on her arm showed

Henderson, girl, born 4:14 p.m., September 11. She handed

me a little card showing her length, weight, date of birth, time

of birth, my doctor’s name and her pediatrician.

I counted ten tiny fingers and ten toes. Then I marveled at

the tiny whole person that had come out of my body.

She’s amazing! What a beautiful miracle!
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Regina whipped one breast from beneath her hospital

gown and stuck the nipple in her baby’s mouth. I saw eager

sucking like I’d seen puppies domany times after a dog gave

birth. I was amazed that a newborn baby comes into theworld

knowing where to find food.

Breastfeeding looked painless. Soon it was my turn to try

it.

I pulled my tiny breast out from the hospital gown opened

in the front and put the nipple atmy baby’smouth. Shemoved

herheadbackand forthuntil hermouth latchedontomynipple

and areola like the suction cup of a vacuum cleaner. Pain shot

throughmy body.

“Ouch!” I felt like a leech was sucking the life out of me

and I couldn’t stop it.

“Waaaahhhh!” Veda cried. Her body stiffened and she

threw her fists in the air like she wanted to punchme.

“Nurse!” I called, and she popped into the room like she

had anticipated my call.

“We charge five dollars per scream,” she said, approaching

my bed.

Regina laughed and kept right on nursing her baby like it

was an easy task.

Why did nursing work for Regina but not for me? What did I

do wrong?

The nurse showedme how to place the nipple atmy crying

baby’s mouth so she could latch onto it. I did andVeda started

sucking. It felt strange to watch a tiny creature nibble onmy

nipple. Soon she stopped sucking and started crying again. I

cried too. I didn’t know what was wrong.
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“Squeeze your nipple a few times to start themilk flowing,”

the nurse said. “This is not uncommon. She’s not getting any

milk.”

I did as instructed but after a few squeezes of the areola,

nothing squirted out of the nipple.

“Your milk is not flowing,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“If your milk is not flowing by the time you are discharged,

we’ll give you something to dry it up. Meanwhile, you’ll need

to bottle-feed. I’ll be right back.”

She stepped out and soon returned with a bottle while

Veda and I both cried.

“Breastfeeding is so easy. It’s natural,” Regina said.

“For you it is. You’ve got experience, mother of two.”

Show off! Why did they put us in the same room?

I felt like a failure. Regina knew I wanted to experience

nursing my baby. How could she be so insensitive?

Oh boy, I can already hear her telling her family my business,

again. ThankGod for nurses. They’re compassionate strangers.

The nurse returned and handed me a warm, four-ounce

glass bottle ofmilk. Themoment I put that nipple in hermouth

Veda stopped crying. Her body relaxed as I held her close to

my bosom. I also relaxed while she enjoyed her meal.

“You ladies were doing everything alike today until now,”

the nurse said. “It’s a good thing the babies weren’t born at

the same time. That would have messed up everything for

your doctors.”

“God knew I needed Dr. Bowman’s undivided attention.

I’m glad to hear that I got it, because I don’t remember any-

thing about being in labor and delivery.”
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While watchingVeda make the bottle of milk disappear, I

thought about the nightVincent and I had overheard Regina

and Bobmaking love in the bedroom next to ours. Out of 365

days in the year, onlyGod could have arranged for two cousins

to come into the world on the same day around the same time

while both their fathers were away in theArmy. Hot douche

or not, we both probably conceived on the same night. This

could not be a coincidence. And it’s no coincidence that we

ended up in the same hospital room at the same time after

giving birth to girls, either.

Veda was asleep when the nurse removed her from my

arms. As I settled back in my bed, I glanced over at Regina

who had fallen asleep. She was right when she said I would

love my baby girl. Even though I became amother by default,

I will be a mother forever. That’s a whole lot longer than four

years in college.

Having a baby is a huge responsibility. What good is having

a husband when I had to be alone when I gave birth?

Everything happened in one day without warning. Not

only did the son I was expecting turn out to be a daughter, but

she will have to share her birthday with her cousin. I had no

time to request thatVincent come home on emergency leave

like he asked, and if I had he would not have arrived in time

to see the pain I suffered. How I wished I could have seen him

run around passing out cigars like proud fathers do. Nothing

happened the way I’d expected. Nothing!

I wished I knew why things happened the way they did.

Surely I didn’t end up in the roomwith my sister-in-law just so

she could make me feel bad about not being able to breast-
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feed. Hmmm... Maybe I needed to learn that someonegreater

than I was in control of my life.

“What a long day,” I sighed.

It was time for me to get what Pa Henderson called, some

much-needed shut-eye.
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My Mother-in-Law, the Outlaw

A , P Henderson drove Regina andme home from

the hospital. In the Henderson house there was tension in the

air. Vincent’s daughter and wife were there but we were no

substitute for Ma Henderson’s favorite son. She was hostile

toward me.

OneTuesday afternoon, I sat in a wooden-rocker bottle-

feedingmy two-week oldVeda, whenmymother-in-law en-

tered the den in the afternoon carrying a baby wrapped in a

blue blanket. It was odd for her to come home in the middle

of the day.

She plopped down on the sofa across fromwhere I sat and

unwrapped the blanket to reveal a boy about eight months

old. She sat him up on the sofa beside her.

Since I was the babysitter for Robbie and I knew that child

wasn’t Danny Jr., her other grandson, I inquired about the

strange boy.

“Whose child is that?”

“Oh! This here isVincent’s son,” she said, staring over her

black-rimmed eyeglasses as if waiting for my next question.

I gasped and stopped rocking.

“Didn’t he tell you about him?”

“No, he didn’t tell me!”

“Well this here is his son.”

She took off the boy’s jacket and proceeded to make him

comfortable.
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I jumpedup, ran tomy roomand slammed the door behind

me. I tuckedVeda in her crib while mumbling unpleasantries

about her grandma.

“God, why did she do that to me? Why? What did I do to

her? I don’t even know if she told the truth.”

I threwmyself across the bed and sobbed into my pillow.

The horrible unveiling of the devil inmymother-in-law crushed

me. How could aChristian woman I had admired turn out to

be as cruel as Cinderella’s wicked stepmother?

Am I supposed to stay here until Vincent comes home next

month?

“God, why did she do that to me? What did I do to hurt

her?”

God didn’t answermebut I got the urge to go and confront

her. I jumped up ready to go tell her, “You wouldn’t like it if

your mother-in-law treated you the way you treat me.”

Her behavior made absolutely no sense. I didn’t care if she

put us out of her house. She’d be doing us a favor. And I’d tell

her son, too.

Furious, I stormed down the hall. Both she and the boy

were gone. I didn’t know who brought her home or how she

left. All the rooms were empty. Either she trustedme not to

set thehouseonfire, or she ranaway thinking Imight comeout

of the room swinging an ax or brandishing a knife. Whatever

the case, I decided to writeVincent a letter to tell him that his

mother had hurt me in words and deeds this time. He needed

to get home soon before somebody was killed.

After writing the frank letter to Vincent, I sank into the

fluffy cushion of the rocker and began rocking my pain away.

The seesawmotion helped to ease my anger.
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What was she trying to prove? Did she forget what it felt

like to be a new wife and a brand newmother? Lord, how can

this Christian woman be so evil?

About thirty minutes later I heard theChevy in the drive-

way so I went intomy bedroom to avoid seeingMaHenderson.

I noticed that she did all her dirty work when Pa Henderson

wasn’t around and I didn’t want to create a problem between

them because I loved my father-in-law.

When I heard her in the kitchen banging pots and pans and

singing, “Jesus is on the mainline, tell him what you want,” I

got the urge to get out of her house before I exploded. How

could she pretend that she had done nothing wrong? I told

God about it but now I needed a flesh-and-blood person who

would talk back to me.

All of a sudden I remembered that Mondaymorning when

Ethel stopped by the house and announced that she would be

available when I needed her.

Ethel! I need Ethel right now.

Ma Henderson owed me an apology. Instead, she was

telling me in a loud song to call on Jesus. What a hypocrite!

What made her think she could treat me any kind of way?

Nobody in my family would believe what happened today,

especially since everybody assumed I was happy living in the

Henderson home. And I had no desire to go and live out in the

country where we had no transportation.

Ethel would help me decide what to do.

Standing besideVeda’s crib, I stared at my sleeping baby

and stopped pouting.

“We need your daddy to come home now,” I whispered.
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Vedamust have agreed because she started crying. I felt

sorry for waking her.

“Ethel. Go talk to Ethel,” an inner voice said.

I grabbedmy jacket and put it on. Then I bundled upmy

six-pound baby and flung the ever-ready diaper bag over my

left shoulder. WithVeda in my arms, I left the house without

saying a word.

“Please, let Ethel be at home,” I prayed with every step I

took down the dirt road thatTuesday evening.

She would listen to the latest episode in the ongoing saga

of life in the Henderson home. I was sure she would give me

her honest opinion and some sound advice.

Before my feet landed on her concrete porch, Ethel’s Chi-

huahua started yapping. She opened her front door wide to

welcomeme.

“Go sit down, Cocoa,” she said. Her baby – the dog –

growled and backed away from the door.

“Hey, Davida. Come on inside. What brings you here?”

“I’m sorry to bother you but I really need to talk to some-

body other thanGod right now.”

“Sure. Anytime. I’mmaking spaghetti for dinner. Just sit

at the kitchen tablewhile I stand at the stove and stirmy sauce.

Make the baby a bed on the end of the table. OtherwiseCocoa

will think you brought her a playmate.”

Her kitchen was spotless. Every dish was neatly arranged

like it was a model home for sale. Sparkling glass cups that

looked brand new hung beneath the cabinets.

“Your cups are pretty the way you have them arranged,”

I said. I was taught to always compliment the host on some-

thing inside the home. I didn’t forget my manners before
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starting a serious conversation with a woman I’d only briefly

met.

“Thank you. I’m glad you like it.”

She stirred the spaghetti and then drained it. After filling

two cups with Welch’s white grape juice, she placed one in

front of me.

“How did you knowmymother-in-law was driving me to

drink?”

“Young lady, know that nothing you say will surprise me.”

She fixed us both a plate of spaghetti andmeatballs and

cheese toast. A bowl of tossed green salad added the color

needed for a balanced meal. Then she sat opposite me and

said the grace.

“ God bless this food as it provides the nourishment our

body needs. Let it taste good and let our conversation be

productive in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

“Amen. You didn’t even ask me if I wanted dinner.”

“You look like you need a good meal. Now tell me what

madness drove you here today.”

WhileVeda slept, I ate my unexpectedmeal and dumped

the garbage I’d held inside me since the day I moved into the

Henderson home. I shared things I’d been afraid to release for

fear of upsettingVincent while he was in a war zone. Finally, I

told her how anger had driven me to come and talk to her.

“Today, she brought home a baby boy about eightmonths

old. I asked whose child he was and she said, ‘This isVincent’s

son.’ I didn’t know if I should faint or slap her. I felt like doing

both.”

“I’m glad you didn’t do either one.”
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“She’d never mentioned that baby before. I don’t know

where she got him from or how she came home in the middle

of the day or how she left. I don’t know why she pulled such a

cruel stunt.”

“Now you already know your mother-in-law. Just write

Vincent a letter. Tell him exactly what happened and see what

he says about it. Don’t let her intimidate you.”

Ethel, picked up a Bible off the table and read Joshua 1:9

aloud:

“I command you – be strong and courageous! Do not be

afraid or discouraged. For the Lord your God is with you wher-

ever you go.”

“I needed that,” I said.

“You probably don’t know that your father-in-law walked

off and left his family when your mother-in-law was pregnant

withVincent. She didn’t hear from him untilVincent was two

years old. That woman struggled to keep her house and food

on the table during that time. She loved that baby boy to

death. Caring for him kept her from losing her mind. That’s

why she’s closer to himnow than to her other children. Vincent

knows she treats him special, too. Youmarried a mama’s boy.

She can’t help herself.”

“I’m not trying to take him away from her. Well, maybe

I am. But children are supposed to grow up and leave their

father andmother and cling to their spouse.”

“If Vincent moves out of her house, then they will have

to separate. You would be taking him away from her. She’s

jealous of you and the allotment check you’re getting.”

“Ohmy goodness. I wondered what I’d done to make her

hate me.”
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“Nothing. Her son wanted a wife and he couldn’t marry

his mama. That’s what.”

We talked a little longer. After dinner I felt strong enough

to return toMaHenderson’shouse. I’d alreadyenduredmonths

of abuse. A fewmore weeks would not kill me.

“Thank you for listening and for encouraging me. I’ve got

my peace back.”

She took both my hands and prayed for me before I left.

“Lord, please give this youngwife strength to hold on until

her husband returns and they can move into their own home.

Give her peace of mind. Don’t let her worry about anything.

Remind her that you are in control of everything regardless

what she goes through. Bless her to trust you to supply every-

thing she needs. Amen.”

At dusk, I walked back home, determined to act as though

Ma Henderson had not upset me at all. She and her husband

were seated in front of the televisionwhen I entered the house.

I peeped into the den and mumbled, “Goodnight,” before

heading to my room.

FollowingEthel’s advice, I tore upmyangry letter that I had

not mailed. Instead, I wroteVincent a long letter telling him

everything that had happened. Writing about the situation

was therapeutic. The power of the pen strengthenedme.

“There!” I finished the letter and prepared to mail it and

await his reply.

About a week later I received a letter fromVincent. I went

to my room and opened it. It contained pictures of his com-

rades and himself in aVietnamese hut. Before reading it care-

fully, I skimmed for his reply about a baby boy.
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“Ignore my mother. The only child I have is our daughter,

Veda. Wewill move into our own house when I return. I guess it’s

true that two women can’t live in the same house. I also sent my

mother a letter asking her to treat you like her own daughter.”

I believed him. That settled it for me. I leaned back on the

bed and read.

Maybe she’ll stop making my life miserable after she reads

his letter.

Well, whateverVincentwrotemadeMaHendersondespise

me all the more.

“You need to stop squealing onme and upsettingmy son!”

she barked.

Regina came by that afternoon and I showed her the re-

cent pictures fromVincent. Everything I shared with her was

positive because I didn’t want her to know there was friction

betweenhermother andme. Iwonderedhowmuchhermama

had told her.

“My brother looks like he’s having a great time over there,”

she said after a quick glance at a couple pictures. “In this one

he looks like he just had a good piece! Look at him! Don’t you

think so?”

She held up a picture in whichVincent was wearing only a

pair of shorts. His body looked sweaty like he’d been working

out.

Stunned, I snatchedmypicturesoutofherhandandwalked

away shaking my head.

“You’re disgusting! I’m through sharing my pictures with

you. So, what do you think Bob is doing down inGeorgia? He’s

close enough to come homemore often but he doesn’t. Why

haven’t you moved down there to be with your husband?”
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I went into my bedroom, and I closed and locked the door

behind me.

Lord, please hurry and getme out of this house. These people

are crazy.
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One Battle Ends,
Another Begins

F of my relationship with Ma Hen-

derson until the dayVeda turned fiveweeks old. That’s the day

we rode to the Columbia MetropolitanAirport with Ma and Pa

Henderson to welcomeVincent home fromSaigon.

On a sunnyOctober morning I spottedVincent’s long legs,

minus thehigh-waterpants, amongall theother troopsdressed

in army green uniforms. As he descended the steps of a jumbo

jet the medals on his cap and his coat pocket glistened in the

Carolina sunshine. I waved one arm to get his attention while

clutchingVeda against my bosomwith the other.

“Your daddy’s home!” I whispered.

Several soldiers approached the terminal like they were

marching in formation. Vincent strutted toward me like a

proud peacock as I ran toward the gate to meet him. The

moment our eyes met I knew he wasn’t the same guy I’d mar-

ried ten months earlier. His eyes looked sad – like those of

Jewish holocaust survivors who witnessed atrocities people

could not even imagine.

He embracedmewith one arm andwith the other he lifted

the pink receiving blanket and peeked at our baby.

“HeyVeda,” he whispered, “Daddy’s home.” He sounded

so weary.

Ma Henderson came over to him, sobbing. I stepped aside

as he embraced her.
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“Thank you Lordy! I got my boy back safe and sound,” she

said. She trembled whileVincent held her in his arms.

Pa Henderson stepped over, grabbed his son’s right hand

and shook it hard.

“I’m mighty glad to have you back home, son,” he said.

“Mighty glad! How you feel?”

“Tired right now. But, I’m ready to live.” Then hemuttered,

“I’m back from hell.”

Vincent gently pulled away fromhismother. Thenhe came

over and placed his arm aroundmy shoulder and together we

followed his parents out of the airport to the parking lot.

In the backseat of the ’57 Chevy, I leaned againstVincent’s

shoulder all the way home as we rode in silence. The oldVin-

cent would have pulled me closer. The tired man next to me

kept peering out the side window as if he were alone, seeing

the world for the first time. The trip remindedme of the long

ride home in a limousine afterweburiedmygrandpa in a ceme-

tery. Vincent’s experiences in Saigon coupled with the long

flight home had taken a toll on him.

He’ll be all right after he gets some rest, I thought.

I believedVincent was a goodChristian because I met him

at church singing in the choir. But scary thoughts entered my

mind during that time of silence. What if I’d been wrong about

him? I’d been wrong about his mother and sister who sang in

the church choir with him. His quiet daddy had fooledme, too.

He was quite a joker.

At least Danny is cool. He andVincent get along fine. We’ll

be okay.

“Thank youGod for my husband’s safe return fromViet-

nam,” I silently prayed. “You have given memy heart’s desire
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for us to be together as a family. Now Lord, please let usmove

into our own house very soon.”
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The Reward for My Faithfulness

A by hismother, wewent into our

room. Vincent removed his coat and shoes and then stretched

out on top of the bedspread. I sat on the side of the bed and

began sharing my dream of us purchasing our own brand new

home.

“Let’s talk later on. I just want to rest now,” he said.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I’m just so glad to have you back.”

I spread the comforter over him and kissed his forehead.

While he slept, I sat on the side of the bed figuring out how

much money we would need to buy a house. His honorable

discharge would help us a lot.

Vincent slept for hours and I only left the room once. That

was to get a bottle of formula. When he woke up, I was right

there.

“When you report to theArmy for counseling to help you

adjust to being back in the states, may I go with you?” I said.

“It would be nice if we both knew what to expect now.”

“TheArmy is through with me,” he said. “All I have to do

is go to my local board and pick up my DD 214, my honorable

discharge papers.”

“But that’s not fair. They can’t just throw you away. Uncle

Sam didn’t send you outside to live in a tree house for ten

whole months and then tell you to come back inside. Doesn’t

the government care what you experienced and want to help

you adjust to civilian life again? Don’t they knowyouhadnever

left home before they drafted you and sent you toVietnam?”
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In his letters Vincent had described gruesome killings,

unimaginable fear, and hideous attacks against American

troops. It seemed only right for him to receive some kind of

counseling or debriefing to help him adjust to the real world. I

couldn’t believe theArmy sent him straight home to his family

like he’d been away on vacation.

“Please tell me this one thing, did they give you a final

check up tomake sure youdidn’t contract a contagious disease

or something? ”

“Davida, youhavenothing to fear. I’mperfectly fine. Some

other soldiers might need a check up or counseling, but not

me. I’ve been to hell and back. I just want to live again.”

“I believe you. But I want to live with theVincent I married.

Not a stranger.”

I didn’t understand what live againmeant, but I got the

feeling that caring for a wife and newborn were not included

in the definition.

As we sat on the side of the double bed, I put my arm

around his waist and stared into his eyes. As a naïve twenty-

year-oldwifewho only spent ten dayswith her husband before

he left for Saigon, I didn’t know what to expect now that he

was at home.

“You’re scaring me,” I said.

“I don’t want to talk about Nam,” he said. Rubbing his

brow with both hands, he fell backward on the bed.

I hushed. Then I stood up and stared at him.

Was I giving him a headache?

For tenmonths I longed for my prince charming with his

award-winning smile to come and deliver me from his wicked

mother. I prayed for his safe return and for us to have no prob-



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 143

lems with Ma Henderson when we moved out of her house.

Oh, I knew she would miss the extra income she got for us

living there, but that was her problem. I wanted out. My little

family was together for the first time andVincent didn’t want

to talk. What was I supposed to do now? Tears dripped from

the corners of my eyes and I started sniffing.

I thinkVincent heard me sniffing, because he sat up. His

white gauze t-shirt revealed big biceps that I didn’t recall see-

ing before. He looked like a strong man.

“Davida, I’m sorry. I’m so tired. It was a long flight. You

talk and I’ll listen.”

Feeling encouraged, I sat beside him and shared the most

important things onmymind. He looked at me through half-

sleepy eyes.

“Well, I saved nearly all of mymonthly allotment checks

so we could buy a new house with a FHA 235 loan or purchase

one using theGI bill with nomoney down. We can easily afford

our own home.”

I thought my excellent stewardship would impress him,

but he didn’t say a word.

“I opened both a checking and savings account at First

Citizens Bank. Both your name andmine are on the accounts.”

Vincent listened but said little or nothing more than a

grunt. I rattled on and on, trying to bring him up to date in one

day.

“I’ll go to work to help pay the bills when we get the house.

Marriage is supposed to be a partnership where two people

work together to get the things they want. Since we both will

have jobs, there won’t be a financial strain on you.”

“Okay, tomorrow we’ll start looking around,” he said.
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Then he slid down in the bed and fell asleep again.

Veda woke up crying as soon asVincent fell asleep. I ran to

the crib, picked her up and stuck a bottle in her mouth so she

wouldn’t disturb her daddy’s rest. I rubbed my nose against

her forehead and sang softly to her while sitting in a Lazy Boy

recliner.

“House-hunting we will go, house-hunting we will go. Hi

ho, my baby-o, house-hunting we will go.” Veda sensed my

excitement and smiled. After feeding her, I got up and paced

the floor, patting her back until she burped. She fell asleep

while resting against my shoulder. I stroked her tiny head full

of straight black hair.

I loved the tiny bundle in my arms and the sleeping giant

in our bed. At half past midnight I put Veda in her crib and

then crawled into bed next to my husband. What a day! I

was so happy I could scream but I remembered I was in Ma

Henderson’s house.

Tomorrow! I mean today, will be a great day! I can hardly

wait!



27
Back From Vietnam

V ’ bed was empty when I woke up to the

sound of my baby’s cries. I gathered her in my arms and went

to the kitchen to get a bottle of formula.

Ma Henderson was seated at the table facingVincent. She

was wrapped up in her housecoat. He woreArmy khakis and

a white t-shirt. I never thought about him needing civilian

clothes now that he was back with a few extra pounds and

muscles.

The two of them were talking and sipping from a coffee

mug. I’d never seen him drink coffee before.

What else had I never noticed about him? Was that a new

habit?

They stopped talking when I entered the kitchen.

“Goodmorning you two,” I said.

“Hey Babe,” he said, looking up at me.

“Goodmorning,” she said, staring at her mug.

I handedVeda to her daddy. He quickly put down the mug

and adjusted to the intrusion on their tête-á-tête. I walked

over to the refrigerator knowing I’d surprised him, but I knew

he would figure out how to hold his daughter, a mug and a

conversation with his mama at the same time.

“I tiptoed out of the room because I knew you were tired,”

he said. “I heard you get up twice during the night. Veda’s got

some good lungs.”

“Yeah, you’re right about that. I’m sorry she disturbed

you.”
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“Oh son, you’ll get used to hearing her cry,”MaHenderson

said. “You got no choice. You’re home now. Ya’ll can stay here

as long as you like.”

I heard her comments while staring at the bottle warmer

on the counter in front of me and knew she was talking in-

directly to me. There was no doubt in my mind that he had

already told her that we were going house-hunting today.

“Hun, I want to drive over to the Ford dealership where I

used togoandpickoutmydreamMustangwhen Iwasgrowing

up,” Vincent said. “We’ll just ride over and look at new cars

and come right back home.”

“All right,” I said. “Give me time to get our baby ready.”

I handed him the bottle to feedVeda while I went to get

dressed. A cute yellow sweater, tan slacks to matchVincent’s,

socks and a pair of buddies for foot comfort rounded out my

outfit. My husband hadmissed my entire pregnancy, so now

hehad tobecomeattracted to the newme, tenpounds heavier

after giving birth.

When I returned, his mama was holdingVeda.

HadVincent fed his daughter?

I tookVeda from her grandma and cleaned her up so she’d

look and smell nice for her daddy. I wrapped her up in a cute

Winnie-the-Pooh receiving blanket for the short ride to Liberty

Ford. I grabbed a bottle of formula from the refrigerator and

rushed outside when I noticed thatVincent andMaHenderson

had already gone out to the car.

Ma Henderson was already in the front passenger seat. I

reminded myself that it was her husband’s car. Vincent sat

behind the wheel but he got out and opened the door for me

when I came withVeda. Grateful that chivalry had not died in
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Vietnam, I hopped into the rear seat and placedVeda onmy

lap.

Vincent drove to Liberty Ford dealership, a mile away to

check out the newMustang – our dream car. While he parked

the car, a bald, overweight white man wearing a tweed dress

jacket with patches on the sleeves, ran out to greet us. As he

approached the driver’s side of the car, we all smelled a stench.

“Somebody has a serious gas problem,”Vincent joked.

“I didn’t pass gas,” I said.

“And I didn’t neither,” Ma Henderson said.

The clock showed ten-thirty whenVincent turned off the

engine.

Yippee! A fewminutes here and then we go house-hunting

after we take his mama home.

“Goodmorning,” the salesman said. “Can I show you our

newest models today?”

“We’re here to look at the newmustangs,”Vincent said.

“Well, you’ve come to the right place. We’ve got your Mus-

tang. C’mon, let me show ya’ll around.”

Vincent got out of the car and came around to open the

rear passenger door for me. Then he opened the front passen-

ger door for his mother.

I placed my left hand beneath the tiny bundle in my lap

and touched something warm and wet. That’s when I noticed

the brown circle onVeda’s blanket where a brown liquid had

seeped through. I looked around for the diaper bag that I

carried everywhere. Then I remembered running out to the

carwithout it. Mybaby haddiarrhea and I didn’t have anything

to even wipe my hand.
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“Go on without me,” I said. I was too embarrassed to get

out of the car with a stinky baby and a dark brown stain in the

front of my sweater and slacks.

“Veda and I are both a mess and stink. I’ll clean us both

when we go back home in a fewminutes.”

MaHenderson stoodoutside lookingdownat thebackseat

mess I was in.

“Why didn’t you bring the diaper bag?” she said.

“I forgot it. Vincent saidwe’re going right back, so it’s okay.

We’ll wait right here. I did bring a bottle just in caseVedawakes

us hungry.”

“You have to always carry a change of diapers for babies,”

she chuckled.

“I see that,” I said, feeling humiliated in front ofVincent.

Ma Henderson knew very well that I always carried a diaper

bag with me – except this one time.

“Go on and look. I can survive this odor for a fewminutes.”

The salesman stood outside watching us like a hawk, wait-

ing for the decision.

Vincent rolled down the front windows a bit to allow air to

pass through so the foul odor was more bearable.

A few minutes of looking turned into hours. I sat there,

waiting and wondering what they were doing.

Finally, an excitedVincent returned alone at fifteen past

three in the afternoon. Ma Henderson wasn’t with him. She

knew I didn’t want to see her.

“They’re going to let me take a new car home today! I had

to sign all the paperwork to make us the owners of a brand

new red Ford Fairlane! Themanager needs your signature and

a check for $300 to close the deal.”
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“What? We only came here to look at Mustangs! Didn’t

we agree to go house- hunting today?”

“Oh, we will. But we need a car so we can go look at

houses.”

“I don’t get it! Didn’t we agree to buy a Mustang? I’m

confused.”

“Yeah, I know. But I got a good deal on a bigger car. It’s a

family car. Trust me. You’ll like it.”

“Family car, huh?”

I sensed the influence of Ma Henderson. He probably

brought her along to co-sign for the car that I didn’t know

wewere going to buy today. He held a clipboard in front ofme

that contained lots of papers and a pen attached to it. He was

too excited for me to halt the action and I was too tired and

annoyed not to sign. So I signed as instructed wherever I saw

the letter “X,” being careful to use only my right hand since it

had not been contaminatedwith feces. I couldn’t believe I was

signing for a car that I had not seen. Vincent hurt my feelings

by making a major purchase without consulting me until after

hemade the commitment. But I was glad his mother was able

to see that he neededmy signature, not hers.

He took the checkbook out of my purse and held it open

while I wrote a check to Liberty Ford for $300.00.

“You sign the check and that will be your part in this deal,”

he said.

Purchasing his first car with money I’d saved gave him the

ultimate high. He ran away with papers in hand like a lottery

winner eager to claim the prize. I didn’t likemy part in the deal,

but I liked the fact that he was fired up, and I was not about to

quench the flame.
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At three-forty that afternoon, five hours after we arrived,

Vincent and his mother returned to the car.

“At last! A fewminutes turned into five hours! Please get

us out of here.”

“I lost all track of time. I’m sorry, Babe. We’re going home

now.” He rolled his window down a little more as he drove

away.

“Hey, it’s cold back here. Roll that window up. You can

smell poop for a fewminutes. I’ve smelled it all day long.”

“I didn’t know it would take that long,” MaHenderson said.

“Where’s the new car we just purchased?” I said.

“They’re going to wash it and get it ready for us to pick it

up before closing time at six o’clock. Mama helped me pick it

out since you couldn’t come inside.”

Whoop ti do! Oh, you don’t say. I never would have guessed.

“Did you enjoy car shopping, Ma Henderson?”

In my heart I knew they made plans while sitting at the

kitchen table.

“Oh yes! That was my first time ever shopping for a new

car! Did you see us go on a test drive?”

I groaned. She had the new car shopping experience that

should have beenmine.

“The stink odor knocked me out for most of the five hours

you two were gone.”

“When we pick up the car, I’ll drive the Chevy and you can

be the first to drive the Ford back home,”Vincent said.

I hushed. He didn’t pacify me. If I’d openedmymouth he

would have known how angry I was with both of them. He

probably would have let his mama drive our new car home if

she had her license.
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Back at home,Vincent laughed and talked with his mama

while I cleaned upmymessy baby. Veda would have thanked

me if she could talk. After she was clean, I took her straight to

Vincent and put her in his arms.

“Your turn for baby duty!” I said, and left the room.

I glanced at Ma Henderson who sat across the table from

him with a gaping mouth.

Why don’t you tell him how to be a daddy? You know every-

thing.

After bathing and changing my clothes, it was getting

close to six o’clock, so I grabbed the diaper bag and went into

the kitchen to getVeda.

“Leave the baby with me,” Ma Henderson said.

“Yeah, thanks ma.” He handedVeda to her and then went

and stood at the front door like a horse waiting for the gate

to open. “This is our first big moment for the two of us to be

together.”

Vincent didn’t know that this was the first time his mother

had ever offered to keep his daughter. I couldn’t believe how

nice she acted around him.

Being nice, I nodded and kissedVeda’s forehead.

“Mommy and daddy will be back soon. Okay?” I said.

“I bet you’d run out that door if she answered you back,”

Ma Henderson said.

Vincent laughed. He took my hand and pulled me toward

the front door. For the first time in months I had something

other than war and a baby to think about. I felt real good, like

a young lady going out on a date with the man she loves.

At the car dealership, the salesman drove the shiny red

Fairlane in front of us and stopped. He got out, left the driver’s
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door open and handedVincent a set of keys for the ignition

and for the trunk. I slid behind the wheel and saw another

set dangling from the ignition of the running car. Following a

quick tutorial on how to operate light switches, brakes, wipers

and mirrors, it was time for me to drive our new car off the lot.

Dang! I gotmore instructions by the salesman for handling

a new car than I got at the hospital for handling a live babywho

will be in my life much longer than a car. We got an owner’s

manual for the car, and nothing but a tiny identification card

and hospital discharge papers for our baby.

God made me a baby carrier and didn’t give me any instruc-

tions. Wow! I messed up today, but I’m learning that parenting

is a big job for life.

“Follow me home Mrs. Davida Henderson, you new car

owner,”Vincent said. His smile diffusedmy anger. I was now

a wife with a husband I could see, hear, and touch. My daily

letter writing days were over.

With mixed feelings of gladness and sadness, I followed

theChevy.

Vincent got so excited about a new car that he never even

thought about the family he’d left in the car. I’m sure his

mother stayed away just for spite so I could learn a good lesson

about always carrying a diaper bag.

“Things will be different once we get our own house,” I

vowed, as I parked the new Ford Fairlane in the Henderson

driveway.

Pa, andMaHenderson, withVeda in her arms, stood ready

to examine our new vehicle as soon as I opened the driver’s

door. I welcomedmy baby into my arms and went inside the

house.
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Let them savor the moment.

That evening at dinner, my mother-in-law gave her hus-

band a step-by-step account of the new car purchase and the

reasons why she andVincent chose the Fairlane rather than a

Mustang.

“Davida sat in the car with the baby the whole time we

looked at all those new cars because she didn’t bring...”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I muttered. “She’s the flawless Chris-

tian who never makes a mistake! Good for her!” I blotted her

out with good thoughts of house-hunting. I knew they would

laugh about my confinement to the car.

From now on I know to expect the unexpected from babies,

in-laws, war veterans, and a man with a new car.



28
What Makes a House a Home?

“W - tomorrow,”Vincent said in our

room that night. “I didn’t know buying a new car would take a

whole day.”

“Do you promise? I can’t take any more surprises.”

“Oh baby, I promise. We have to have a car to drive around

looking at houses. I’m really sorry about the baby boo boo,

too. You did a good job of handling that.”

“Thank you. I hope that never happens again, onmywatch

or yours.”

“You wear those few extra pounds well,” he whispered.

“Thanks. Those big biceps of yours are quite attractive, Mr.

Henderson.”

Vincent put his arms aroundme and I forgot all about the

mama drama that day. Confidence in birth control pills pre-

scribed by Dr. Bowman allowed me to freely enjoy consum-

mating ourmarriage again. I stuffed a hand towel in hismouth

to keep him quiet out of respect for his parents across the

hall. Frustration is a catalyst for action. Hemumbled “house-

hunting” in his sleep.

I got up early the next morning and was already dressed

and sitting at the kitchen table readingWebster’s Dictionary

definition of “house” whenVincent came out of the bathroom.

“I smell fish!” he said, entering the kitchen. He sat down

at the table licking his lips.

Ma Henderson had left her son some hot grits simmering

on a top burner and fried catfish in the oven wrapped in alu-
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minum foil. I went to the electric Kenmore stove to fix his

plate.

“Your mother told me to make sure breakfast was hot

when I served it to you.”

His fork sank into the pile of grits like a diver plunging into

the deep end of a pool. Ma Henderson knew how to please

her son, and I was learning.

“I looked up the definition of house versus home,” I said,

sitting across the table from him. “A house is a building or

enclosure in which people live or a residence. A home is a

place where one’s domestic affections are centered. Living

with in-laws while my heart yearned for a place of my own

meant I lived in a house, not a home. That’s why we have to

be quiet here like we had to do at Regina’s when we first got

married. We need our own home.”

“I’m ready,” he said with stuffed jaws. “Living in the house

withmyparents doesn’t feel good. Amanneedshis ownhouse.

I mean home.”

I placedTheStatenewspaper beside his plate. It was folded

to the real estate ads.

“St. AndrewsEstates is abrandnewsubdivisionwithhomes

that require no money down with theGI loan,” I said.

Veda started crying at the top of her lungs and I ran to

check on her.

“Excuse me. Duty calls. Eat and enjoy while I get Veda

ready to go. You can bet I won’t forget her diaper bag this

time.”

“I know you won’t.”

“Calm down! Mommy’s coming!” I said, running down the

hall to our bedroom.
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About an hour later, my family was riding through the

arched entrance to St. Andrews Estates. All of the houses

were newly constructed but somewere occupied because cars

were parked in the driveway or draperies covered thewindows.

“Oh, look at that house!” I said, pointing to one in a cul-

de-sac.

Vincent drove the Fairlane that we nicknamed Farlie into

the driveway of a beautiful brick veneer, three-bedroomhouse

with a large front and back yard and an adjacent garage. The

house had everything I wished for while growing up.

“This is perfect for us! OhVincent, what do you think?”

“Ohhhhh, I don’t know. Even if we buy it with nomoney

down under theGI bill we still have to pay on it every month.

We already have to pay Ford Motor Credit. Next you’re going

to want furniture. Don’t forget, I don’t have a job yet.”

“We both will get a job.” I patted his thigh to remind him

that he hadme.

We jumped out and stood looking through the picture

windowwhen a black middle-agedman drove his Chevrolet

Impala into the driveway behind Farlie.

“Hey there! I’m Arnold, the only real estate agent you’ll

ever need. I know you want to look inside and I’ve got your

key.” He got out of the car carrying a leather briefcase.

“We sure dowant to take a look inside,”Vincent said. “Out-

side looks pretty good.”

“Inside looks even better,”Arnold said, unlocking the door.

I entered first and went straight across the living room

and into the den and kitchen area. Right away I noticed a tall

rectangular space.

“Hey, where’s the refrigerator?”
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“Women always ask, ‘Where’s the refrigerator?”’ Arnold

said. “You will need to install your own. People like different

styles to meet their family size and needs. That’s your choice.

Go on, take your time and look around at everything that is

here.”

Arnold laid his briefcase on the kitchen counter and began

rummaging through it.

Vincent and I stared at each other for a moment, and then

we dashed off like children set free to roam in a candy store.

Together we explored all three bedrooms, two bathrooms and

the closets. Staring through the picture window, I marveled

at the beauty of the clear blue skies. The brightness of the

sunbeams filled the large living room. Then we went outside

through the sliding glass patio door. That’s whereVincent took

my hand.

“Davida, this looks like a nice place for a backyard wed-

ding.”

“You’re right. But since I’m already Mrs. Henderson, I’d

prefer to spendmoneyonahomeofourown rather thanawed-

ding. That’s why I deposited most of my allotment money.”

“Smart woman. Do you think we can afford to live here?”

“Yes! All things are possible if you only believe. But we

must make it happen.”

We admired the view of the neighbor’s brick houses and

lawns from the back, front, and sides of our house. Living in

the cul-de-sac would mean less traffic, a safer play area for

Veda, more privacy and peace.

The last area we inspected before returning to the kitchen

was the two-car garage that housed connections for our own
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washer and dryer. I visualizedmy dreampowder bluemustang

parked beside Farlie.

“House-hunting is fun,” he said.

“Yeah! This house feels right. I could see it becoming our

home.”

We looked at each other. He kissedme onmy cheek and

we both giggled like little children in the toy department of

Sears.

“While growing up in the country, we grew almost every-

thing we ate. So I always said I want nothing but grass and a

few trees growing in my yard. Just like this.”

I’d foundmy dream house but I knew better than to rush

Vincent. He had to feel good about his decision. Our own

private corner in a barn would be better than tipping around

on eggshells in his parents’ house.

We were still holding hands when we returned to the

kitchen through the garage entrance. Veda slept through the

whole tour in her daddy’s arm.

Arnold smiled when he saw us. He seemed eager to run

and stick the SOLD sign in the front yard. We found him stand-

ing in the combinedden and kitchen area clicking aBic pen and

pointing to a stack of papers spread out on the countertop.

“Sign here!” The papers were calling Mr. and Mrs. Hender-

son.

“Under theGI bill you can buy this house right nowwith no

money down and get a low interest rate,” Arnold said. “You’ll

have a couple of months before the first mortgage payment

comes due. That’s enough time for theVA to help you find a

job and for you to get a few paychecks under your belt before

you start making payments. I know a nice family man like you
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got an honorable discharge, so I can run the credit check today

and put your family in your own home in no time.”

Oh, he said “home.” To me Arnold said the magic word

that should have remindedVincent of my house versus home

definitions.

“Just like that?” Vincent said. “I just returned from Nam

two days ago. I haven’t even picked upmy DD 214 yet.”

“Yep.” He nodded at Vincent. “We don’t need to see it.

Uncle Sammade it easy for you guys. Your history shows up

when we run a credit check.”

“We don’t have any furniture yet,” I said.

“You can move in and furnish one room at a time,” Arnold

said, looking at me.

“Give us a fewminutes to talk it over.” Vincent turned to

me and said, “Davida...”

“You know I love this house! I can’t wait to make it our

home.”

“All right.” Vincent reached for theBic pen inArnold’s hand.

“Where do I sign?”

I glued my mouth shut to prevent any sound during the

signing of several papers. The deal wasn’t final until the last

paper was signed. On the outside I was calm, but on the inside

the real me kept shouting HALLELUJAH! Firecrackers popped

inmy head. Arnold’s stare warnedme to hush. Furniture could

always be added later.

Arnold briefly explained each printed page. Vincent signed

first and then I signed as co-owner. We did the same thing for

six carbonated pages. It seemed like we were signing our lives

away. SinceArnold had worked several years for Century 21,

we trusted him to work everything out for us just like he said.
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Vincent backed out of the driveway at 6508MiracleTrail,

I blew a see-you-later kiss to the new house that would soon

become our home.

“Do you realize that we bought a house in two hours?” I

said.

“Gosh, is that all? That was quicker than buying this car.”

“Yeah, and we didn’t spend one dime. I had no idea it was

that easy. Thank you for the experience, Mr. Henderson.”

“It was a pleasure to share it with you, Mrs. Henderson.”

The car shopping experience that he had with his mother

came tomind but I didn’t mention it. That would have upset

me all over again.

“Savor the moment,” I told myself.

“Let’s not mention the house until we get VA approval,”

Vincent said.

“I agree. Let’s keep it our big secret.” I think he needed

to find the right words to break the news to his mother who

missed out on this experience.

We went back to the Henderson home and started our job

search by readingThe StateNewspaper employment section.

The following weekVincent and I rode together to apply

for work at NARCOChemical – a plant that made textiles. We

reported to the same personnel office but met with different

interviewers. Vincent was the first one called in since he had

preferential treatment as a veteran.

After my interview, I returned to Farlie and sawVincent

sitting in the car, grinning. I stopped in front of the windshield

and did the Bounce while waving the company brochure. It

was celebration time.
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Vincent jumped out of the car, huggedme and we kissed.

Then he opened the car door for me like the gentleman I’d

grown to love.

“Get in Mrs. Davida Henderson, newmother, new home-

owner, new employee.”

“Thank youMr. Vincent Henderson. You and Farlie made

it all possible.”

I waited for him to slide behind the wheel. Then I opened

thebrochure and read a section as hedroveback to his parents’

house:

Listen to this. In the Doffing Department, employees are

required to work swing shifts from eight in the morning until

four in the afternoon for seven days. Following one day off, you

will return to work from four in the afternoon until midnight for

seven days. After two days off you will return for seven days

frommidnight until eight in the morning. Then after four days

off, the cycle of rotating shifts will be repeated.

“We’ve got to find a good babysitter for thesework hours.”

“Don’t worry. Mymama can help out withVeda when we

work the evening and night shift.”

“Umm... Yeah. Your mama! That’s a good idea. You ask

her.”

“I’ll ask her but I already know she’ll say yes.”

His mama will be in our business again. But he’s right. She

only works part-time during the day.

The followingMonday we began day shift together. But

onThursday,Vincent was transferred to a different shift and

to theCreel Department that made yarn.

“Did you tell them that we only have one car?” I said.
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“We’ll have to work out a car schedule so we can still get

Veda to the babysitter.”

“That’s not the way we planned things,” I said.

Ma Henderson had to be informed, and I was the one to

tell her.

“I might be late getting home tomy baby when I have to

wait forVincent to bring the car. But I’ll get here as soon as I

can.”

“I won’t complain if you come late. The good Lord blessed

ya’ll with jobs that paygoodmoney. Morehoursmeanabigger

blessing for me.”

Oh no! Now she knows howmuch we earn. Her son tells her

all our business.

I depositedmy first weekly paycheck beforewewent shop-

ping for a bedroom suite and sofa at Kimbrell’s FurnitureStore.

Vincent paid fifty-dollars down and got more credit extended

to us. Credit felt pretty good. We agreed to leave the ma-

hogany furniture on layaway in the store pending approval of

the home loan. Then we would have it delivered.

“That’s all the debt we’re getting in,”Vincent said. “Don’t

even think of furnishing that whole house.”

“But we need to buy a refrigerator. Otherwise we won’t

have any place to store our food andVeda’s formula.”

“See, the bills are stacking up and we haven’t started pay-

ing any of them yet.”

Vincent shook his head like he was struggling with a de-

cision. He cleared his throat and propped his clasped hands

beneath his chin. That meant he was unsure about what to

say. Serving inVietnam had not changed that habit.
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“Don’t worry,” I said, massaging his back. “Every house

needs a refrigerator. I told you I’m going to help you get ev-

erything we need.”

“Okay. A refrigerator. That’s the last thing!”

“Yes!” I hugged him, grateful for his compliance with my

request. “Thank you husband.”

A refrigerator is a no brainer. That was an unnecessary fight.

My husband had earnedmy respect by the impressive way

he put his foot down. His firmnessmademe feel safe with him

as head of our family.

“I love you,” I whispered when we snuggled close that

night.

“I love you, too, Babe. You’re pulling things out of me I

never knew were in me.”
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Shift Work

O atNARCOChemical, I was assigned to a team

of four female doffers in which a tall, skinny, light-skinned

lady named Darlene was the captain. She had seven years

experience as a wife and six years threading machines that

converted fibers to yarn. She taught memy job and a whole

lot of other things, too.

Darlene and I talked during each fifteen-minute break in a

soundproof room.

“All this running should burn off my ten pounds of baby

fat,” I said.

“Oh yeah! You’ll get used to running frommachine to ma-

chine in no time.” She reached under her t-shirt, pulled a tiny

purse out of her bra and showed me a picture of two boys.

“See how chubby I was after I hadmy twins. I was twice your

size when I came here. My twins are three now. This work will

whip you in shape and keep you slim.”

“Wow!” I stared at her twins for a moment. “I gained

twenty pounds when I was pregnant. I can’t wait to get rid of

the extra weight.”

I tried to imagine carrying two babies at one time. She

must have been huge.

“Pounds will fall off and stay off. I’m a witness.”

She tucked her photo into the miniature purse and hid

it again inside what looked like a size DD bra. I would have

been embarrassed to let people see me take a purse out of

my brassiere. But not, Darlene! I was amazed at the way she

164
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let nothing bother her, including a leather purse with a metal

snap in her bosom.

“I bet you could teach me a lot about this thing called mar-

riage. I really didn’t know what I was getting into when I told

the preacher, ‘I do’.”

“Well, my husband and I had five good years together. But

lately it’s been “hell!” Harold is an only child. Two years agomy

father-in-law died of lung cancer after smoking three packs of

cigarettes aday for thirty years. Mymother-in-lawcame to live

with us ‘cause she’s scared to stay in the house by herself. She

never worked outside the home during the whole forty-two

years they were married. Lucky me, huh?”

“My husband and I just bought a house so we could move

out of my in-laws’ house. They need to have their own space

and I hope we never have to prepare a room for his mother or

father.”

“In this life we plan to say ‘no’ but foul balls have a way of

circling back to hit us between the eyes just when we think

we’ve batted a homerun.”

“You’re right about that. I thought I was safe from preg-

nancy and along cameVeda.”

“I’m glad they assigned you to my team. I’m going to help

you in everyway I can.”

We returned to the floor and Darlene showedme how to

work faster and smarter byusing shortcutswhen loading creels

of yarn, threading and doffingmachines. She talked fast and

worked like a beaver. By her doing more than her share of the

work, I was able to keep up with the experienced women on

the other side of the machine while in training.

During lunch break we talked again.
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“You can ask me anything about NARCO, the work, any-

body who works here, marriage...really anything. I’ve been

here six years. I know which supervisors might backstab you

and which ones you can trust. I know the workers and the

slackers. I know shortcuts to finishing early so you can have

longer breaks...”

“I’m so glad to be on your team. You’re just what I need

right now. On a personal note, my husband is his mama’s

favorite son. What’s it like being married to an only son?”

“The same as you beingmarried to a mama’s boy. You just

have to let your mother-in-law know where you stand. But

you should wait until you move into your own home, though.”

We both laughed.

“The wait is almost over. I don’t know if I can last on this

job, but I know I have to work.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Everybody felt that way on the first day.

You’re a newmother, a new wife and a new daughter-in-law.

You’re learning how to be all those things plus a new doffer at

the same time. That’s a lot. You’ll do fine.”

Her words were soothing. I felt overwhelmed with details

and didn’t think I could keep up the fast-paced work. By the

end of my first day, my jeans gave my gut more breathing

room.

Wemoved into our own home onMiracleTrail in Columbia

duringVincent’s four-day weekend. I worked graveyard shift

the day wemoved. I went to work tired that night andVincent

was late picking me up the next morning. By the time he

arrived, I was livid.

“Don’t you realize that I’m tired when I get off work? I’m

ready to go home.”
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“Don’t get mad at me! I overslept. I’m human. I was beat

aftermoving yesterday and driving you towork last night. And

you knowVeda wakes up crying during the night.”

“All right! Now you know some of what I go through.” I

leaned back in the seat and closedmy eyes. I sighedwith relief.

ThankGod I didn’t have to drive.

At work the next night I told Darlene about our first argu-

ment.

“Yesterday the challenge of having only one car slapped

me in the face. Vincent drives me to work and takes the car

home so he can drive back for his shift. Then I drive the car

homewhenmy shift ends so I can pick himup later. We seldom

have the good fortune of being assigned to the same shift.

Many times I can’t remember whether I’m going or coming

fromwork.”

“Girl, I know what you mean. Mymother-in-law lives with

us so we don’t have to take the twins to a sitter. But oh, how

I wish we had some privacy like you two. She’s an old widow

and she ain’t going nowhere except to heaven, or maybe hell.

I’m not sure which one.”

“You need to stop joking like that.”

“Sometimes she’s so evil I wonder if she’d be nicer if she

didn’t go to church at all. Evenmy children say she’s evil. Ev-

erything is all about her. Keeping her comfortable. Cooking

her foods that diabetics eat. Getting her medicine. Taking

her to the doctor. Taking her to her itty-bitty church across

town where she’s the announcement clerk. Cheering her up

when she’s depressed. Girl, you got it good.You can say “good-

bye” and hang up the phone on your mother-in-law. Not me.

Yak, yak, yak is all I hear when I’m at home. I can do nothing
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right. She forgot we were married five years and got along

fine before she came to live with us.”

“I don’t like having somebody else take care of my baby.

But I have to trust his mother to babysit while I work holidays,

evenings and night shift. Day care centers provide care during

the day. It’s hard to find time to sleep when you’ve got a baby.

Around our house, I seldom knowwhat to do, when to do it, or

where to do it, especially when it comes to getting sleep and

pleasing my husband. I do a lot of things to keep the peace

because we haveVeda.”

“I know you know that a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta

do. And a girl’s gotta do a whole lot.”

“Everybody talks about the bliss in marriage but nobody

told me about the blisters. I’m trying to get a grip on things

before blisters turn into boils.”

As wewalked back to thework floor, Darlene laid her hand

onmy shoulder and said, “I wouldn’t trade my problems with

you for all the tea in China.”

“And I wouldn’t trade mine with you for anything in the

world.”

We doffed the first machine (collected bobbins of thread),

cleaned it and began stringing it up again for the next shift.

We knew what to do, when and where to do it according to a

tiny schedule given us each day.

Marriage would be boring if we did the same thing the same

way day after day with no problems.

All night weworked and talked, especially whenwe doffed

amachine early.

“I’m usually exhausted by the time I get home. YetVincent

expects me to cook, clean house, take care of Veda, shop,
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wash, iron, and so on, plusmakemyself look attractive for him.

He works and then relaxes when he comes home. He expects

his food to be hot, except when he goes out to play dominoes

with his buddies. Women don’t get a fair shake in this thing

called marriage. I had no idea what I was getting myself into.”

“Marriage is what youmake it. Harold knows he’s got to

help out at home. You’ve got one baby. Think about me with

twin boys. That’s double trouble.”

“I can only imagine.”

Darlene was right about the work at NARCOwhipping me

into shape. I lost twenty pounds during my first twomonths.

The weight loss gave me a sense of accomplishment. That is,

until Ma Henderson commented about it one afternoon that I

wore a new purple pants suit.

I handed her somemoney for babysitting and she looked

me up and down like I was a mannequin.

“Gracious! You lost a lot of weight! Are you sure you ain’t

sick? I know my son. Nothing wants a bone but a dog, you

know.”

Now I’m too skinny for her precious son.

Why didn’t she say anything about the goodmoney I paid

her to keepVeda while I workedmy butt off? A simple ‘thank

you’ would have been fine. I knew not to give her a piece of

mymind for being so rude, because that would mean I let her

bring me down to her level. With nothing to say, I drove away

feeling proud of having self-control and my own home.

My family enjoyed the benefits of having our own home.

Sometimes I cleaned up, and other times I ignored the mess.

Veda was free to cry loud and long without my hurrying to

quiet her down. Vincent and I were free to make as much
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noise as we wanted in our bedroom. We could walk through

the house nude if we wanted to do that, too. There was no

one to tap on our bedroomdoor and disturb our time together.

In fact, we never even closed our bedroom door because the

nursery was across the hall.

Whatever the challenges of homeownership, they were

worth it.
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The Onslaught of Blisters

B , , , ugly things started

popping up everywhere. Painful blisters that could not be

ignored attacked our marital bliss.

Blister #1Unclear Roles

Vincent and I had to answer to no one but each other. We

had to solve our own problems. Sharing one car was a major

challenge for us because Farlie had to go far, averaging eighty

miles per day and four trips back and forth.

“Our second argument was over the car, again,” I told Dar-

lene one night at work. “Vincent showed up so late that I

wondered if he would come at all.”

Darlene listened. I could tell she was thinking about a

solution.

“You’ve got to stand up for your rights orVincent will walk

all over you.”

The next timeVincent was late I yelled at him.

“The car is always here when you get off! Why don’t you

do the same for me?”

“Sometimes things come up. Todaymymama neededme

to take her to the doctor cause her blood pressure was up.”

“Why didn’t she call her own husband? Can’t you see how

insensitive and irresponsible you are? Why should I have to

wonder when you’ll get here with the car? I know you’re re-

adjusting to civilian life but I have to pick up Veda from the

171
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babysitter’s house. Plus I’m tired and want to go home at the

end of my shift. Why can’t you understand how I feel when

Farlie is not here on time?”

“I’m sorry,” he said for the thousandth time.

▪ ▪ ▪

When I came home from work nothing was done at home.

When he came home I hadmeals prepared and other house-

hold chores done.

“Don’t you know that men are supposed to share house-

hold responsibilities?” I said while cooking dinner, asVincent

sat in front of the television like his daddy.

“Aman is supposed to provide for his family. I do that. You

work because you wantmore than I can pay for bymyself. The

wife is supposed to run the house andmake her husband feel

like a king in his home. That’s what mymama taught me. All

my daddy ever did was go out and earn the money, bring it

home and give it to mymama. She buys the bacon and pays

the bills with it.”

“Your mama works too!”

“Yeah, that’s only because she wants a few extra things.

Shedoesn’tmakeenoughmoney ironingotherpeople’s clothes

to count that as a job.”

“Just remember, I’m not your mama. It’s a new day now.

My contribution to our standard of living is important. Don’t

take me for granted.”

Blister #2Unreasonable Expectations

That eveningVincent criticized the meal I threw together. I

fixed his colorful plate of canned Del Monte whole kernel corn,
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cut green beans and Libby’s corned beef hash. He pushed it

away as soon as I set it in front of him.

“Aren’t you hungry?”

“Yeah, but I want real food. I want the kind of meals you

have to sweat over like mymama prepares for my daddy.”

“What! I told you I’m not your mama. She taught you how

to cook. Cook your ownmeals if you want that kind.”

“A woman’s job is to please her husband. Sometimes I eat

this stuff, but I feel like a real meal today. Give me something

else.”

“I have a baby to care for, the house to clean, and a job

just like you. I’m telling you that I get tired and need your

cooperation, just in case you haven’t noticed that I happen to

be human.”

“I know where I can go and get some real food.”

He got up, walked out without saying another word and

drove away.

It didn’t matter that he was gone for hours. I needed a

break and I enjoyed my peace.

Blister #3 Disrespect

One day whenVincent was off, he failed to pick me up from

work. After waiting more than an hour, I called Darlene – who

had her own car – to come and rescueme. Marital advice came

with the ride.

“I don’t knowwhereVincent is but I believe he’s okay. I just

wish he’d told me he wasn’t coming back for me.”

“I trained Harold to come straight home after work. He

also knows to call me to get permission before working a

double-shift.”
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“How do you train a grownman?”

“You talk to him like you talk to a child and tell him what

you will and will not tolerate. That’s how.”

“But shouldn’t he use common sense?”

“Everybody doesn’t have common sense. It’s only com-

mon if it’s not foreign to them. Put your foot down and don’t

back off.”

“Most of the time I suffer silently because I’m afraid I’ll

explode when I open mymouth. Vincent beggedme to marry

him, so I refuse tobeghim to treatme likehiswife. When I cook

hot meals on my days off and he doesn’t come straight home

from work, I eat and then hide the leftovers in the freezer. I

know they call that being passive aggressive, but it feels good

to hear him searching the freezer for something to eat late at

night.”

“Everything you say, I’ve already done it. That’s all part

of his training. You can teach, but can’t make him learn the

lessons.”

We laughed. She had a clever way of shooting from the

hips even though she barely had any.

“I can’t share marital problems with my mama because

she’s too hard onmen. One time I told herVincent didn’t come

homeafterworkand Iwasafraid somethingbadhadhappened

to him. The first thing that flew out of her mouth was, ‘I told

youmen are cheaters!’ I don’t want to hear that.”

“Your mamamight have a point there. She’s been around

long enough to teach you a few things. But I know you don’t

want to hear that.”

“If I complain to mymother-in-law, she defends her son.

She’ll say, ‘Vincent needs some time to settle down after com-
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ing back from the war. Be patient with him and give him some

space.’ I can’t trust his sister Regina to tell the truth. My best

friend Elaine, whomarriedVincent’s brother Danny, hides the

problems in her marriage. She pretends everything is okay

when anyone who knows her can tell that she’s going through

a lot. So, you’re an angel sent from heaven. Thank you for

listening to another day in the life of Davida Kincaid Hender-

son.”

“Davida, whenever I talk to you, I see how far God has

brought me in mymarriage. Don’t you feel better when you

talk about all that ugly stuff? Some people try to hide the pain

in their marriage. They don’t know others on the outside can

see problems in their face and eyes and the way they behave.

Marital problems are like blisters on your face. Everybody sees

them but you, unless you take a good look in the mirror.”

“Before I met you I dumped everything onGod in prayer.

Then one time I felt like I would explode if I didn’t talk to a

personwho could talk back tome. Ever since that night when I

talked to Ms. Ethel, I stopped being ashamed of my problems

and started telling people what I’m going through. We’ll never

know who can help if we don’t share. I’m learning how to be a

wife, and learners makemistakes.”

“It’s dangerous keepinggarbage inside you. It can cause se-

rious stress-related health problems. Stress is a killer. I refuse

to let Harold drive me crazy or makeme commit a homicide

or a suicide. My twins need their mama. I’m telling you,Veda

deserves to have a healthy and happymama. Don’t letVincent

stress you out!”
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Blister #4Unfaithfulness

“I know of a lot of military wives who cheated while their hus-

bands were inVietnam. Maybe I would have been better off

had I been unfaithful. Vincent arranged for me to stay with his

parents while he was gone. Hmmm.... perhaps he’s smarter

than I thought.”

“Yeah, he outsmarted you,” Darlene said, laughing.

“Why didn’t I think of that before he left? He knew I was

already pregnant. So I didn’t have to worry about getting

pregnant again. Is this my reward for my being faithful to one

man, saving my allotment checks, praying and writing letters

everyday and waiting patiently for him to return? What about

me? Don’t I deserve to be happy?”

“Marriage has an adjustment period. You’ve got to sink

before you swim. Just be careful not to drown while you’re

thrashing around in the water.”

“What happened to the bliss in our marriage? How can we

retrieve it? That’s what I’d like to know. He has to know that

one person can’t make a marriage work.”

“He knows that! I’m not taking sides, but maybe this time

your mother-in-law is right. He needs time to adjust after

coming back fromVietnam. Uncle Sam needs to do a much

better job of looking after their “government issue” after these

GIs return home.”

“I know you’re right. Thanks for the lift.”

I felt a fewmore pounds lighter when Darlene droppedme

off at home.
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Blister #5 Deception & Distress

Vincent came home with a lame excuse about being stuck in

traffic on I-26 and unable to find a phone booth to call my job

or his mother. On the morning of his no show appearance, he

claimed that he arrived two hours late and I had left NARCO.

So he visited his mother to avoid a fight.

After that day, he picked me up whenever he dropped me

off at work. That means he sometimes didn’t bother to come

home to take me to work. In that way he could say get home

the same way you got to work. I think he forgot that I was

working to help him pay the bills.

Oddly, Farlie would not start whenever I was at home and

Vincent went out with his buddies. Since he never had a prob-

lem starting our new car, I suspected he did something to

prevent me from driving it.

OneSaturday afternoon I toldVincent thatVeda and Iwere

going to visit mymother while he went out with the fellows.

“Please don’t do anything to keep me from driving our car

this time. I’ve told you where I’m going.”

“Farlie will be waiting for you in front of the garage.”

Through the picture window I watched him stroll past our

car and get in the backseat of his buddy’sCadillac. Then I went

outside, buckledVeda in her car seat and slid behind thewheel.

I turned the key in the ignition, but Farlie made no sound.

“I told him I was going to Mama’s house!” I yelled, pound-

ing the steering wheel with both fists.

After releasing the hood latch, I jumped out of the car

determined to find out whatVincent had done to prevent the

engine from starting. I lifted the hood and searched in vain

for a missing part. Nothing. Through teary eyes, I walked
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along thedriveway searching thegrass for anything thatmight

resemble an automobile part.

“I’m going to find out what he did to this car!” I cried.

I knew I wasmaking a public spectacle of myself in front of

my neighbor who was sitting on her front porch. But I didn’t

care. I sawherwatchingme. A couple of times she even leaned

over to say something to the woman seated next to her.

I shook the hedges like a madwoman. Then, a round black

gadget, tucked inside the hedge closest to the garage door,

dropped on the ground.

“Aha! I found it!”

I didn’t know what it was or what to do with it, but I knew

I’d found it. I picked up the part then ran over and pokedmy

head under the hood. I fussed aloud as I tried in vain to attach

the missing piece. Everybody knows pieces to a jigsaw puzzle

must fit somewhere.

“Where does it fit?” I said.

“Can I help you?”

A woman’s calm voice startled me. I stood erect. Beside

me stood my next-door neighbor, a military housewife and

mother of six.

“I’m trying to find out where this piece fits. My husband

took it off to keep the car from starting. It must fit somewhere

right under my nose, but I don’t know where.”

“Please allowme to show you where to put the distributor

cap?”

Wow! Here’s a woman who knows the name of automobile

parts.
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I handed her the round black gadget that was shaped like

a cup. With the experience of a mechanic, she screwed the

distributor cap in the proper place.

“You did it!”

“Believe me, I’ve learned a lot in my twenty-two years of

marriage. It took some time before I realizedmy husband was

the culprit. Your husband doesn’t want you to go out when

he’s not here, because youmight run into him.”

“Oh, so that’s why the car won’t start when he’s gone.”

“You’ve got to stop feeling sorry for yourself and fight back.

Otherwise he’ll keep you upset. I bet you hewon’t try this trick

again. I’m next door whenever you needme.”

“Thank you so much.”

“No, thank you for allowing me to help. Some young peo-

ple don’t think we ‘old heads’ know anything. Enjoy your

evening with your mother.”

She was walking away when I started the car. Farlie’s en-

gine purred as usual. It was late that afternoon when I arrived

atmama’s house in the country. Shewas in the kitchenmaking

a pound cake. My little siblings gathered around me in the

living room andmade a fuss overVeda.

“Oh no! I’m out of McCormick pure vanilla extract!” My

mamacried like her best friendhaddied. I knew that flavorwas

the last, but necessary ingredient, she added to cake batter.

And only McCormick would do.

“I’ll run to the store and get some,” I said.

LeavingVeda withVera, my teenage sister, I ran out to the

car. My ten and eight-year-old sisters, April and Gladys, ran

behind me.

“Can we go, too?” they said.
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“Hop in.”

I headed down the deserted country road to the nearest

store four miles away. We’d gone almost three miles when

Farliemadeaweird noise and then the right front side slumped

down.

“Thump! Thump! Thump.”

“Oh no! I’ve got a flat tire!”

At first I continued driving slowly, trying to reach the main

road where there would be other drivers whomight stop and

helpme. But I became concerned about causingmore damage

to the car. I stopped on the asphalt road without pulling over

so a driver would know something was wrong. A full moon

provided light and revealed the entrance toCorinthian Baptist

Church’s cemetery.

“What are we gonna do?” April said.

“I’m scared,” Gladys said. “Dead people might get us.”

“AwwwVincent! I’m so mad at you right now. I asked you

to showme how to change a flat. But no! You said, ‘You don’t

need to know that. Just call me and I’ll come and fix it.’ So

where are you now when I need you? How can I call with no

phone out here?”

“What are we gonna do?” April said.

“Wait here,” I said.

I got out and left the girls in the car. The jack was with the

spare tire hidden underneath carpet in the trunk. I removed

the jack and set it in place beneath the side of the car that had

the flat.

“Get out of the car before I jack it up ” I said, thinking their

weight would makeme have to work harder.
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My sisters got out and stood near me watching the ceme-

tery, as I removed the flat tire and replaced it with the new

one.

Not a single car passed us as I worked in the moonlight.

Anger towardVincent drove out fear as I rushed to get us out

of thatGod-forsaken place.

I changed the tire, tightened the bolts with the lug wrench

and then tried to let the car back down. The jack handle would

not budge. I tried again and again to let the car down, but

nothing happened. Desperate, I asked the girls for help.

“You two lift the front end while I snatch the jack from

under the car.”

They tried lifting, but that was a dumb idea.

Finally, I got so frustrated that I yelled atVincent.

“I told you to show me how to change a tire before this

happened! Now look at me!”

With tears streaming downmy face, I kicked the jack han-

dle as hard as I could.

“Click! Click! Click!”

The car inched down like a heavy ball dropping one step

at a time. We stared in amazement until it stopped dropping.

“Yay! You did it!” the girls said. They didn’t realize how

astonished I was.

I tossed the jackand jackhandle in the truckandwehopped

back in and headed to the service station next door to Piggley

Wiggley.

“This was my first time changing a tire,” I told the me-

chanic. “I don’t know if the lugs are on tight enough for us to

be safe.”
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He checked them with a lug wrench and each one was

already tight.

“You did great, ma’am! They couldn’t be any tighter if I’d

fastened themwith the machine.”

His words boosted my confidence level to one hundred

percent. I did it! I didn’t need a man to change the tire. I

learned how to do it myself.

We went inside the store, got Mama’s vanilla extract and

an ice cream sandwich for each of us to have the special treat

we deserved. We rode back to the country singing a song that

I made up to the tune of “The BearWentOverThe Mountain”:

“She had a flat tire on the way, she had a flat tire on the

way, she had a flat tire on the way, and changed it by herself.

She changed it by herself, she changed it by herself, she had a

flat tire on the way, and changed it by herself.

That night I removed the distributor cap when I returned

home and hid it under our bed. When Vincent went out to

drive the car the next morning, it didn’t start. He searched

outside a long time before he came inside.

“Where’s the distributor cap?” he huffed.

“In a safe place where only I can find it. If you ever pull that

dirty trick again I’ll throw it away next time and neither of us

will go anywhere. I learned a lot about cars last night.”

Mybolddeclarationputanend toVincent’s car trick. Mama

was right when she said on the day wemarried, “You have to

be strong from now on.” Darlene and a veteran wife had given

me great advice. I was not too proud to accept help. I wanted

mymarriage to work.
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Awise wife needs her own toolkit and skills to knowwhen,

where andhow touse each tool. Theunexpected could happen

anywhere, at any time.

Blister #6 Financial Matters

Two thousand, four hundred fifteen dollars remained in our

savings account after purchasing the house, the car, and furni-

ture for the dining room, den, our bedroom and the refriger-

ator. I continued making regular deposits every payday and

brought the total savings tomore than three thousand dollars.

One payday I came home and saw seven fancy dress suits,

shirts, slacks and matching shoes for each outfit spread out

like a colorful quilt on our bed. I assumedVincent had spent

his entire paycheck on outfits for himself.

“What’s all this?” I said.

“I haven’t bought anynewclothesmuch since I camehome.

It’s time for me to start dressing better.”

“Are you still going to pay the mortgage?”

“Yeah, I’m going to pay.” He handed me the usual five

hundred dollars cash.

I guess he couldn’t wait until Christmas to see what gifts

he’ll get, I thought.

Vincent slid open the sliding closet doors and began rear-

ranging his clothes to make room for his new wardrobe.

“Your job requires casual work clothes. Where are you

going to wear dress suits? Are you going to start going to

church again?”

“Can’t I just want to dress up sometimes?”
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“Sure. A working man is entitled to buy new clothes. I just

wish you had toldme about the shopping spree so I could have

bought myself some new clothes, too.”

Convinced that he planned to dress up to go to nightclubs,

I left him alone. I didn’t have the energy to argue about his

new clothes, especially since he had already spent the money.

I left himarranging the suits and shoes andwent toprepare

dinner.

A couple of days before Christmas, I went to First Citizens

Bank to make my usual deposit in our savings account. The

balance the teller stamped inmy yellow savings bookwas very

wrong and I spoke up.

“Hey, this shows a balance of two hundred dollars. That’s

a big mistake. I had over two thousand dollars in the account

before the one hundred I deposited today.”

We argued for almost half an hour about the mistake.

“Please let me speak to a manager,” I said.

The confused teller went to get a manager who came and

helped her to examine documents. They discussed the matter

while I waited patiently at the teller’s window. I was confi-

dent that they would discover the bank error. The young teller

showed the older woman a gold signature card and they both

smiled.

“Mrs. Henderson, I see the problem,” the manager said,

approaching the window with the gold card in her hand. “This

is a joint account. Last weekVincent Henderson came in and

withdrew all but the one hundred dollar minimum required to

keep the account open. He requested cash. Here’s a copy of

thewithdrawal slip.” She showedmethedocument containing

Vincent’s gigantic chicken scratch signature.



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 185

“What! He did this without the savings book?”

“Yes. He didn’t need the book. Is he your husband?”

“Yes. He was when I came in here! I put his name on the

account. Now take it off.”

I twirled and headed for the exit. I was angry enough to

hurt somebody.

Driving home I thought about the flashy suits andmatch-

ing shoes he’d laid out on our bed. He wanted me to see how

he spent the money I saved. All those months I sacrificed my

desires in order to build a comfortable nest egg for our family,

and he wiped it out in one transaction. I felt like an idiot. Vin-

cent kept doing things that caught me off guard. What could I

do? He’d already spent the money.

A joint account is not supposed to mean ‘I deposit’ and

‘you withdraw.’
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Escalation of Blistery Assaults

M they go unchecked. Ad-

dressing one problem can lead to the discovery of another in

the same way that a rotten spot on one strawberry can con-

taminate the entire batch.

Blister #7 Ingratitude

On a Friday evening, eleven months after Vincent returned

fromVietnam, Iwas in the kitchenwashingdisheswhen I heard

a loud thud. It sounded like a tree had fallen into our house or

somebody had jumped in through the window. I droppedmy

wet dishcloth in the sink and ran down the hall to our bedroom.

What the heck was that?

I ran toward the noise wondering how a tree or a person

could fall through a tiny bathroomwindow located high above

the ground. At first I put my ear to the bathroom door and

heard only silence. I knocked. No answer.

What if I open the door and a burglar rushes out?

I was scared, but I eased the door open so nothing would

jump out and attack me.

Vincent lay sprawled on the floor on his chest with his

soiled pants down.

“Vincent! Vincent!” He didn’t respond.

The stench of something dead or dying filled the air. I held

mynostrils and stepped over him to find the source of the odor.

The toilet bowl was filled with bloody feces.

186
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His dress slacks were all messed up. I thought about the

times he had left me stranded and considered abandoning

him when he neededmy help.

Treat him the way you’d want him to treat you. If he dies,

you’ll never forgive yourself.

I hesitated for a minute and watched to see if he would

move. He didn’t.

“Vincent! Vincent!” He still didn’t respond.

Convinced that he really needed help, I pulled up his jockey

shorts and slacks and then dragged his limp and stinky one

hundred and sixty pound body to the car. I dumped him on

the floor in the back and then ran back forVeda and her diaper

bag.

My one-year-old got an earful as I sped to the emergency

room of the Columbia Hospital. I hoped a policeman would

stopmeand then escort us to the hospital, but it didn’t happen.

“Your daddy ought to be glad Farlie started this time! I had

to think twice about helping him...”

I drove in front of the emergency entrance for ambulances

only and ran inside.

“Help me! Somebody help me! My husband blacked out!

He’s in the backseat of the car!”

Twomen dressed in blue hospital uniforms ran toward me

pushing a gurney. I turned, ran outside and pointed to Farlie.

They opened the backdoor and pulledVincent out of the car.

In no time at all they had placed him on the gurney covered

with white sheets, and whisked him away. I parked the car in

the parking lot before going inside.

“We’ll be all right now,” I toldVeda andmyself.
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Clutchingmy daughter, I ran through the emergency en-

trance with the diaper bag and my purse swinging from the

same shoulder. One of the men who had followedme earlier

pointed to the roomwhere they tookVincent. A doctor had

already examined him by the time I got there.

“How is he?” I panted.

“Another five minutes and he would have died from inter-

nal bleeding,” the doctor said. “You saved your husband’s life

by acting so quickly.”

I blew my chance to end this so-called marriage. Why? Why

did I act so quickly? I don’t understand why I was at home when

he blacked out.

Vincent was transferred to the VA hospital after being

treated for a bleeding ulcer. He remained hospitalized for

four weeks. When his condition improved, he must have con-

tacted all of his girlfriends. Meanwhile, I continued to work

and visited him when I could. The nightstand in his room be-

came littered with cards, flowers, and candy from unknown

women.

“What’s all this? I saved your life and this is how you repay

me?”

“I asked them not to send me anything but they wouldn’t

listen.”

“That means you can’t control your girlfriends. I don’t

blame them. I blame you for not telling them you’re married.”

I was seated at the beside ofmy bedridden husband, when

a woman about my age entered the room, stepped back to

double check the room number when she sawme, and then

approached the foot of his bed.

I thought she had entered the wrong room.
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“Who are you looking for?” I said as I stood up.

Vincent turned his head toward the door. He looked horri-

fied when he recognized her.

“Who’s she?” I said.

“Oh, God! I gotta call mymama.”

He reached for the phone and then stared at me.

“What’s mymama’s phone number?”

“Here you are lying helpless on ahospital bed fearing a con-

frontation between one of your girlfriends and your wife and

all you can think of is calling your mama! What a despicable

spoiled brat you are!”

I knewhe’d lied about being a singleman. Guiltwaswritten

all over his face.

“Don’t bother calling your mama. Your wife is leaving!”

I brushed past the woman and went home.

Again, I wished I’d let him die.

Thoroughly disgusted with the mama’s boy I had for a

husband, I was glad I had not given him the satisfaction of

witnessing a confrontationwith hismistress. Hewasnotworth

mybreakingafingernail or getting a scratchonmy face. I knew

I had every right to stay there, but I was fed up.

God why are you allowing me to suffer all this punishment

when I only wanted to love one person and be loved by him?
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Reckless Living

M a Bible lesson from Proverbs 9:8 that I’ll

never forget: “If you correct foolish people, they will hate you

for it. But if you correct someone with good sense, they will

love you for it.” That’s the difference between wisdom and

foolishness. It was hard for me to know when to speak up and

when to keep quiet and letVincent screw up and stew in his

own juice.

Blister #8 Lack of Communication

I expected Vincent to be a changed man after he was dis-

charged from the hospital. Knowing his wife saved his life

ought to mean something to him, right? After spending four

weeks in theVA hospital,Vincent was discharged with instruc-

tions to rest for a week before returning to work. All week

he stayed at home and acted like a dutiful father. He kept his

daughter while I worked.

His near death experience taught him a lesson.

Vincent was wilder than ever after he returned to work.

Neither “whoremonger” nor “womanizer” adequately de-

scribed him. Nobody could tell me how to stop him from

cheating on me, especially when our different work schedules

freed him to do as he pleased.

One night Regina called and I answered the phone while

Vincent was in the bathroom preparing for a night out.

“Danny got killed tonight! She was crying and sniffing.

190
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“What? Are you serious?”

“Would I lie about a thing like that? Somewoman’s jealous

ex-boyfriend shot him.”

“Oh no!”

“Tell my brother our big brother is gone!” She hung up.

I ran to thebedroomwhereVincent stoodadmiringhimself

in the mirror. He looked like a pimp in his flashy gold suit.

Either he planned to perform in the nightclub or pick up some

performers after hours.

How longmust I go through this crap before he settles down?

When I drop this bombshell about Danny, maybe he’ll be scared

into doing right.

“Regina just called. Danny was shot and killed tonight. I’m

sorry.”

He glanced at me and saw that I was serious. Then he

plopped down on the foot of our bed and stared at himself in

the mirror on the dresser. I stood in the doorway watching his

reaction and saw intense anger. He began punching one of

his hands with his clenched fist, slowly at first, and then faster

and faster.

Who is he hitting? Does he realize that what happened to

Danny could also happen to him?

“Why? Where? Who did it?” he said.

“A woman’s jealous ex-boyfriend killed him. Regina said

they had just pulled up at a nightclub in Columbia.”

Vincent stood up.

“Then I’ll go and kill him!”

My anger reached the boiling point. I stepped into the

doorway with my hands on my hips and my legs spread apart

to block his way.
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“No you won’t!” I shouted. “Danny had no business out

there just like you have no business going out there. He has

Elaine and Danny Jr. at home just like you have a family at

home. My friend Elaine has been hurting for a long time, but

she didn’t tell anybody that your big brother was a wife beater.

Why? He was jealous of you (his younger brother), who got

all the attention from his mother. That’s why! He couldn’t

hit his mother so he took out his anger on his wife. Did you

know that? Elaine kept quiet because if she’d told her family,

her daddy would’ve come and beat the crap out of Danny and

hung him up for his blood to dry. I’m glad Elaine didn’t hurt

him. Listen! I didn’t save your life for you togoandget yourself

killed. Don’t you care at all about us?”

I shocked him andmyself. My skinny body couldn’t have

stopped him from leaving, but my words made an impact.

He paced the floor in front of the dresser as I waited to see

if he would breakdown and cry. He didn’t. I stood ready to

console him if he neededme.

“I don’t know what to do. I’ve got to do something! I

went to war and came back alive. Danny stayed home and got

killed. That makes no sense. Am I supposed to let somebody

kill my brother and get away with murder? No! I’ve got to do

something!”

“You could start by acting like a married man and stay out

of those nightclubs so the same thing won’t happen to you.

Both your mother and I need you alive and well.”

“All I want to do is live! Can’t you see that? I just want to

live!” He stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door

shut.

I folded my arms and stared at the closed bathroom door.
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Who or what can get through to him. He desperately needs

help.

WouldVincent harm himself, or go after Danny’s killer? If

so, what could I do to stop him?

Lord, where is the man I wrote letters to everyday? I asked

you to bring him home safely. Did you answer my prayers so I

could be tormented in this marriage?

PoorElaine. Mybest friendwasnowayoungwidow. Danny

Jr. will have to grow up without his daddy. That could have

been my baby and me, but God had pity on us and spared

Vincent’s life. Why didn’t he protect Danny? Elaine prayed for

him all the time.

I leaned against the doorjamb reflecting on the words that

had poured out of me. Vincent stayed in the bathroom for

more than an hour, so I went back into the kitchen. I didn’t

understand how I could’ve wished him dead or out of my life

forever. Had I changed? Hadmonths of separation changed

both of us?

What is it aboutmenandmarriage that I don’t understand?

Don’t they choose the woman they want to marry so they can

always have access to sex? So why can’t a man be satisfied

with his own wife? Where’s the husband who never cheated

on his wife? He could teach men and women a lot about what

it takes to practice self-control.

I expectedVincent to run to his mother’s house. But he

didn’t. He stayed in the bathroom for hours (the same bath-

room inwhich he almost died). He came out andwent straight

to bed.

Did he pray in there?

OnlyGod knows.
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Blister #9Arguments and Stonewalling

Vincent shifted into self-destruct mode after Danny’s funeral.

He was so wild that I quit telling Darlene about his behavior.

Shamemademe become a silent sufferer like Elaine.

Nobody would believe the crazy things going on in my home.

One day while putting away the laundry, I found a tiny

silver box for a ring tucked in a corner ofVincent’s underwear

drawer. The ring was missing but inside the box was a pic-

ture of aVietnamese woman. It was obvious thatVincent had

hidden the picture. Given the horror stories about women

inserting razorblades inside their vagina to cut theAmerican

serviceman’s penis, I’d never even thought about him frater-

nizing with the enemy. The picture convincedme thatVincent

had fun times inVietnam in spite of letters reporting nothing

but gloom and doom.

I was fed up with his half-truths, and fed up with myself

for being so gullible.

Can I trust anything he says?

That evening I greeted him at the door dangling the 2X2

picture in his face.

“How stupid of me to believe you spent all your time fight-

ing theViet Cong! So, is this theViet Cong or yourVietnamese

girlfriend?”

“Quit spying onme! You’re jealous of everybody!”

“Oh, now I’m a spy! I just happened to find this in our

house. You act like I have no reason to question you. Haven’t I

seen enough evidence that you don’t respect the institution

of marriage? You skunk! The whole time you were gone I

was busy praying forGod to protect you while you were busy

screwing the enemy!”
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I thought about Regina’s ‘good piece’ comment. Knowing

Vincent, he’d probably already told Regina the truth about

thatVietnamese woman.

“I don’t have to take this,” he said, turning around to head

back out the kitchen door and go into the garage. I ran around

him to block his escape.

“This time, you’re going to hear what I have to say! I’ve

been patient with you long enough!”

We yelled at each other. I’m sure neither of us heard what

the other said. Vincent grabbedmy arms, pickedme up and

put me aside like I was a little girl. He ran out of the door into

the garage and I ran behind him. He got in the car and locked

the doors. Determined that he would hear what I had to say

for a change, I kept on yelling as I jerked the handle of the

locked car.

“You’re always running away!”

He started backing Farlie out of the driveway. I released

the handle when I realized he did not plan to stop. He acted

like he wanted to run over me.

I stood sobbing as I watched him drive out of sight. Why

couldn’t we ever have a decent conversation about our rela-

tionship? Was he trying to drive me crazy?

Blinded by tears, I staggered inside and fell across our bed.

I had unleashed explosive anger and I didn’t get a chance to

dump all the garbage that had built up inside me. Dang! I

poundedmy fists into the mattress and cried until I feltVeda

climb up on the opposite side of the bed and put her arms

around my neck. I looked into her big brown eyes and saw

fear.

“Oh, poor baby! Mommy’s sorry.”
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I’d better calm down before I destroy both of us.

“Mommy’s sorry for scaring you, Sweetheart. I love you.”

I pulled her close and wrapped one arm around her. “I’m so

sorry you have to hear us argue.”

Vincent called later that night.

“I’m going to spend the night at mama’s. I want to give

you some time to cool off. Can you find a ride to work?”

“Oh, don’t worry about us. I’ll get to work. Stay as long as

you like ‘cause you’re not a husband to me anyway.” I hung

up.

I was too angry with him for running away to carewhat he

did.

Mona, my veteran next-door neighbor, agreed to take me

to work and keepVeda so I could showVincent that I could get

along without him and his mama. Darlene brought me home.

Veda and I had peace in our home and lots of laughter,

especially while watchingThe Bugs Bunny Show together. I

didn’t fret about when her daddy was coming home with the

car or what he was doing.

Happy parent, happy child, happy home...

My vacation frommarriage drama felt good.

“Only when I became self-confident and determined to

stop crying all the time did I learn that I could live in peace.

Mama was right, “A wife’s gotta be strong.”

Vincent stayed at his mama’s house for a whole week. At

least that’s where Regina claimed he was when she called on

Vincent’s behalf at the end of the week.

“Davida, is it okay for my brother to come back home?”

she said with laughter in her voice. “He’s over here crying, ‘I
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want to come home but my wife won’t let me.’ I heard you

caught him in a lie.”

I picturedVincent standing beside her putting words in her

mouth.

“I never told him to leave. He can come home whenever

he wants if he leaves his foolishness over there.”

That nightVincent returned with a humble attitude.

“I waswrong for accusing you of being jealous. I should not

have left. I’m sorry. I want to try again to make our marriage

work.”

“Then promise me you’ll respect me andmy feelings.”

“I promise to do better.”

“Maybe spending time apart was good for both of us. We’ll

see.”

We sat on the sofa and had a decent conversation. I told

him about the fun I had watching cartoons withVeda.

“She’s already a year-old. Can you believe that? You need

to give her some attention so she’ll get to know her daddy.

Children grow up quickly. You can start tonight by reading her

a bedtime story.”

I handed him a Dr. Seuss storybook. He sat Veda on his

lap and readThe Cat in the Hat. At times he was animated and

those big brown eyes followed every gesture and looked at

the words on the page.

Now, this is how a daddy should behave around his child.

He mademe proud of him for that rare experience. Veda

fell asleep while he was reading, so he carried her to the nurs-

ery and tucked her in the crib. I let them have uninterrupted

father-daughter time.
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He entered the bedroomwearing his charming smile that

made my heart melt from the day we first met. I welcomed

his embrace when he pulled me into his arms.

“Can we try again to recapture that loving feeling we once

had?”

“Yes. Can’t you tell that I’ve been committed to this rela-

tionship come hell or high water until death do us part from

the day wemarried?”

“I love you, Mrs. Henderson.”

We got a fresh start that night. I was back in the arms of

theVincent I loved.

Blister #10Venereal Diseases

Two days later I was in Dr. Bowman’s office complaining about

a heavy discharge.

“Has your husband been to see a doctor?”

“He hasn’t said anything is wrong with him.”

“He just didn’t tell you. Gonorrhea is extremely painful for

aman. If he acts like nothing is wrong, it means he has already

been treated. He’s waiting to accuse you of passing it on to

him.”

Armed with the doctor’s words, a booklet on venereal dis-

eases, and a receipt for a shot of penicillin, I prepared myself

to confrontVincent for playing with my health. As soon as I

heard Farlie pull into the garage, I sat down at the dining room

table across from the kitchen door andwaited for him to enter.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had gonorrhea?” I said, hold-

ing up the booklet as soon as he closed the door behind him.
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“You found out, didn’t you? I didn’t tell you because I knew

you would get mad like you are right now. Anyway, I’m glad

you went to see a doctor.”

“Oh, like you really care about my health! You’re despica-

ble!”

Marital problems aggravated me. Toomany things were

happening at once and all of them had to be dealt with while

I still had to work, pay bills, care for the house, our daughter

andmyself.

At lunch break the next day, I told Darlene about theVD

discovery.

“I want to know three things: how can a wife stop a grown

man from staying out late, spending his pay on things other

than family obligations, and ignoring her feelings?”

“Marriage is a test of patience, tolerance, and strength,”

she said. “Only the strong survive. It helps if your husband

has already been housebroken. In your case, I’ll bet the war

scrambled his brain so he can’t even think straight.”

“I think you’re right about loose screws in his brain. I

thought we should have had some kind of counseling when

he came back fromVietnam. I didn’t knowwhat to expect and

nobody ever said anything to me. Even when that bleeding

ulcer nearly killed him theVA didn’t tell me why it happened. I

never expectedmarriage to amanwho lovedme to be like this.

I can’t imagine what life is like for people who have a shotgun

wedding. It must be worse than a living hell.”

“Some relationships get better over time. And some get

worse,” she said.



200 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

“Over a year has passed and I’m still waiting on our rela-

tionship to improve. One of us is going to break if things don’t

change soon. I can’t take much more of this marriage drama.”
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That's It, I Quit!

I I be strong like Darlene and fight for mymar-

riage, but I had no desire to engage in physical fights like she

did with Harold.

That night I searched the Holy Bible to find out whatGod

had to say about marriage. I’d listened to other people but I’d

been so caught up in drama that I hadn’t had time to go to

church or take time to pray about anything except problems

withVincent.

“OkayGod, what’s my reward for being a faithful wife?”

I thumbed through the Bible and found these words in 1

Corinthians chapter 7 verse 15 – the marriage chapter: But if

the unbeliever leaves, let it be so. The brother or the sister is not

bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.

I wrote the verse down and tucked it in my purse so I could

read it to Darlene. The following day during break, I pulled out

the verse and read it aloud.

“Here’s proof that God has called us to live in peace. We

shouldn’t have to fight.”

“Oh, but the passionate lovemaking after a fight makes it

all worthwhile.”

“You’re nuts! I’ve seen too many bloody fights between

mymama and daddy for me to risk getting injured or feeling

guilty for knockingVincent’s teeth down his throat. I’d rather

leave and let him stew in his own juice.”

“One good fight where you pop him in the head with a fire

log might be all you need.”

201
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“What if I pop him in the head and kill him? Who would

take care ofVeda?”

“Don’t hit him that hard!”

“How do you control how hard you hit when you’re angry?

The problemwith me is that I try to treat him the way I want

to be treated. I’m like that with everybody. I don’t even call

in sick unless I really am sick because I’m scared I might get

sick for real. I’m scaredGod will get me if I do what I know is

wrong.”

“Well, your husband is taking advantage of you because

you’re a goodie-two-shoes. You keep on forgiving him like

women did a long time ago when they depended on their hus-

band for support because they didn’t work outside the home.

Those women tolerated a whole lot of mess. One day you’re

going to tellVincent you’ve had enough.”

“That day is almost here.”

A few days later dayVincent and I were eating dinner and

talking about something that happened at work.

“I admire Darlene McDonald’s boldness,” I said. “She

speaks up about anything she sees wrong and doesn’t care

who hears her.”

“Don’t listen to her!” Vincent said. “That woman is crazy!

I work with her husband, Harold. Did she tell you that he tried

to leave her and she chased him down with the car? She beat

the crap out of him and he ended up in the hospital. Another

time she busted all the windows out of his car and slashed the

seats. He’s scared to stay and he’s scared to leave because

she carries a gun. She shot at him once, already. Theman is

miserable!”
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He’s got a lot of nerve talkingabout someonebeingmiserable

in a marriage. Did he hear himself talking? He was putting ideas

in my head.

“So why doesn’t he leave town if he’s so miserable?”

“He worries about the safety of his children and his elderly

mama.”

“Wow! I knew Darlene was tough. I just didn’t know how

tough.”

Putting her husband in the hospital had to be part of get-

ting him housebroken. She never told me that part.

Vincent knew Darlene was my friend. By listening to him,

I realized that men talk about women just like we talk about

them. But I was careful not to feed him any gossip. Telling him

that I admired Darlene really upset his apple cart. He flapped

his jaws like he was scared I would follow hermodel of holding

a marriage together.

You’d be dead by now, buddy. I see why she didn’t bother to

tell me how to housebreak him.
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Was It a Conspiracy?

I motives behindevery gooddeedbecause

Mama taught us, “It’s better to be safe than sorry.” There had

to be a snake somewhere beneath every rock.

Blister #11 Stupidity and Misplaced Priorities

OnWednesdaymorningOctober 1, 1969, Ma Henderson, who

lived twenty miles away, called at 10:02. I had picked upVeda

from her house earlier after working graveyard shift. Feeling

groggy, I answered the phone.

“Tell Vincent it’s the first of the month and I need the

money to pay my telephone bill.”

“Okay,” I grunted, and hung up the receiver. Though tired

as a mule, I couldn’t go back to sleep right away. I regretted

answering the phone as I lay wondering what trouble she was

stirring up this time. I couldn’t wait to pop the question to

Vincent that evening.

“Please help me understand why your mother called here

to tell me to tell you to give her money to pay her phone bill

when she knows I’m working to help you pay our phone bill?”

Explain that to me.

“Ummm.. She forgot I was working today. You know she

doesn’t make that muchmoney. So I agreed to pay that one

bill to help her out.”

“Then give her themoney by a certain date before the first

so she won’t have to call here.”

204



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 205

“I’ll take care of it.”

On the first of November Ma Henderson called again. This

time I was wide-awake when I answered the phone.

“TellVincent I need themoney for the phone bill now,” she

said.

“Last month I told him to give you the money ahead of

time.”

How could anyone be so selfish? She knew we had a lot of

bills before she asked him to pay her phone bill. Besides, she

didn’t consult me before they made that agreement, so why

involve me now?

That evening I toldVincent about his mother’s call.

“Your mother made another of her first of the month calls

to collect the phone bill. Didn’t we already have this conversa-

tion about you giving her the money ahead of time?”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot. I don’t know howmuch it is until the

bill comes. I’ll give it to her.”

OnThanksgiving Day the family gathered at the Hender-

son home for the holiday meal. We’d had a rough year of

married life together and I was so thankful that I had dodged

every dart thrownmy way without mowing down the attack-

ers, especially those present at the table.

After the meal, Ma Henderson was in the den sharing a

story about something that happened at church while Regina

and I were busy cleaning up the kitchen. I happened to be

standing near the wall phone when it rang.

“Somebody get the phone!” Ma Henderson hollered from

the den.
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I picked up the receiver and heard the telephone operator

say: “I have a person-to-person collect call forVincent Hender-

son from Lisa.”

I hesitated to respond.

Soooo, this is whyVincent paid his mother’s phone bill every

month and didn’t know the amount ahead of time. He and

Lisa were in constant communication and his mother was an

accomplice.

“Vincent, this is a collect call for you from Lisa,” I yelled.

“Who is she? Does she know you’re here with your wife and

daughter?”

Mymother-in-law’s jaws dropped. She stared at the floor

and tried to look innocent.

Vincent ran and snatched the receiver out of my hand. He

mumbled a few words into the phone and hung up.

“Wait here until I get back,” he said loud enough for every-

one to hear. Before I could say a word he dashed out the front

door and drove away.

Feeling hot under the collar, embarrassed, humiliated, and

wanting to punch Ma Henderson since I couldn’t kickVincent

in the groin, I sat down at the kitchen table and let every-

body deal with the silence in that place. The whole family now

knewVincent was cheating on me. I didn’t’ know how I was

supposed to respond. I felt like I had wandered into enemy

territory blindfolded and then the mask was removed and all

of a sudden I realized where I was.

When was it appropriate to tell mymother-in-law to stay

out of our business? I was speechless. Regina went out and

turned up the volume on the television set and came back into
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the kitchen. She finished the dishes, said goodnight and then

left with her family.

I was certain Ma Henderson was glad I’d learned that she

was entitled to receive payment for her monthly phone bills.

Though the revelationwas unexpected, a lot of questionswere

answered thatThanksgiving Day.

Stranded, all I could do was sit there and wait forVincent

to return from Lord knows where. I wasn’t even sure that my

lying husband would return.

About an hour laterVincent showed up. He ran inside like

he was in a hurry.

“Davida, let’s go home,” he pantedwhen he sawme sitting

at the kitchen table.

Oh, so now he’s in a hurry.

I knew he was eager to leave before an argument erupted.

Good. I didn’t want his mother to have the satisfaction of

hearing anything I had to say. I got up, putVeda’s coat on her

and headed for the door. Vincent grabbed her diaper bag and

ran outside ahead of me.

“Goodnight,” I mumbled to his parents who were seated

in front of the television.

He opened the passenger door. I got in and sat sleeping

Veda onmy lap. He closed the door like a gentleman. While

on our way home, I broke the silence.

“I hope you had a HappyThanksgiving!”

“I know, I know. I messed up again.”

“I felt like a fool sitting in your parents’ home waiting for

my husband to return from a rendezvouswith another woman.

This is the last time you’ll leave me stranded! I have feelings

too, just in case you don’t know it.”
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“I’m sorry about that. I knew you were mad so I had to get

out of there fast. I know you won’t believe me but that phone

call came as a complete surprise to me.”

I wanted to pop him on his head with a fire log like Darlene

had suggested, but he was driving.

“Well, now it is no secret about why your mother calls

every month to ask for money to pay her phone bill. She has

to wait for the bill so she can see your total charges. Jesus! I

cannot believe I once thought you and yourmother were good

Christian people. Man, did you deceive me! You’re all a bunch

of hypocrites!”

“See, that’s why I left! I didn’t want to argue in front of my

family!”

“Liar! You left because your girlfriend called you! I will not

accept the blame for your lack of self-control and you will not

humiliate me like that ever again!”

“All I can say is, ‘I’m sorry.”’

“Hush! Saying ‘I’m sorry’ is not good enough. You are one

sorry man, but not half as sorry as I am for marrying you.”

We rode home in silence.

Vincent slept on the sofa after I tossed him his pillow. That

was the ideal place for him to spend the night.

He ought to be glad we purchased that sofa. Otherwise he’d

have to sleep on hardwood floors or out in the car.

Vincent crept into bed during the night and took me in his

arms. While locked in his embrace I was forced to listen.

“I’m sorry I keep messing up. I don’t know what’s wrong

with me. I know I was bad before then, but, ever since Danny

was killed something makes me just want to live as fast and

wild as I can. Sometimes I feel like I want to destroy myself. I
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know I’ve hurt you a lot. But I really love you. I wouldn’t want

anybody else to be my wife. I want to make you glad I’m your

husband. I want us to be good friends again.”

“Then you need to start being good and stop ruiningmy

life. I gave up my dream of graduating from college to be a

good wife andmother. You’re makingme hate I ever let you

talk me into getting married. We are too young to have all

these problems. I know we need help but I don’t know where

we can find it.”

With the enticing scent ofOld Spice reminding me of the

man I once adored, I lay wrapped in his warm embrace. I felt

safe inhis arms in spiteof all the changeshehadputus through.

The VietnamWar took away myVincent Henderson and re-

turned a man who was a modern day Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.
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Like Mother, Like Son

W I up, our housecat had the audacity to

jump up on the kitchen table one day while we were eating.

He snatched a piece of fish offmy plate. I chased him to get it

back but he ran and hid under the sofa. Some people are just

as bold.

Blister #12 Intruders

Vincent,Veda, and I were asleep one Sunday afternoon during

my graveyard shift when the doorbell rang. I jumped up, put

onmy robe and went to the front door to send the solicitors

away before they rang the bell a second time. It was hard

trying to sleep during the day with a small child. We didn’t

need any additional interruptions.

It had better not be another Jehovah’sWitness. I told them

not to ring my doorbell.

Through the peephole I sawMa Henderson flaunting her

ten-gallon Sunday hat with a curved feather sticking up. She

had visited our house once last year when we first moved in.

That time she rode with us.

Hmmm... Why would she show up without calling first?

I opened the door and she strolled past me like I was a

statue standing there. When I started to close the door behind

her, she motioned for someone to follow her.

“C’mon in,” she said.

I peeped around the door and sawanotherwomandressed

in church clothes step over the threshold.

210
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“Ya’ll still in the bed? I’m glad I caught you at home. This

is Sister Elouise. I came to show her the house.”

“Excuse me! You came to do what?”

She knew I was not happy to see her, but she ignored me

and kept on talking and walking through our home.

“This here is my son’s living room. Let me show you the

garage and his car.”

I saw her wide hips go across the living room. She paused

and glanced down the hall.

No way! She wouldn’t dare go barging into our bedrooms.

She waddled into the den and out of sight into the kitchen

area with Miss Elouise at her heels.

I ran down the hall and shookVincent.

“Your mama barged in here with a church member and

started taking her on a tour of our house. Go out there and tell

her to leave!”

“Huh. What?”

“Go tell your mama that we don’t want guests today.”

I crawled across our double bed from the opposite side

and pushed him out of bed. He got up, stepped into a pair

of pajamas and went out to meet his mama and her church

member. I closed our bedroom door behind him and waited

to hear them leave.

He soon returned with the usual defense of his mama’s

actions.

“My mama didn’t mean to disturb us. Miss Elouise just

bought herself a new Ford Fairlane. So Mama rode over here

with her to show off Farlie and the house.”

“What does Farlie have to do with your mama?”
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“She’s just proud of all we’ve accumulated since I’ve been

home. She wanted Miss Elouise to see the car she helped me

pick out.”

“Ohmy goodness! You know I hate being reminded of that

awful day.”

“My mama doesn’t mean any harm. She’s really a nice

person when you get to know her.”

“Man, where is your backbone? Listen, if she sets one foot

in this room I will not be responsible for what comes out of my

mouth.”

“Oh, I told her they have to stay on that end of the house.”

He went back down the hall until his mama finished taking

Miss Elouise on a tour. I was disgusted with both of them.

That Sunday evening Vincent took care of Veda while I

took a nap to prepare to stay awake all night. When I woke up

I picked up the receiver to call mymama.

Vincent was talking on the telephone in the den.

“Youdeserve somuchbetter,” awomansaid, in a seductive

voice.

Vincent cleared his throat when he heard me pick up the

receiver.

“Why are you eavesdropping on my conversation?” he

growled.

“I didn’t know you were even on the phone, “Mr. You De-

serve SoMuch Better.”

“Why don’t you leave her if you aren’t happy in the mar-

riage?” the woman cooed.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said.
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I slammed the receiver in the cradle and ran into the den

whileVincent was still talking. He sat erect in the chair holding

the receiver to his ear. He didn’t say another word.

“Go on! Keep on talking.” I stood in his face and glared at

him.

His body stiffened like hewas afraid I would hit him. I knew

that was a fight-or-flight response. He probably expected me

to swing at him like Darlene would have done. But all I did was

wait for him to finish his conversation. After a long pause, he

leaned back in the chair and dropped the phone between his

thighs.

“Tell me, do you want your freedom fromme? If that’s the

case, then say so.”

He stared at the floor without saying a word.

“Dang! Answer me,Vincent! This time I’m not going any-

where without an answer.”

Moving at a snail’s pace, he raised his head and stared at

me.

“Yes. I want to be free to live my life.”

“Okay. That’s all you had to say. Thank you.”

I went back to the bedroom, determined to give him his

wish.
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Decision Time

B showing up in places where you

cannot hide them, and the longer they stay the more painful

they become. Ugh! You never know when or if they will go

awaywithout you squeezing or sticking a pin in them. I needed

to burst all blisters.

Blister #13 NoThought of Consequences

I started saving my pay in a separate bank account the

week after NewYear’s Day. I bought and prepared food only

forVeda andmyself. All leftovers were stored in the freezer so

Vincent would not eat any of it.

OnValentine’s Day I left a heart-shaped box of chocolates

on the kitchen counter with a card containing these words:

DearVincent,

I love you enough to set you free. Begrateful. Because

I also loveVeda andmyself, I refuse to kill myself trying to

make this marriage work. My desire has been for our child

to know her daddy and have an intact family. But both of

us must want the same thing. For years I longed for my

parents to get back together after they separated, but it

did not happen. Both you and my daddy taught me that

sometimes it is impossible to remainmarried “till death do

us part.” May we go our separate ways and live in peace.

Love always, Davida

Vincent didn’t acknowledge receipt of mymessage.

214
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When he came into the bedroom he was greeted with an

Arctic blast from a frigid woman. He soon got that message

andmade his bed in the den.

The following day I contacted aCentury 21 realtor and put

the house up for sale.

“The house is on themarket,” I told him. “They expect it

to sell quickly because we have little equity or ownership in it.

We will have about thirty days to move after the sale.”

Vincent acted like I hadn’tmentioned the sale of our home.

Hemade no preparation for leaving. I knew he could always

go back home to his mama, but I wanted my own place. I

prepared a budget and devised a plan to achieve my goal.

Since Farlie had becomeVincent’s constant companion, I

made plans to get my own car and go apartment shopping. In

a phone conversation with mymama, I expressedmy desire

to purchase a Mustang.

“I want that Mustang I dreamed about before we got the

Fairlane,” I said.

“You betta take Vincent with you when you buy it,” she

said. “They say a woman needs to take a man with her so she

won’t get ripped off and get sold a pile of junk.”

“I heard that too. But I want to surprise Vincent. Would

you ask your friend Mr. Joshua to go with me? He’s a shade

tree mechanic who works on all kinds of cars.”

“Okay. I’ll ask him. He might have a Mustang parked in

his yard. He keeps about ten cars on hand for spare parts if

nothing else.”

I wasn’t ready to tell mamamy business. She didn’t know

what went on in my house and I liked it that way. A meddling

mother-in-law was bad enough. I didn’t need anybody else to
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tell me what I should or should not do. I was looking out for

Davida andVeda for a change.

I deserve a DD 214 or at least a medal for the hell I’ve been

through.

Onmy next day off, Mr. Joshua pickedme up and tookme

car shopping whileVincent was at work. I told him I wanted to

surprise my husband. That was the truth.

“I’m a F-O-R-Dman,” he said. “That stands for fix or repair

daily. That’s what I do. I’ll take you to the best place to buy a

used car andmake sure they don’t sell you a lemon.”

“Thank you, sir. That’s just what I need. Somebody to look

out for me.”

We foundmy used powder blue Mustang at Lentz Ford. It

didn’t take nearly as long to purchase my used car as it took

Vincent and his mama to buy the new Fairlane.

Bluebell was parked in the garage when Vincent came

home. He didn’t say a word about it, nor did I.

Vincent told the truth about one thing. A carwasnecessary

to go apartment shopping and get to work. I had to getVeda

to and from the babysitter and to his mother’s house at night.

Having my own car allowedme the freedom to search for my

own place anywhere in town.

I paid only the phone and electric bills until our house sold

the second week inApril.

“New owners will soon occupy 6508MiracleTrail,” I said.

“We have thirty days to vacate the premises. We need to be

out of here by the fifteenth of May.”

“That was quick,”Vincent said.

“The quick sale is better for us because it won’t affect our

credit rating.”



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 217

“Well, I hate to see the house go. But you can always say

you had a new house.”

“Know this. If God spares my life, I will purchase another

one.”

When the real estate agent handed him the sales contract,

he signed without saying a word. After I signed and gave the

agent the papers, I assured him that we would move out by

the contract date. That same day I began spending at least an

hour a day packing clothes and all of the household items.

It was amazing to see howmuch we’d accumulated.

Vincentmadeno effort tomove his things out of the house.

Instead of staying away, he hung around more often; even on

his off days. He hadme confused.

Why is he staying close to home when he’s free to come and

go? I released him.

A few days after signing the sales contract, I was driving

along a street in the FairOaks part of town when I spotted a

manwith red hair hanging a “For Rent” sign in the window of a

newly-remodeled, two-bedroom apartment above a Laundro-

mat. The location was a few blocks from our house on Miracle

Trail.

I turned into the parking lot.

“Hi! Howmuch is the rent?”

“Fifty dollars a month,” he said.

“May I see the apartment now?”

“Sure. Let’s go up and take a look. They just finished re-

modeling.”

I followed him upstairs along the side of the building into a

spacious, two-bedroomapartmentwith a living room, kitchen,

and bathroom.
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“You’re the first to see this place.”

This is no coincidence. It’s perfect for us.

“I’ll take it. You can put that sign away.”

“I’ll need fifty dollars cash deposit to hold it.”

I glanced at my watch. It was almost four o’clock in the

afternoon, the time when all banks close.

“I have themoney but the bank is closed. Can you hold the

apartment for a couple of hours? I promise to bring you the

cash deposit.”

Where would I get fifty dollars in cash?

“Okay. You look like an honest person. Bring the deposit

to the rental office at this address.” He handedme the rental

flyer.

“I’ll wait for you until six o’clock.”

“It’s a deal! I’ll see you before six o’clock.” I ran downstairs

and hopped in Bluebell, feeling confident that I would borrow

fifty dollars in cash from somebody.

But... who?

I went home and calledMama’s job. She was amaid in the

home of “two white women who loved each other.” That was

Mama’s description of her bosses who were both professional

women. They had given her a job as their maid to allow her to

work close to home in the country for the same pay she earned

when working downtown as a hotel maid. They had money

because Mama got paid in cash.

They’ll trust Mama enough to lend her the money because

they’ve known her for somany years. Besides, I’ll pay them back

tomorrow.

Mama answered their house phone.
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“Mama, do you think you could borrow fifty dollars in cash

from one of your bosses right away? I need the money now. I

promise to pay them back tomorrow.”

“They’re both at work. But come on over. I can lend it to

you.”

“Really! I’m onmy way.”

I drove the eightmiles to the country past the housewhere

I grew up. I was laughing, crying and wondering where Mama

had gotten that muchmoney. She knew I had to be desperate

because I’d never borrowed from her in my whole adult life.

What should I tell her if she asks the reason I need cash today?

I certainly wouldn’t tell her I was moving out of my new house.

She’d find that out soon enough.

Mama came out on the porch when I drove Bluebell into

the driveway. I hadn’t seen her since we put the house up

for sale. I didn’t want to see her because she could read me

like a prophet and tell when things weren’t going right in my

marriage. If I heard her say “Men are cheaters” onemore time,

I knew I would puke.

I don’t need Mama’s instinct to detect marriage problems

today.

I painted on my best smile and jumped out of the car to

hug her.

“Here’s themoney,” she said, reaching inher candy-striped

apron pocket. She pulled out a folded fifty-dollar bill and

handed it to me.

“Mama, where did you get this?”

“I’m holding it for someone.”
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“Thank you somuch!” I huggedher andkissedboth cheeks.

“Little five-foot lady, you saved the day! I’ll pay you back to-

morrow.”

I rushed back to my car and hightailed it downtown to

the rental office and arrived fifteen minutes before closing

time. The landlord was waiting for me with documents ready

for my signature. I was pleased to show that redhead that

this twenty-one-year-old chick was a responsible woman who

kept her word. I paid the deposit and drove away dangling two

brass keys to my first apartment.

Ha! Ha! Without knowing it, Mamamade it possible for me

to get away from that cheating man. Now I know why Ruth

Brown sang, “Mama, HeTreatsYour Daughter Mean.”

The next day I drove back to the big black and grey brick

house nestled in the woods to repay Mama her fifty dollars

and give her a ten-dollar tip. Before I reached the house she

came out on the porch wearing her candy-striped apron. I

was surprised to see howmuch stuff she carried in her apron

pocket. Never would I have expected her to have a fifty-dollar

bill.

“Thank you for helping me yesterday. Mama, right now

I don’t want to hear that men are cheaters, but I do want to

tell you that we sold our house. I needed money to move into

a new apartment that I found yesterday. It’s perfect forVeda

and me. Vincent will probably go back home to live with his

mama or somebody else. Now all I need is two men with a

truck and no back problems to move the furniture.”

“Davida, I ain’t surprised one bit by what you said. You

two stopped coming to the house together. You used to be a

lovey-dovey twosome. That’s a telltale sign that something
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was wrong. You know Mr. Joshua has a truck. He could get

somebody, maybe one of his grandsons, to help him move

you.”

Oops! I told Mama my business. She didn’t criticize or

interrogate me. She didn’t take sides, either. She simply re-

spected my decision.

“Mr. Joshua could help memove, too?”

“Yeah, he helps people move anything from lumber and

bricks, to vegetables and watermelons going to the Farmers

Market. He’s dependable, too.”

“Hmmm... Thanks mama. I’d rather ask him than people I

know. I don’t need anybody asking me why I’mmoving out of

a new house into a small apartment.”

Mama reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a tiny

brown address book about the size of a box of matches. She

gavemeMr. Joshua’s phone number and thenwent inside and

called him from the wall phone in the kitchen. The cord was

long enough for her to bring the phone outside.

“Hey Joshua, Davida wants to speak to you.”

She handedme the receiver and I arranged adate and time

for him to meet me at 6508MiracleTrail. I picked a day when

Vincent would be at work.

“Gosh, Mama. I didn’t expect to tell you any of this and

now I have a date for movers to come. You’re the best mama

in the whole wide world!”

I hugged the little lady thatVincent called “a great mother-

in-law” because she never meddled in our business. Too bad I

couldn’t say the same about his mother. Mama was standing

on the porch when I drove away happy.
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Ernie K-Doe’s song, “Mother-in-Law” was playing on the

radio as I drove away. I started singing along. I laughed and

cried at the same timewhen I heard, “She thinks her advice is a

constitution, but if she would leave that would be the solution,

and don’t come back nomore, mother-in-law.”

When Vincent comes home to an empty house, then he’ll

know I gave him his freedom.

Onmoving day, the twomen arrived in the morning after

Vincent had left for his eight-to-four shift. From the picture

window I sawaFordpickup truckback intoourdriveway. That’s

the moment when I knew my marriage was really over. A

freedom bell rang in my ears and I got excited. I was eager to

get this move over andmove on with my life.

Mr. Joshua and his young assistant entered through the

garage.

“Morning. Caleb here is my grandson. We’re ready to

work.”

“I don’t knowwhere to start. I’ve never done this before.

Everything goes.”

“Oh, I’ll handle it for you,” Mr. Joshua said. “You just show

us where we’re going and where to put things after wemove

them.We’llmove the furniture one roomat a time and set it up

before we come back again. We save the refrigerator for last

because it’s heavy. We don’t want to use up all our strength

on that from the start.”

“Okay, go ahead and do things your way.”

Yippee! I’m moving into my first apartment all by myself.

While I wrappedmy toaster oven and other kitchen appli-

ances in newspaper, I thought about the time when I didn’t

own anything. Vincent was inVietnam then. I walked into a
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store and asked to purchase a sixty-nine dollar Polaroid Land

Camera. I had enoughmoney in my pocketbook to pay cash,

but I wanted to purchase the camera on credit.

“Do you have credit already?” the salesman asked.

“No, I don’t,” I said.

“We can’t let you have it unless you have good credit.”

“Please let me speak to the manager?”

The beer-bellied manager strutted up to me and said, “I

hear you want to buy a camera and you don’t have any credit.

Our policy is that you have one source of credit. All you have

to do is go and buy one item on credit. Then come back and

get the camera.”

“All I want is the camera that I can afford to pay cash for

right now. If I go somewhere else to establish credit, I’ll buy the

camera there and I won’t need to come back to your store.”

The manager looked at me, dumbfounded.

“You know, that’s a good point.” Then he told the sales-

man, “Let her pay the ten percent down and give her the cam-

era on credit.”

Thenextmonthwhen I paid the full balance formy camera,

the salesman said, “Ma’am, you’ve got excellent credit with

us. Come back anytime.”

I looked around our house at all the things we’d bought on

credit since then.

I just have to finish paying for them to keep my excellent

credit.

The movers started loading the furniture from each room.

They took the bed, kitchen table, andVeda’s crib apart in the

house and then put them together again after themove. Each

time the pickup truck was full, I rode in the front seat with Mr.
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Joshua while Caleb, rode in the cab with my belongings. They

followed my instructions for setting up the beds and tables

and chairs in my apartment.

Driving three blocks fromMiracleTrail only took five min-

utes. But lifting furniture up the stairs slowed the movers

down. Wemade several trips throughout the day. It surprised

me to see all the boxes and other stuff I’d accumulated in only

two and a half years.

By four o’clock, everything was out of the house except

for my Kenmore refrigerator. Mr. Joshua andCaleb struggled

with that big object. They tied a belt around the doors to hold

them shut and used something called a dolly to roll it to the

truck. I didn’t understand why something that big didn’t have

its own wheels. Lifting it looked painful.

Themovers deserve every dime of their pay for all that heavy

lifting.

“Lord, please let them get it on the truck without killing

themselves,” I prayed. “I don’t know how they’ll get that re-

frigerator upstairs to my apartment. But I trust you to help

them figure it out.”

While Mr. Joshua andCaleb wrestled with the refrigerator,

I cleaned out the house by tossing all ofVincent’s clothes and

belongings on the curb for trash pickup the followingmorning.

I thought about the thousands of dollars from our savings that

had purchased the expensive wardrobe of suits Vincent left

hanging in the closet. I removed the suits last and tossed them

on top of the heap thinking someonemightwant to take them.

Vincent had ignored all my warnings, so I had no choice but to

trash them.
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I was determined to keepmy word to clean the place and

turn in my keys on time, whetherVincent did so or not.

He’ll walk into this empty place and see the difference be-

tween a house and a home. I wish I could see the shocked look

on his face.

Mr. Joshua and Caleb were securing the refrigerator on

the truck whenVincent drove up and stopped in the street. He

recognized his belongings and parked Farlie in front of them.

“Rats! Why did he come straight home today?”

He ruined my surprise by showing up before I left.

From the garagewhere I was putting the cleaning supplies,

mop and broom in my car, I sawVincent jump out of Farlie,

run back and forth to pick up his belongings from the curb,

and toss everything into the trunk and the backseat. I went

back inside and walked through every room one last time to

be certain that I had not left anything behind.

Instead of leaving, Vincent came into the empty living

roomand sat down on the bare hardwood floor. Hewas sitting

beneath the picture window with his face in his hands when I

headed out the front door. He didn’t seemexcited about being

set free.

“I’m sorry you came straight home today. I really tried

to be gone by the time you arrived. Consider yourself a free

man.”

He didn’t move amuscle. It was as though I’d wastedmy

breath.

“Goodbye.”

I walked out and closed the door behind me.

Mr. Joshua andCaleb drove awaywithmy refrigerator and

I followed close behind in Bluebell. Several times while driving
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away I glanced at the bare picture window and front door but

saw no sign ofVincent. The fact that he didn’t say goodbye,

didn’t ask where we were moving to, and didn’t try to stop

me indicated that I hadmade the right decision. I left with a

question onmymind:

How longwill he sit there before he realizes that the house on

MiracleTrail is no longer our home and he, too, is free to leave?
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Epilogue

G I tried tomakemymarriagework. When

I made up my mind that Vincent was not going to hurt me

anymore, there was no turning back. Borrowing from Clint

Eastwood, I said, “A girl’s got to know her limitations.” When

I reached the breaking point it was time to let him enjoy his

freedom. By freeing him, I, too, was free.

I usually went to work feeling likeAtlas holding the world.

But I showed up after my four-day weekend, happier than I

was on the day that I saw the “A” in Economics onmy report

card fromWaller College.

Darlene took one look at me and sensed the liberation of

Davida.

“So what makes you so bubbly today?” she said. “Did you

andVincent make out this morning?”

“Girl, your mind is always in the gutter. And they say men

always think below the belt. They don’t know you. I’ll tell you

all about it later.”

During lunch break I was talking to Darlene but soon got

the attention of other women. They were all ears as I shared

what I learned that weekend.

“I moved out last Friday. I’m now free to be me.”

“What! That’s a bold move! What didVincent say?”

“Nothing. What could he say other than goodbye? He

didn’t even say that. I decided it was time to take care of

Davida. A toxic relationship will poison your system and kill

you or lead you to kill somebody. Divorce trumps a homicide

227
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or suicide any day. My baby needs me and I have big plans for

my future. I’m going back to school to finish what I started.”

“Well all right now!You sound like you have a new attitude.

Where has that person been all this time?”

“She’s been hiding in shame and busy wallowing in ‘woe is

me’ and ‘self-pity.’ Aretha was right. I need a little R-E-S-P-E-

C-T when I come home.”

“Ohhhh... What happened to make her come alive?”

“Well, I figured that if I work, why not buy myself a car

so I don’t get stranded? While I was getting the car, I got the

Mustang I wanted. Then, sinceVincent started spending his

money, I saved more of mine because I knew I’d need a place

to stay. Unlike him, I had no plans to go back home to live

with mymama. I refused to lose the furniture I’d selected at

Kimbrell’s, so I took over the payments and kept all of it. I

sold the house rather than let the bank take it andmess upmy

credit. I just rented my first apartment and learned that I have

excellent credit in my name. And I intend to keep it, too.”

“Sounds like you turned over a new leaf this weekend,”

Darlene said.

“Leaf? More than that! I turned to a new book, the Holy

Bible, and back to my old way of life before I met the Hender-

son family. I went to Sunday School yesterday.”

“Sunday School! They teach stuff about the Bible from a

long time ago.”

“Not the young women’s class I attended! Those women

discussed real issues that people are facing right now. I knew I

was supposed to be there when the teacher said today’s topic

is “Grace in Divorce.” Then she had us read Matthew 19:4-6

(NIV).”
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I reached in my pocket and pulled out the note I wanted

to share with Darlene.

“Hey, listen to this. I copied the verse so I could read to

you what Jesus said that created the buzz in that classroom:

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the

Creator ‘made themmale and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason

a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife,

and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two,

but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no

one separate.”

“When I heard that, offmy tongue rolled, ‘No wonder my

mother-in-law always vexes me! I left my mother, but my

husband never left his mother.’ You would have thought I’d

popped open the lid on a bottle of Pepsi someone had shaken

up. Problems spewedout all over that room.While thewomen

talked, the teacher wrote a summary on the board that ended

up being a list of tenA’s that destroy relationships:

1. Adulterywas the granddaddy blister. A lot of women

struggle with adultery- their own and their husband’s.

Most of them talked about how their husbands cheated.

But one woman said, “Women cheat too. I wasn’t get-

tingwhat I needed at home, so I got it froma co-worker.”

For a moment, a hush fell over the room. It made sense

because a man has to have somebody to cheat with. I

told them about the time I talked too long to a man

I met at the Laundromat. I was standing there fold-

ing clothes when he asked me, “Where is your husband

now?” At thatmoment I lookedupandVincentwaswalk-

ing through the door. He looked at the man who was

talking to me and came straight over to me and asked,
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“Where are my baseball socks?” I knew he suspected

something. That told me that I’m not a cheater.

2. Alternative lifestyles. One woman’s sister left her hus-

band for anotherwoman. Another one said her husband

hasn’t been able to find a job in eight years. She’s the

breadwinner. But he does all the cooking and house-

work and everything a woman usually does, including

packs her lunch.

3. Addictions to pornography, gambling, sports, cars, al-

cohol, and sex came up.

4. Abandonment was a big one. One of them has a hus-

band serving life in prison. Can you imagine spending

your days off work visiting prison? Another woman’s

husband went, but didn’t return fromVietnam. He was

listed as Missing in Action or MIA. Sometimes I wish

Vincent... Nevermind. It has to be hard not knowing if

you’re still married or not.

5. Alienation of affection came up and two women said

their husband sleeps in the same bed or in the same

house, but there’s no lovemaking and no desire for one

another. Not because she had a headache for one or

two nights. This has gone on for years! Another woman

said her husband’s lovemaking is “okay” but it doesn’t

satisfy her so she’d rather spend her time in the kitchen.

Her food fetish is quite obvious.

6. Agingwas one I never thought could present a problem

until two women talked about impotence and midlife

crisis. Those were new issues to me. One of them said
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that her husband’s use of weed added fuel to the flick-

ering flame in their bedroom. The other said that her

forty-year-old husband ran off with a woman the same

age as their daughter. I didn’t say it, but I knew things

could have been worse if he’d molested their daughter.

Look howWoodyAllen married his adopted daughter.

Can you imagine how his wife felt?

7. Apathywas where the couple grew apart because each

one got busy doing his or her own thing. One woman

got so obsessed with running here and there with her

four children that she forgot all about her husband. The

next thing she knew, he was gone. Another described

her boring husband as “a big bump on a log that wants

to do nothing but watch television all the time.”

8. Abuse of every kind: physical, verbal, mental, emo-

tional, sexual, financial and spiritual came up. One

woman said her preacher husband beats her over the

head with the Scriptures. She’s ready to leave like I did,

but the verse, “God hates divorce,” keeps holding her

back. We told her, “God hates a lot of other things, too.”

I felt sorry for her. I prefer the verse that says, “God has

called you to live in peace.” That’s my verse. A woman

shared that her husband tried to punch her in the face

and missed. He ended up punching a hole in the wall.

Now he has to repair the sheetrock. We laughed about

that. Look howGod protected her.

9. Ailments of every kind were discussed, includingVene-

realDisease,mental illness (especiallyPTSDamongViet-

nam veterans), heart disease, diabetes, lung disease of
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a cigarette smoker andmore. Of course I told aboutVin-

cent’s bleeding ulcer that nearly killed him. A young lady

about my age shared how her husband, an ex-marine

who also served inVietnam, has nightmares and sleeps

with a rifle beside their bed. She’s afraid hemight shoot

her one night when he wakes up screaming at theViet

Cong. I proudly walked out onVincent, but she’s afraid

to leave. She thinks he’ll hunt her down if she does.

She’s only 22. Can you imagine her living like that for

the rest of her life?

10. Attitudes, attitudes, attitudes abound. We talked

about downright meanness, using voodoo and cast-

ing spells to control a man, anger over an abortion the

woman had without her husband’s permission, frustra-

tion over not being able to get pregnant or not giving

him a son to carry on the family name, pride and arro-

gance at one spouse being better educated than the

other, or resentment toward the wife for earning too lit-

tle or much more than the husband, and so muchmore.

You would think men don’t care where they drop their

seed if you heard howmany of their husbands fathered

at least one child by another womanwhilemarried. One

womanwas pregnant at the same time as her husband’s

two girlfriends. All three of them had boys around the

same time. I could go on and on and on.

“Whew! That’s only ten issues, but all eighteen women

in the class talked about marital bliss and the blisters in their

relationships. It was something to hear! It’s amazing how

much canbediscussed in just under twohours. I could relate to
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at least five of the tenA’s and one woman had experienced all

ten in her twenty-seven years of marriage to the sameman.”

“Davida, I have never heard you talk like this. You are on a

roll. What are you going to do next?”

“I’m going to get myself a babysitter and start attending

the Saturday night women’s support group, that’s what. They

talk about these issues and spend the evening doing things

together and encouraging each other. I wish I’d discovered the

group for newlyweds and people in their first year of marriage

a lot sooner. All this time I thought nobody would understand

what I was going through and I was too ashamed to open up

to anybody but you.

“Please, don’t get me wrong. I appreciate all you did to

keep me from losing my mind. I learned that I had to deal

with my own issues. I was so overwhelmed with being a wife,

mother, doffer, daughter, daughter-in-law, homemaker and

everything else, that I lost sight of myself. Now that I don’t

have a husband, I have to findmy identity.

I also showed her a handout that the teacher distributed

to each woman.
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TheCouple’s Creed

Ask, don’t accuse

Build, don’t destroy

Compromise, don’t curse

Discuss, don’t fuss

Encourage, don’t discourage

Free, don’t fault

Grow, don’t stifle

Help, don’t hurt

Include, don’t exclude

Joke, don’t jeer

Kiss, don’t despise

Love, don’t abuse

Motivate, don’t aggravate

Notice, don’t ignore

Offer, don’t beg

Pray, don’t punish

Quit, don’t push

Respect, don’t reject

Stimulate, don’t tolerate

Trust, don’t disgust

Undergird, don’t trample

Vindicate, don’t condemn

Work, don’t oppress

eXpect, don’t demand

Yield, don’t fight

Have a Zeal to keep, not break, your wedding vows.

BeAVAILABLE for and notABSENT from one another

Be FRIENDS and not FOES

“Do not try to work together as equals with unbelievers,

for it cannot be done. How can right and wrong be partners?

How can light and darkness live together?”

(2 Corinthians 6:14GNB)

—Gloria Shell Mitchell
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“According to this list,Vincent and I did almost everything

wrong. Atonepoint I believed the lie that I deserved thepainful

experiences I endured in mymarriage. But after hearing other

women let go of the garbage in their lives that had been buried

for a long time, I made a list of questions and presented them

toGod. He’s the only one who knows all the answers.

“These are my questions:

1. Howmany times was I supposed to forgiveVincent for

hurting me?

2. Is a wife supposed to let her husband trample her like

dust on the ground?

3. What terrible wrong had I committed to deserve being

treated so badly?

4. Was it wrong for me to continue to love my husband

and try to keep my family together when he showed no

respect for me, or our marriage?

5. Would he have come to his senses if I had left him sooner

than I did?

6. Would we have been able to make our marriage work if

mymother-in-law hadn’t interfered in our relationship?

7. How should a faithful wife or husband respond to re-

peated infidelity?

8. Why do some people deliberately hurt those who love

them?

9. God, where were you while I was suffering in my mar-

riage?



236 GLORIA SHELL MITCHELL

10. Please tell me the good that came out of my years of

torment?

11. What was I supposed to learn from all ofmy experiences

in marriage?

12. Shouldn’t theVA help families adjust after men return

from the war?

13. I’ve been busy being a wife. How do I regain my identity

as a person?

14. Should I file for divorce or wait and see what happens?

15. Lord, what should I do now?

“Only after moving into my own apartment, did I embark

upon a journey of self-discovery. I’ve resumedmy church and

prayer life and discovered that everyone’s life experiences are

custom-made, complete with bliss and blisters, thorns and

thistles, splendor and splinters. I’d been so busy focusing on

whatVincent –my so-called other half – was, or was not doing,

that I lost my true identity in Christ. Now I know that I, Davida

Kincaid Henderson, must first see myself as the whole person

that I am.”
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Helpful Resources for Marital
Blisters and More

Support Groups

CHURCH and other small groups like Davida’s BaptistYoung

Women’sGroup

DivorceCare

www.divorcecare.org

Participants receive help through separation and divorce

(via meetings and online)

Mental HealthAmerica

www.mentalhealthamerica.net/find-support-groups

(Online support groups)

National Center for Men

www.nationalcenterformen.org/page25.shtml

Fighting for fairness and equal rights for divorced dads

Self-HelpGroups

Adult Children ofAlcoholics/Dysfunctional Families (ACA)

www.adultchildren.org

Helps people heal from effects of growing up in a dysfunc-

tional family

238
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Adult Survivors of ChildhoodAbuse (ASCA)

www.ascasupport.org

For adult survivors of neglect, physical, sexual, and/or emo-

tional abuse

AL-ANON

www.al-anon.org

Teaches family members of addicts to be supportive but

“detach with love”

ALATEEN & PRETEEN

www.al-anon.alateen.org/for-alateen

Serves young people dealing with any family dysfunction,

plus alcoholism

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA)

www.aa.org

Theoriginal 12-stepprogramstartedbyuppermiddle class

Protestants

A. R.T. S. Anonymous

www.artsanonymous.org

A 12-step recovery path that releases artists to use their

creative gifts

Celebrate Recovery (CR)

www.celebraterecovery.com

Christian program to help participants overcome hurts,

hang-ups, and habits
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Because I LoveYou (BILY)

www.bily.org

Helps improve communication and healthy boundaries in

families

BereavementGroups are found in most assisted living facili-

ties and senior centers

Center forVictims ofTorture (CVT)

www.cvt.org

For victims of torture including refugees and asylum seek-

ers

Cleptomanics and Shoplifters Anonymous (CASA)

www.kleptomaniacsanonymous.com (For persons addicted to

adrenaline.)

Clutterers Anonymous

www.cluttersanonymous.org

Deals with any clutter—physical, emotional or mental

CocaineAnonymous (CA) 

www.ca.org

A meeting where addicts, many who are professionals,

talk about any substance

Co-DependentsAnonymous (CODA)

www.coda.org

For anyone who wants healthy relationships with others

and themselves
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COSA

www.cosa-recovery.org

For men and women affected by someone else’s sexual

addiction

Compassionate Friends

www.compassionatefriends.org

A non-12-step grief support group for anyonewho has lost

a child or others

Compulsive Eaters Anonymous HOW (CEA-HOW)

www.ceahow.org

Addresses eating disorders such as overeating, anorexia,

and bulimia

Crystal MethAnonymous 

www.crystalmeth.org

Addresses any amphetamine use

DebtorsAnonymous (DA)

www.debtorsanonymous.org

Deals with credit card debt and any money issues, plus

credit restoration

Depression & Bipolar Support Alliance (DBSA)

www.dbsalaca.org

For anyone with a mood disorder

Dual Diagnosis Anonymous

www.dualdiagnosis.org

Handles co-occurring mental health conditions and sub-

stance use disorders
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Dual RecoveryAnonymous (DRA)

www.draonline.org

Distinguishes between taking drugs to get high and taking

prescription drugs

EmotionsAnonymous (EA)

www.emotionsanonymous.org

For anymental health issues and allows people to tell their

stories

Families Anonymous (FA)

www.familiesanonymous.org

Offers aTough Love approach wherein parents kick their

kids out who use drugs

FoodAddicts Anonymous (FAA)

www.foodaddictsanonymous.org

The disease of food addiction is addressed by abstaining

fromwhite sugar

Free NOne

www.free-n-one.org

Christian program that helps with jobs and housing to

maintain sobriety

Free NOneTough Love Support Group

For loved ones of addicts and alcoholics in Free-N-One

GAM-ANON

www.gam-anon.org

A program for people affected by compulsive gamblers



BLISS AND BLISTERS IN LOVE & MARRIAGE 243

Gamblers Anonymous (GA)

www.gamblersanonymous.org

Participants engage in a range of risky behaviors such as

shoplifting, street racing

HearingVoices

www.hearingvoicesusa.org

For persons hearing voices, seeing visions, having other

extreme experiences

Male Survivors of Sexual

www.malesurvivor.org

Addresses abuse, assault and trauma of sexually betrayed

men and boys

MarijuanaAnonymous

www.marijuana-anonymous.org

Formed because marijuana addiction wasn’t seen as a se-

rious problem

Millati Islami

www.millatiislami.org

An Islamic 12-step program for persons with problems of

addiction

Moderation Management

www.moderation.org

Helps problem drinkers who don’t consider themselves to

be alcoholics
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Nar-Anon

www.nar-anon.org

Support for family and friends of members of Narcotics

Anonymous

Narcotics Anonymous (NA)

www.na.org

The focus is on the addiction rather than the particular

substance

National Alliance for Mental Illness (NAMI)

www.nami.org

Provides peer support, information and advocacy for fam-

ily and friends

National Center for PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

www.ptsd.va.gov/public/treatment/cope

/peer_support_groups.asp

Neurotics Anonimos (N/A)

www.neuroticsanominos.us

Views self-centeredness as the root of emotional ills and

love as the healer

NicotineAnonymous (NiCA)

www.nicotine-anonymous.org

Abstinence from any form of nicotine-smoking, chewing

gum, snuffing, vaping

On-lineGamersAnonymous

For those healing from video game and internet addiction
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OvercomersOutreach

www.overcomersoutreach.org

Christians attend 12-step meetings during the week and

share their faith

Overeaters Anonymous

www.oa.org

For people who use food as a drug

Parents and Friends of Lesbians andGays (P-FLAG)

www.pflag.org

Peer support, information, and advocacy for LGBTQ fami-

lies

PeaceOverViolence

www.peaceoverviolence.org

Dedicated to building healthy relationships, families and

communities free from sexual, domestic and interpersonal

violence

Pills Anonymous

www.pillsanonymous.org

Members have become addicted to prescription pills

Rainbows

www.rainbows.org

Helps children and teens grieve and grow after a family

trauma like divorce

Recovering CouplesAnonymous

www.recovering-couples.org

A 12-step group for persons in a committed relationship
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Recovery International

www.recoveryinternational.org

For mental health of people who need to manage their

reactions and emotions such as people in badmarriages,

vets with PTSD, disobedient wives

Refuge Recovery

www.refugerecovery.org

Freedom from uncontrollable thirst or repetitive craving

throughmeditation

SMART Recovery

www.smartrecovery.org

Self–management for addiction recovery changes “stinking-

thinking”

S-ANON

www.sanon.org

Companion to SA, often attended by wives of men who

have affairs

SecularOrganizations for Sobriety (SOS)

www.sossobriety.org

A non 12-step alternative to AA that appeals to atheists

and Buddhists

SexAddicts Anonymous

www.saa-recovery.org

Addresses sex with strangers, excessive masturbation,

pornography
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Sex and LoveAddicts Anonymous (SLAA)

www.slaafws.org

Members deal with being in love as a drug as well as an

addiction to sex

Sexaholics Anonymous (SA)

www.sa.org

The goal is to stop lusting and become sexually sober

(Mostly married men)

Sexual CompulsivesAnonymous (SCA)

www.sca-recovery.org

Mostly gay men who create their own “Bottom Line” for

sexual behavior

Sex and PornAddicts Anonymous (SPAA)

www.spa-recovery.org

Defines abstinence as no porn, no self-sex, and no sex

outside a relationship

Sexual RecoveryAnonymous (SRA)

www.sexualrecovery.org

Mostly consists of gay men who define their own sexual

abstinence

Survivors of Incest Anonymous (SIA)

www.siasocal.org

A 12-step program that defines childhood sexual abuse as

any hurtful actions
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Survivors ofThoseAbused by Priests (SNAP)

www.snapnetwork.org

Provides advocacy efforts on behalf of those abused by

priests

TakingOff Pounds Sensibly (TOPS)

www.tops.org

Encourages weight loss by members following their doc-

tor’s meal plan

UnderearnersAnonymous

www.underearnersanonymous.org

Teaches people to pursue their dream jobwith a prosperity

vision

Workaholics Anonymous

www.workaholicsanonymous.org

Members learn to stop using work to suppress feelings or

avoid problems


