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Foreword

I’ve felt the need for a long time to get my stories on paper so they’re not lost. Guess I need to let my children and grandchildren know who I am—you know, pass my history into the future. 

I’ve actually taken a couple of memoir classes. Got all of the prompts down: When were you happiest? What is your biggest disappointment? Who had the greatest influence on you? What is your talent? But that seems a little pretentious to me. 

I mean, most of the memoirs I’ve heard about or read are the stories of famous people or people who’ve faced and overcome some adversity, trauma, or the like. People who others want to know more about, who’ve made a real difference in the world.

Me... not so much. 

I was born in Indiana, the middle of white-bread America, on July 4th 1955—dead-center of the Baby Boomer generation. And I lived a sheltered life in the same tiny, single-religion, single-culture, extremely conservative community until I graduated from high school in 1973. 

The rest of youth in the ‘60s seemingly spent their time protesting the Establishment, expanding their minds with drugs, and listening to acid rock at Woodstock. They drove psychedelically painted VW micro-buses, and lived in San Francisco with flowers in their hair. But I was too young and/or too scared to attempt anything like that. 

I never knowingly took drugs. Though once, my cousin and I each took a diet pill out of my aunt’s prescription bottle to give us energy while we cleaned the house. Diet pills in the ‘60s were pure amphetamines. They were called “Mother’s Little Helpers.” 

Whoa! Took us a while to come down off that high and scared the beejeezus out of me! 

I never smoked. Although my 15-year-old uncle goaded me, at age 7, into taking a puff off of his cigarette. 

I gagged and choked and almost threw up.

I was drunk only twice: 

Once in high school at a slumber party, I drank part of an OJ screwdriver (it was actually more OJ than screwdriver). I giggled the rest of the night, and today, I remember only the heartburn it gave me. Thinking back, I probably wasn’t drunk at all. Teenage girls normally giggle a lot anyway, don’t they? 

And once as an 18-year-old newlywed, playing cards with my in-laws. This time it was sloe gin fizzes. I don’t remember how many and I didn’t feel drunk at all until I stood up after a couple of hours. My knees buckled and everybody else laughed. I was mortified! 

I was healthy, as well-adjusted as anybody, and never abused. 

I laughed, played, cried, drove my parents crazy, bossed my younger sisters around, and was quite moody at times. 

I had mild bouts of acne, sang in the church choir, and anxiously awaited my birthday and Christmas every year. 

And I amassed a huge collection of 45 rpm records: Neil Diamond, the Jackson 5, the Carpenters, and the Osmonds—you know, bubble gum music. 

All in all, I was normal.

So you see, a memoir about Mona Gay Griffith Stanbrough seems more than a little boring. And as my grandma would say, uppity. But as you’ll read in the pages that follow, it isn’t. 

Even normal people deal with abnormal things. And their lives are interesting because everyday, mundane experiences affect who they become and what passions they pursue. 

What are my passions? Well... Besides a fierce love of family, many of whom aren’t blood related,


- I’m extremely sentimental,

- I’m artsy craftsy, 

- I’m a genealogist—that love of family extends backward to my ancestors, 

- I believe in angels and other guiding forces that humans don’t understand, 

- And I have the God-given gift—sometimes a curse—of a highly sensitive intuition. I simply know things about people and situations. And I’ve developed the ability to help others with this knowing. 


So I hope you’ll enjoy my stories as much as I did—living them, getting them out of my head, and putting them on paper.
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It’s All in a Name
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My parents were married in 1952. Many couples had big church weddings with all the trimmings. But some, like my parents, dressed up in their Sunday best and went to a church office to stand before the minister. 

They’d be accompanied by two close friends, there as witnesses. In my parents’ case, it was Dad’s sister and brother-in-law. No hoopla, no drama. 

Mom immediately assumed housewife duties. (Don’t you just hate that term? I mean, a woman isn’t married to the house!) 

Anyway, the norm in those days was to start a family right away. But it didn’t work out that way for them. She waited for the babies to come. 

One year passed—nothing. Mom continued cooking and cleaning and canning and sewing and looking after her younger siblings. 

Two years passed—nothing. Mom took secretarial classes because she thought she’d never be a mother and would have to get an outside job. 

Then in the third year, on July 4, 1955 at 7:02 in the morning I was born. 

I mention the exact time because years later after I’d moved out west, Dad called me every year at the exact time—Indiana time—of my birth to wish me happy birthday. He delighted in the fact that it was too early for me to be up already. 

He always said, “You woke me up early in 1955. Now it’s your turn, Hon. <hehe>.” I sure loved his giggle. 

I certainly wasn’t the prettiest baby. I was scrawny and jaundiced (from a common newborn condition) with wrinkly skin, folded up ears, and black fuzzy hair—lanugo—on my ears and shoulders. 

Papaw Griffith counted all of my fingers and toes. At first he tried to scare Mom by declaring that he counted 6 on one foot. Then he laughed and laughed because she believed him. Guess I eventually checked out okay.

Dad said he sat next to my bassinet most of the first few nights, watching to make sure I kept breathing. And Mom told me that she taped my earlobes down for a few weeks so they didn’t stay wrinkled up as I grew. 

Then one day after visiting relatives, Mom held me as she closed the car door. I started crying and she looked at Dad in frustration when I wouldn’t stop. 

He said, “Well if you’d get her foot out of the door....” 

I still have a deformed left ring-toe. 

So much for instilling a sense of self-esteem in a child! But, hey, all new parents make mistakes, right? 

My name though—Mona Gay. I was named after my Dad’s mother, Mona, and his Aunt Gay.

A few months ago, my sisters and I discussed our names. Dori was named after Mom’s mother and another aunt. But Leisa has a non-familial name. 

She said, “I always felt the odd person out, not connected to the ancestors at all.” 

Then she told us a story that only she and Mom knew. She was named after Mom’s favorite song—one that Mom sang all the time. Her middle name was supposed to be Marie, but Mom came up with Renee at the last minute and gave Marie to Dori a few years later. 

The spelling of Leisa’s first name is unique too. We’ve often wondered about the reason. But when you consider Mom’s name—Rhetas—where in the world did that come from? I mean, she was born in the hills of Kentucky, so shouldn’t she have had a name like Ruby or Virginia or maybe Mary? 

Anyway, Dori and I agree. It’s absolutely wonderful that Leisa and Mom had a special connection. And that Leisa has a totally unique name. 

Dori and I are the hand-me-downs. And it’s not easy carrying around somebody else’s name—or the baggage that’s sometimes attached to it.

Mom’s family called me Mony. I absolutely HATED it! And when I was old enough to stand up for myself, I put a stop to it. 

Dad’s family called me Monagay, like it was one word. 

Sometimes their pronunciation of it made me uncomfortable. It was said with undertones of.... Of what? I didn’t know. I was too young to understand then and I still can’t define those undertones today.

I realized much later that they were probably transferring family dynamics and pain and tension to me that they’d had with the original Mona and Gay long before I was born. 

I’m sure it was all subconscious and unintentional. But it still felt weird. Weird enough to make me want to figure it out. I don’t think anybody ever knew my feelings, though, until that conversation with my sisters a few months ago.

I do know that, because of my childhood discomfort, I was stubborn enough to insist that each of my sons have his own name. 

Otherwise the oldest would be Jefferson instead of Jason. Even though Jeff went by his middle name because he didn’t want to be known as Dick like his father. 

And the youngest would be named Harvey III instead of Roy. Though his dad, even at 65 years old, is still known as “Little Harv” by many in his family. He hates it and I despise it. Ick, ick, ick!

Actually I did relent a little. You know, compromise and all that. Roy is named after his great-grandpa, and Jason’s middle name was Griffith. My dad was the last male in our branch of Griffith genealogy, so I wanted him to carry the name into future generations. 

It’s really hard to find a totally unique name for a child unless you make something up or call her Apple like one celebrity did a few years ago. Somebody can, and usually will, find someone they know to compare the name to, and not always in a good way. 

I don’t think either of my boys has had problems with his name, though. Well... maybe Jason. His was on the Top-Ten-Boy-Names list every year from ’74 to ’82. So when he reached adulthood, he unofficially changed the spelling to Jaysen. 

Update: Since I first wrote this chapter, Jason legally changed his name to honor the man who has been his dad since he was 4 years old, and to carry on the Griffith line. His name is now officially Jason Stanbrough Griffith. 

Maybe someday he and his brother will tell us about their problems when they put their memoirs on paper. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

My Right/Left Thing
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A few weeks before I started first grade at Lizton School, I caught my finger in a car door latch. We’d had visitors for about a week who were planning to leave that day. And even at 5 years old, I wanted to be helpful. So I carried one of their bags to the car while they stood in the yard saying goodbyes. 

I set the bag beside me on the left and opened the car door with my left hand, but the door wouldn’t stay open. So I wedged my hand between the door and the frame. Then I reached awkwardly across my body with my right hand to pick up the bag. 

I didn’t realize the door had closed until I pulled hard and my hand wouldn’t budge. Strange, there wasn’t any pain. My finger was stuck! 

I screamed! Dad wrapped his handkerchief around my hand while Mom held me. Then we piled into the car and headed for Doc Scamahorn’s office in Pittsboro, about 4 miles away. 

His office was at the far end of the enclosed porch across from the front door of his home. The location allowed privacy for patients and for his family. 

I was terrified when we walked in because I’d had my tonsils removed a few months earlier and this place smelled like the antiseptic and ether they used on me at the hospital.

I don’t remember anything about how my finger was actually sewn up; about the doctor or the instruments or who else was in the room. I probably blocked the memory. 

I just know that the repair wasn’t done correctly and once it healed, my left middle finger was deformed and ugly! Still is.

Dad told me later that he always felt guilty about the results. I completely understood his feelings after I had children of my own. 

When Jason was about two years old, I was in a rush to leave the house one day but he kept dawdling. Frustrated, I pulled him toward me and he tripped, cutting his chin on a trash can. 

Sobbing, I told Mom later on the phone, “I permanently marred his perfect little face! His first scar. One that he’ll have to live with for the rest of his life!”

Anyway, the summer before I entered school, I couldn’t use my left hand. Mrs. Gibbs, my 1st grade teacher, called Mom to the school. 

She said, “Mona is a bright girl, but her penmanship isn’t up to the level with the rest of her class.”

You see, I was a natural born lefty and the injury forced me use my right hand for everything. 

Prior to 1961, many kids my age were forced to switch because being left-handed was considered evil by some. Actually, the Greek word for left-handed is sinister. 

So I guess if a person has to switch from one hand to the other, age 5 or 6 when they’re first learning to write is the right time to do it.

I eventually got used to writing with my right hand and today I’m somewhat ambidextrous. I use my left hand for many tasks—but not drawing, writing, sewing, or using the computer mouse. 

Grandma Hicks, a lefty too, tried to teach me how to crochet when I was about thirteen. We both got frustrated. She ended up mumbling under her breath and I was in tears. Though, I’ve heard similar stories from my right-handed sisters and cousins. Hmmm.... Maybe we girls weren’t the problem at all.

The switch affected my sense of direction too. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t get lost very often, but it takes me awhile to use a map. I have to stop and think about which side is east and which is west. And sometimes I have to physically turn to face north to get it right. 

Also, I often say “right or east” when I mean “left or west” and vice versa. Like I just did when I wrote this paragraph.

Sometimes when I enter a building that I haven’t been in since I was a child, everything is completely backward to the way I remember. Doorways that I thought were on the right are actually on the left and so on. 

And I’ve never been able to use a mirror for intricate details like curling my hair. Maybe that’s why I’ve never cared-for or practiced primping. I’d always assumed it was because I’m a tomboy....

I read an article once written by a handwriting analyst. She was very articulate and informative as she outlined observations she’d made in personality differences between people with right and left dominant hands. 

She wrote, “Righties tend to be more extroverted and analytical, while lefties are more introverted and creative. People who are forced to switch from one hand to the other are just screwed.”

Well, there you have it. I’m just screwed!
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Silver Tooth
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I took my grandsons to a local playground not long ago. My, how things have changed. 

Everything there was made of pliable plastic and padded with foam. The bolts that held parts together and the swing chains were completely covered by soft plastic shields. And there were safety straps attached to, and nets hanging underneath, every piece of equipment. 

Even the ground was covered with a thick, spongy sheet made from recycled athletic shoes to soften any falls. No bumps and bruises for these kids. No sir!

In 1964 playgrounds were a whole lot different. Steel bars and tall ladders. Sharp, pointy protrusions and pinchy metal chains. Slippery sheets of sun-heated metal that could sear skin. Hard, compacted dirt, and gravel.

The Lizton School playground had all of those death-traps plus one other. A merry-go-round sat in one corner. 

This wasn’t a carousel with pretty calliope music and brightly painted horses to sit on. No. This was a twelve-foot diameter wheel made out of steel bars with splintery wooden seats mounted around the outer edge. 

The wheel was parallel to and about 2 feet above the ground. It was attached to a steel center post embedded in concrete. 

On opposite sides of the wheel, mounted to swivels in front the seats, two large levers that looked like gates were attached to a drive mechanism on the center pole. 

You could sit at one lever/gate and push with your feet on the bottom while pulling with your arms on the top. Then reverse the motion. This push-pull, push-pull action moved the pulleys that made the big wheel spin. 

The more kids on the levers, the faster the spin. It was FUN!

But one day at lunch recess, I pushed with my feet and pulled with my arms and the pulley broke. 

Wham! So did my front tooth.

My teacher called Mom, who took me immediately to see our dentist, Dr. Eaton, in Brownsburg. 

***
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Mom always insisted that we take good care of our teeth. She had grown up in an area where teeth were considered unimportant. The old-wives tale about a woman losing a tooth with each pregnancy definitely applied to the people there. 

We brushed twice a day, and every year our Christmas stocking held new toothbrushes. Thrifty Mom even opened the metal toothpaste tubes with a razor blade, so we could scrape out every smidgeon. 

She scheduled our dental appointments in the afternoon so we didn’t miss much school. And I don’t know what Dr. Eaton ate for lunch every day, but he always had horrible breath! 

I was actually terrified—still am—of going to the dentist. I found out years later that it takes more novocaine than usual to deaden my jaws. Dr. Eaton, of course, didn’t know that and would use the normal dose, so my mouth was never really quite numb. 

Anyway, he worked on my broken tooth while I flinched and squirmed. Since I was only nine and still growing, he put on a temporary stainless steel crown—my silver tooth. 

I hated it! I wanted a pretty white one.

Dr. Eaton told me that the silver one should stay there until I was at least twenty years old because teeth continue to grow and move until then—sometimes even later. 

If the crown was changed out before my teeth quit growing, it would hang down past the rest of my teeth. Then the alignment in my entire mouth would be thrown off. 

So I spent the next nine years covering my smile. 

I didn’t even want to smile when I sat for my senior pictures. The photographer kept insisting. I finally relented when she promised to go over the silver tooth with white paint during the developing process. 

She kept her promise. But I chose a closed mouth pose—Mom called it a “pleasant smile”—for the yearbook.

***
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Toward the end of 1973, I went back to Dr. Eaton and demanded that he replace that silver tooth with a white one. I refused to have the same problem for my wedding photos a few months later. 

He argued that it was too soon. 

And I argued right back. “I’m over eighteen years old! How can a year and a half make that much difference?”

I got my white tooth. 

But his warning rang in my ears. During my early 20s the tooth kept growing and the crown extended down past the rest of my upper teeth—which threw off
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