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“WHERE DID I get that t’ing!” Mama Didriksen cried out as her sixth and by far most rambunctious child, Babe, returned home from the butcher shop empty-handed. Mama put down her potato peeler, rose from the kitchen table, and regarded the child now squirming before her. 

Was Babe a changeling left by the trolls? That’s how the old folks in Norway would have explained her, with her wild ways. The sweet, docile baby girl she had given birth to ten years earlier had been stolen and a mischievous changeling set in her place.

“Babe, tell me what happened to the stew meat!” Mama demanded. 

No one called Babe by her given name of Mildred Ella. It just didn’t fit her personality. As the youngest of six children, Babe had been called Baby from the beginning. The name had changed to Babe after her younger brother Arthur was born. Now her playmates, the neighborhood boys, called her Babe in emulation of Yankee slugger Babe Ruth. 

“Mama, a great big dog jumped up on me and grabbed it out my hands,” Babe said. “I tried to chase him down, but he was too fast.” 

What Babe neglected to say was that while she was returning home from the butcher shop, some boys called to her from the now vacant trolley-barn lot off Doucette Street and asked her to join them in a baseball game. Unable to resist the siren song of play, Babe laid down the package of stew meat she had purchased, on a tree stump bordering the lot. Because Babe was so good, the boys vied to have her on their team. 

Babe played only for a few minutes, maybe a quarter of an hour, went to bat, hit the ball into the outfield, between fielders, and rounded the bases. But this detour was enough for a wandering mongrel, a brown-spotted hound, to raise his nose to the air and smell the meat, then amble over, plant his front paws on the tree stump, and tear open the butcher paper. 

“Hey Babe! That dog’s got your package!” one of the boys shouted, pointing in the dog’s direction. Babe, who was by now finishing her tour of the bases, turned and raced hollering over to the dog, but he was already licking his chops. 

“Get out of here!” Babe cried, shooing the now satisfied mongrel away. What remained was only the bloody butcher paper, a testament to her carelessness. 

“Yep, that mutt was so big, he practically knocked me down,’ Babe told her mother.

But Babe was an awful liar; something about the playful light in her hazel eyes betrayed her. 

“You was playin’ ball, I bet? Like you always do. You put that meat on the ground, eh?” 

Babe looked down. 

“Well, not exac’ly on the ground . . . on a tree stump.”

With a quickness that belied her stoutness, Mama picked up a wooden spoon that was sitting nearby on the table. She grabbed Babe by the wrist, spun her around as if waltzing with her, and gave her three brisk smacks on the bottom.

“Ouch!” Babe cried. Really, the smacks didn’t hurt all that much, not nearly as much as some of the injuries she had sustained while playing. Mama always did have a sweet spot for her, she knew, even though she now ordered her to the porch front bedroom she shared with two of her sisters. 

“And don’t come out ’til supper,” Mama said.

Babe obeyed, rubbing her bottom.

––––––––
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“I DON’T KNOW where I got that t’ing,” Mama repeated to her husband Ole when he returned home from work. 

“What’d she do now?” Ole knew without asking which child Mama Hannah was referring to—their daughter Babe, already known as “the worst kid on Doucette Street.” 

Mama told him about the stew meat, and he sighed and shook his head. 

“Barn i disse dager,” he told himself. “Kids these days.” Hannah had already spanked the child and sent her to her room. That punishment was enough for him, a naturally genial man, especially for daughters. 

“Well, no meat for supper.” He sighed. “Beans again, I guess.” 

It was kind of funny about the dog. It was also disappointing, but it wouldn’t be the first time the family ate beans. Ole sat down in his favorite chair and put his feet up on a footstool he had made of spare pine. Then he took a big black pipe from his shirt pocket and filled it with tobacco from a pouch in his other shirt pocket. He lit the pipe, inhaled, and then gazed at the smoke as it dissipated into the air. Just sit down and relax. Let everything go. 

Meanwhile, Mama Hannah went back to the kitchen and began cutting up onions. Even though Babe’s carelessness still aggravated her, it was hard for her to stay angry at the girl. True, Babe was wild, but Hannah Olson had once had a wild streak too, or at least an athletic one. Before she married Ole, she had been an excellent skater and skier back in Norway—a girl who could glide along shimmering, ice-covered lakes and streams and schuss down snow-covered slopes. So much for that. She had met Ole Didriksen at a neighborhood dance. He was a cheerfully industrious young man who periodically shipped out as a ship’s carpenter, and who talked glowingly of America—where there was plenty of work.

As they continued seeing each other, Hannah decided that she liked Ole, probably even loved him. He was quite a talker, telling wild stories of being caught in terrible storms and having to cling to the main mast while rounding the treacherous Cape Horn and of narrowly escaping the clutches of pirates and the jaws of sharks, and Hannah suspected that some of these stories might even be true. So, she put aside the tedious work she did for her family, as well as her girlish pleasures, and married him. 

Three children followed while they were still in Norway. Then, when Ole was away on one of his ocean voyages, he found a town where he knew he would never again feel the chill and despair of long dark winters, a town he thought would be suitable to raise his family—Port Arthur, Texas, on the Gulf of Mexico. There was work for him in bustling Port Arthur, much of it due to the bubbling black largesse of Spindletop—the world’s greatest oil geyser, which lay nearby. Great oil companies like Texaco and Esso were being founded because of Spindletop, not that Ole ever wanted to get into the oil business. He was a craftsman at heart. But the people moving in, due to the oil refineries, would certainly have a need for a skilled carpenter. So, Ole wrote home to Hannah of his intentions, lived frugally in a rooming house, saved his money, and then built a house. He beckoned his wife and children to join him three years later. 

Despite the glowing picture of Port Arthur Ole had presented in his letters, Hannah was shocked when she got off the boat. 

“Badstue!” she exclaimed as the coastal humidity hit her. Badstue was Norwegian for sauna. And the stench from the oil refineries made her eyes sting. What was even more difficult to get used to was, whatever the season, there was never any real respite from the heat, never any frozen streams and lakes and snow in Port Arthur. Nor was there in the nearby city of Beaumont, where the Didriksens moved soon after a hurricane hit Port Arthur, badly damaging their house. Instead of peaceful snow-capped mountains looming on the horizon, there were spidery black oil derricks, gushing out millions of barrels of crude a year, husbanded by the incessant activity of men and machines.

“The smell of America,” Ole called the stench. 

“Ole said he liked the climate. No more cold winters,” Hannah reflected one day. “What I wouldn’t give for a cold day now. A little ice.” The oven where she was baking bread was giving off heat, causing the kitchen temperature to rise toward a hundred. She wiped her sweaty brow with the hand towel she kept on the table. Sometimes she felt like a stick of butter, melting on a skillet.

Nonetheless, Hannah was not the type of woman to harp on the negative. Truth to tell, she did take special pride in Babe—“min bebe”—her “changeling,” her sixth little American. If the girl was considered a hellion by her neighbors, if last year she broke three ribs and cut open her leg when jumping off a half-built house on a dare; well, she could also beat the boys at their games, run faster, jump higher, play baseball and basketball with greater prowess. What was the American expression? 

“More power to her,” Hannah thought.

––––––––
[image: image]


“STEW WITHOUT MEAT, ugh,” Babe’s older brother Louis said as he dolloped a portion of the meatless dinner onto his plate. 

“There’s plenty of beans in it,” Mama told him. One could always afford beans.

Ole pointed his fork at Louis. “Just be grateful you got something to eat. Besides, we’ll have meat tomorrow.” He would be paid ten dollars tomorrow for a cabinetry job for some rich people. They could splurge on a chicken or two.

But tomorrow had not yet come. Although Mama had managed to give the stew a little meat flavor by adding a can of beef stock, this wasn’t enough in her children’s minds. 

Babe looked guiltily around the dinner table. She knew that neither of her parents had told her brothers and sisters she was the reason they had no meat in the stew. They hadn’t had to. When Babe’s older sister Lillie found Babe alone in their room, Babe told her what had happened, and Lillie snitched to her twin, Louis, who told all the others. 

Now her siblings—Ole Jr., Dora, Esther Nancy, the twins Lillie and Louis, and even little tow-headed Arthur—known as Bubba—cast sour looks at her, rubbing it in as only aggrieved children can.

“I’m still hungry,” Bubba whined after he had eaten a bowl of stew.

“Here, have some more,” Mama told him.

Babe felt terrible. The cheers she had received at hitting a home run that afternoon were cold comfort to her now. As she ate her dinner, she consoled herself with the fact that someday she would make it all up to her family. She imagined them all living like pashas she had seen in the movies; servants fanning them with ostrich feathers. Forget stew; they would have steak!

Because she, Babe Didriksen, world’s greatest athlete, would earn enough money to support them all in grand style. The fact that no woman before her—the world over—had done as much as earn a living as an athlete registered not at all in her mind. She, Babe Didriksen, was someone absolutely new in the world. She would find a way.
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“C’MON, BABE, BE on our team,” tall, skinny, freckled Billy Mallory said. The kids stood in the vacant trolley lot that doubled as their baseball field. Weeds stood along the perimeter of the field. Way out in left field was a rusting green trolley car, rodent-infested, missing windows, and partly obscured by weeds. Out in right field was the abandoned chassis of a 1908 Ford Model A, minus the wheels, engine, and anything else that might be of value. Anything hit over these long stationary objects was considered a de facto home run.

Although Billy Mallory had spoken up first, stocky Fred Stoltz, who was a somewhat better athlete than Billy, also wanted Babe on his team. 

“I’ll give you two sticks of gum if you join our team,” Billy Mallory said.

Fred had nothing to offer her except his athletic prowess and half a Lucky Strike. Babe didn’t smoke—yet. The rather bent sticks of paper-encased gum that Billy pulled out of his back pants pocket decided it. That was the way to do things, Babe was fast learning . . . get them bidding for you, giving you things. It was ironic, since these boys were still at the stage where they despised most girls. Babe despised most girls too, with their sissy ways and fragile aspect. 

Sometimes when their class was standing in line, waiting to enter South End Junior High in the morning, Babe would lightly punch a girl in an adjacent line. She didn’t know exactly why she did it. Maybe she really was a changeling like her mother said. She didn’t mean to hurt the girl. It was just that something about the girl attracted or offended her so much that she just had to hit her.

“Ouch!” the girl would cry out and turn around looking for who had hit her. She knew, dollars to donuts, it was Babe. But Babe would be innocently staring at something, anything, the flagpole to their left, pretending not to know what her victim was talking about. 

One day a girl who Babe punched, Marjorie Ann Phillips, yelled “ouch!” jumped out of line and bravely complained to the teacher, Mrs. Brownmiller, who was standing at the top of the school steps with a whistle on a lanyard around her neck, supervising the students’ entry into the building. The students called Mrs. Brownmiller “George Washington” behind her back, both because of her white hair, her stature—over six feet tall—and the fact that she took her supervisory duties so seriously. 

Now Mrs. Brownmiller marched down the steps, pulled Babe out of line by her shoulder, and questioned her.

“I did not!” Babe heatedly denied hitting Marjorie Anne, and although several of the kids had seen her do it, none of them wanted to risk Babe’s wrath by tattling on her. Their silence didn’t matter. Mrs. Brownmiller saw through Babe just as Babe’s mother had. 

“Mildred, you have earned after-school detention in my room,” Mrs. Brownmiller told her. “Today,” she added, quite unnecessarily. Kids were always earning detentions and having to serve them the same day. It was too much trouble for the teachers to keep track of detentions otherwise, with every school day bringing a new batch of miscreants. 

“What?” Babe cried. Then she shrugged. Wiping down the blackboards, sweeping out George Washington’s classroom, and emptying the trash can after school wasn’t such a big deal. It was better than learning math. Too bad she couldn’t exchange one for the other.

The occasional detention wasn’t much of a deterrent to Babe. When she really felt like it, she still gave the girls some whacks and pinches. What most bothered Babe about her female classmates was the way they hung out in little groups. They would gather in their silly little groups and from their glances her way, she knew they were talking about her, making fun of her for her boyish ways. Though she despised these girls, their opinion still mattered to her. It was a vicious cycle. They would make fun of her, and she would play right into their caustic comments, cursing more, hitting them during gym class and at recess. 

One afternoon on the way home from school, one bright day in April, Nancy Hickock called Babe a particularly vicious thing after Babe had taunted her.

“I’m the teacher’s pet, huh? Well, you’re not even a girl, you’re a freak,” Nancy said. “Like they have in circuses.”

Not knowing what else to do, Babe scooped up a handful of mud from the curb and threw it at Nancy. Nancy gasped as the mud splattered her pretty pleated skirt. Babe let out a braying laugh, a laugh so loud it startled her sister Lillie, who was walking about three yards ahead of her. But seeing Nancy fume in her muddy skirt was worth it to Babe even when, less than half an hour later, Nancy’s mother marched over to the Didriksens’ house and angrily presented Mama with the soiled garment. 

“This mud will never come out,” Mrs. Hickock complained.

“Uff da!” Mama cried in Norwegian. She made Babe apologize to Mrs. Hickock and promise to sew Nancy a new skirt. 

“What did that little girl say to you that made you so mad?” Mama asked after Mrs. Hickock departed.

Babe repeated the remark about being a freak. 

“You’re not a freak. Don’t never listen to nonsense like that,” Mama said. Anyhow, better a tomboy than a Savner Priss . . . a prissy girl. She had never liked prissy little girls, even back in Norway. 

Fortunately, Babe was good at sewing, too; Mama had made sure all her daughters knew how to sew. So, Babe peddled away with her knobby knees at the sewing machine in one corner of her parents’ bedroom, fashioning the new skirt, pleats and all. 

––––––––
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THE NEIGHBORHOOD BOYS were Babe’s solace. They were all lower-class boys in patched pants and rumpled, hand-me-down shirts, risk takers, tough talkers, showoffs, roustabouts like her papa, who had gone to sea when he was nine years old, or so he claimed. Rather than despise Babe, they admired her for her gumption.

Like today: when Ray Alsop, who was only the best boy athlete in the entire neighborhood, tried to sneak a fastball by her, Babe slugged it as far as any of them had ever seen a baseball fly in Beaumont, far over the wrecked trolley car. When she walked, she flowed like mercury. When she ran, it was the perfection of running—Ty Cobb around the bases—and nearly as fast. She could shoot baskets, hit baseballs, jump hurdles, she could do everything with authority. She could even hunker down in the dust and beat the boys at marbles. 

It was the boys—Billy, Axel, and Joe, mostly—who taught her to swear. Words like ass and bastard and shit. Actually, they didn’t teach her to swear; she picked up certain choice words from hearing them so much. Everyone knew what an ass and a bastard and shit were. But the swear word that most intrigued Babe was the word fuck. The boys used that word a lot when older people weren’t around. “Fuckin’ this and fuckin’ that.” So she started using it. 

“Look at that kid.” She snorted, gesturing to a plump boy dressed in a neat blue jacket, knickers, and tie, a regular Little Lord Fauntleroy, who was holding his mother’s hand while walking past the Rexall drugstore. “He’s too fuckin’ old to be holdin’ his mama’s hand like that.”

Billy, Axel, and Joe frowned.

“A nice girl like you shouldn’t use that word,” Billy said, looking sternly down on her, hands on hips. For Babe was a nice girl in their eyes. 

“But why shouldn’t I say fuck?” Babe asked. 

Billy snickered. Joe looked perplexed. Axel rubbed his head in consternation. He had only recently gotten over a bout of ringworm that had forced him to have his head shaved, and he was still a little self-conscious about it. 

“Ask your mama,” he finally volunteered, and the other boys seconded him.

Babe felt cheated, the same way she had when she was six and her mama told her she could no longer walk around the house without a shirt on. It was so hot in the house sometimes that she didn’t want to wear a shirt. She didn’t see why her older brothers Ole Jr. and Louis could and she couldn’t and said so.

“Idiot, it’s cause one day soon you’ll grow tits like Mama,” her oldest brother, Ole Jr., had told her. 

The thought appalled her. She loved Mama dearly, but she sure as heck didn’t want to look like her. Her mama was stout by now and yes, her bosom was ample and sagged nearly to her waist, like twin loaves of dough.

Instinct told Babe that asking her mama what “fuck” meant would not be wise. One memorable day, however, Babe said fuck in front of her older sister, Lillie. The two shared a bedroom along with their older sister Esther Nancy. Their bedroom was actually half of the enclosed front porch (the boys slept in the other half) which their father had built onto their house to allow for more room. They had to lower the window blinds when they were dressing to keep the neighbors from seeing in, but it was cooler at night when there was a breeze coming through the open windows.

This afternoon older sister Esther Nancy had gone directly to her babysitting job after school. Babe and Lillie were taking off their school dresses and putting on their worn, frequently mended, at-home clothes. Lillie was the opposite of Babe in many ways, conventionally pretty and blond, nice, not at all a troublemaker. Still, the sisters got on well, with Lillie admiring her two years younger sister for the boldness she lacked.

“That girl Pauline is a fuckin’ idiot,” Babe said. Pauline, one of her classmates, had recently accused Babe of being too tomboyish. Such comments were a frequent litany to Babe’s ears, and she had grown tired of it.

Lillie gasped.

“Don’t you ever say that word again,” she told her.

“You mean fuck? Why not? The boys all say it.” 

“That’s no reason.” Not able to resist a little sisterly needling, Lillie added, “You don’t even know what it means.”

Babe had to acknowledge this was true.

“I asked the boys and they wouldn’t tell me.”

“Thank God for small favors.”

Babe was eleven now. She wore a pair of Louis’s old shorts and one of his old shirts around the house. Lillie wore a pinafore that had been Dora’s.

“Wait a couple years and I’ll tell you,” Lillie added. Lillie was a tame girl herself. Still, she knew Babe was innocent about s-e-x. The little Lillie knew about the topic had come from Dora and Esther Nancy. Where they had gleaned the information they had, she didn’t know. From some other girls, she guessed. It was like the game, “Whisper Down the Lane.” You never knew just how accurate the information you were getting was. Like hand-me-downs, it was threadbare by the time it got to you. 

“No, I want to know now.”

“Okay, you asked for it.”

Lillie rose, with a dramatic flourish shut the bedroom door, came back to the bed they shared and told her in a low voice. Such matters shouldn’t be broadcast because you never knew when a Didriksen brother—Ole Jr. or Louis, or even little Bubba—little pitchers have big ears—was about.

Babe was so shocked by what Lillie told her that her face turned red. Her mouth looked like she had bitten into a lemon.

“No!” she cried. “That can’t be right.”

“It is right. How do you think babies get made? The stork? The man puts his thing inside the woman, between her legs where you pee.”

To Babe, this procedure sounded painful, like getting stabbed. On the other hand, her mother never seemed to be in pain, at least not in that way. And she and Papa must have . . . she didn’t want to think about it.

“Nothin’ like that is ever goin’ to happen to me,” Babe vowed.

“It will too,” Lillie said. “You’ll see. You’ll meet a boy you like and get married and first thing he’ll want to do is . . .”

“I will not!” Babe was indignant. On the other hand, maybe there was more to it than Lillie knew, some redeeming feature. She couldn’t imagine what that would be. Babies? They didn’t appeal to Babe either.

“Well, let’s not argue about it. Mama wants us to mop the kitchen floor. Let’s go.”
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MONEY WAS SCARCE around the Didriksen household. Most men in the neighborhood worked for the huge Magnolia Oil Refinery, but Ole Didriksen—disdaining refinery work and with a certain old-world pride in craftsmanship that had been handed down to him from his carpenter father, did not. 

“The oil business is dirty work. “No skill in it. Anyone can do it.” He smiled at his wife. “You don’t want me comin’ home stinkin’ like an oily rag, do you?”

She admitted she didn’t. Ole made decent money as a carpenter and furniture refinisher when he was employed, but sometimes there were gaps between jobs. This time the gap was long, so Ole had to go to sea again as a ship’s carpenter to earn money to send back to the family. In his absence, all the children helped out. Babe sewed burlap potato sacks, a penny a sack. She was good at sewing the sacks and one day surprised her employer by earning sixty-seven cents in an hour. Saving ten cents for herself, Babe bought candy—Haribo Gold Bears with their five juicy flavors were her downfall—and Black Jack chewing gum. She proudly gave the rest of her earnings for the afternoon to her mother.

In a rare moment of repose, Mama was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping tea. Her hands were red from doing laundry—her family’s and the neighbors. 

“Mama, if I dropped out of school, I could work fulltime,” Babe mused aloud. 

Her mother had already thanked her for the coins she had earned and put them in an old coffee can she kept in a kitchen cabinet. Babe knew how hard her mother worked when she took in washing because Babe sometimes helped her. Mama’s pink face became so red as she pulled the steaming wet clothing from the ringer washer that Babe feared she would have a stroke, like one of the neighborhood women had.

Now Mama was sitting down at least, letting the bread dough she had been kneading rise, a linen dish towel covering it. It had a wholesome smell, even before baking. Babe took a leftover Norwegian meatball from the ice box and grabbed the last piece of another loaf of bread to make an open-faced sandwich, a quick snack before dinner. 

Mama did not begrudge her daughter the sandwich. However, she did balk at Babe’s idea about school.

“Don’t be foolish,” Mama replied. “Me and your papa don’t come all the way to America so you kids can quit school. In America everyone gets free school. Anyhow, we’re not starving.”

That was true, especially since their neighbors the Hansons, Scandinavians like them, had been bringing over large roasts once a week or so and sitting down to eat with them now that Ole was away. Because the two families ate together, it was considered a social occasion and not charity. 

“Yeah, but I’m not good in school,” Babe countered. “No matter how hard I try, I always get C’s, or even worse. So why bother?” 

The fact that Babe had just gotten a D on an American history exam was much on her mind. All those names! All those dates! 

Mama took a sip of lukewarm tea. “It don’t matter what your grades are. When you’re out in the world no one is gonna ask about your grades. They won’t care. But they will ask if you got a high school diploma. Having a diploma means you saw something through to the end. That’s what people want: hard workers who can finish a job.”

“Okay, Mama.” Babe sighed before taking a hearty bite of her sandwich. 

She guessed what her mother said was true. As she ate, she thought maybe she might get an office job with a high school diploma . . . help out her family that way. That way her mother wouldn’t have to take in wash. But as much as Babe tried to envision herself sitting in some office taking shorthand dictation from some droning man and typing away on a machine, she couldn’t. She would much rather be outdoors somewhere, anywhere, playing sports.

––––––––
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THEY WERE GROWING up now. Everyone knew the facts of life. In Hygiene class, the girls had been given cloying little pink booklets explaining menstruation, complete with illustrations of one’s “plumbing,” as Babe called her inner workings. At first she dreaded getting The Curse, but then she observed the methodical way her older sisters put up with it. They had sewn masses of rags for the purpose and instructed her how the rags were to be attached to one’s undergarments with safety pins and then washed out—boiled with lye. 

Everyone knew there were commercial products—euphemistically called napkins or sanitary pads—available by now on the shelves of the drugstore and even at the local Woolworth’s, but the Didriksen girls, except for oldest sister Dora, who by now had graduated high school and found steady office work, couldn’t afford them. Even if Babe could, she would have been embarrassed to purchase one of the boxes. She sure as hell didn’t want some pimply faced Rexall clerk knowing her business. 

Then Lillie told her that Rexall Drugs had a box that you could put money in when you took a box of menstrual pads off the shelf. It was the honor system. No need to deal with a clerk. Lillie was saving her money to start buying Kotex every month. No more boiled rags. Babe filed this information for future reference. And when she finally got the curse, she saw she could live with it. Better yet, it didn’t interfere with her athletic endeavors, except for swimming when you had to tell the gym teacher you were on the rag. And Babe didn’t see the need to fake cramps to get out of gym class like she suspected some of the other girls did. You would have thought their guts were falling out the way some of them moaned and rubbed their stomachs and generally carried on. In contrast, Babe’s period sometimes made her slightly uncomfortable, that was all.

Other things had changed. Many of the boys she once played sports with were now seeing girls. 

“What do girls see in those fellows?” she asked herself. 

Of course, it was natural for her mother to love her father, but that was different. She couldn’t imagine any of the boys she knew growing up to become hale and hearty men like her father. They were all awkward things now, with squeaky voices and pimply complexions and sparse facial hair. Neither did she identify with the girls. That is, she had no desire to wear frilly clothes and brassieres and girdles and experiment with face paint and wait around like a dog in heat for some boy to notice her. She scarcely needed a brassiere. She worried about these things, about being different from the rest of the girls, but not a lot. Keeping busy helped. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

4



[image: image]


DUE TO ALPHABETICAL seating, an absent-minded, blond-haired girl named Candace Dilford sat directly behind Babe in English class. As a result, Candace had plenty of time to muse upon Babe’s cropped hair as Mrs. Scurlock, their English teacher, lectured about Beowulf—a narrative that did not arouse Candace’s enthusiasm.

Suddenly Candace had an idea, though not about Beowulf. She leaned forward in her seat.

“Babe, you have such pretty chestnut hair. Can I curl it for you?” she whispered as the class was considering the nobility of Beowulf’s abrupt, though not unexpected, demise at the claws of the dragon.

“Nah, Candace, I don’t have time for that kinda thing,” Babe tossed over her shoulder. She was sitting back in her seat, legs out, sleek brown arms folded over her chest. Beowulf wasn’t the worst thing they had studied in English. She liked adventure stories, even if they a thousand years old. Besides, according to Mrs. Scurlock, Beowulf was set partly in Denmark, which was close to Norway. That made him a Scandinavian, like her. “You and the girls can do that stuff.”

Candace was a little miffed. It seemed like such a good idea to curl Babe’s hair for her. It would make her much more attractive. The girl did have possibilities—good skin, neat figure, pretty hazel eyes, if she’d only take advantage of them. 

“Okay, but if you change your mind, let me know.”

Babe was surprised by Candace’s offer. She was a pretty, popular girl who didn’t have to talk to her at all.

One day Ole Didriksen, who was back home from the sea, flush with money and gainfully employed once more in Beaumont, was reading the Beaumont Journal. Though reading English was still a chore for him, a story about the 1928 Olympic Games in Amsterdam caught his eye. For the first time ever, these Olympics were to feature track and field events for kvinner—women. 

“Babe, maybe you can be in these Olympics when you get older,” Ole said. 

Babe was sitting on the couch doing a school assignment. 

Unlike some men of his generation, Ole had nothing against women athletes; in fact, Hannah’s grace as a skater had mightily appealed to him before their marriage. 

“What, Pop?”

He handed Babe the sports section so she could read about the 1928 Olympics for herself. She was a much better reader of English than he was.

She put down her homework and read the Beaumont Journal article, several times over in fact, as if letting its import seep into her pores. 

––––––––
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BABE AND LILLIE were standing outside their home at eight on a Saturday morning when it was still relatively cool. That is, the dew on the grass had not yet evaporated in the blazing Texas sun and the temperature had not yet topped ninety. Both were wearing sleeveless shirts and shorts. Lillie was still yawning while Babe was pointing down the street. 

“See all them hedges?” Babe said to Lillie. Box hedges from two to three feet high divided each modest property along Doucette. “I’m gonna jump all of ’em, while you run along the sidewalk. That way I’m gonna be ready for the hurdles in the 1932 Olympics.”

“What do you need me to run for?” Lillie asked.

“You gotta set the pace. You know, make it more like a real race.” Babe noticed Lillie’s reluctant expression. “I’ll treat you to a Co’ Cola later on.”

“Okay.”

To Lillie, Babe’s goal of becoming the world’s greatest female athlete didn’t seem that farfetched. Babe was already the best girl athlete at Beaumont High, maybe even the best girl athlete in the state.

Out of the corner of her eye as she was running, Lillie saw Babe hurdling the hedges with those graceful legs of hers. They weren’t particularly long, but the way they cut through the air—fluid as sunlight through water.

They raced in tandem down the street before Babe pulled up short at one hedge, which was too tall for her to hurdle. Babe regarded the offending hedge with a frown. Then, without hesitation, she knocked on the owners’ door. Lillie stood on the sidewalk behind her. A paunchy, balding man in a sleeveless t-shirt came to the door. The man, who wore a thick, dark moustache, held a newspaper in one hand. The smell of fresh-brewed coffee wafted around him.

“Hi, Mr. King, you know me, Babe Didriksen from down the street? I’d like to cut your hedge down a little, even it out a little with the others on the street, if you don’t mind.”

“Why?” Mr. King asked, incredulous that a kid, a girl no less, would want to do yardwork for him. She must want to be paid.

Smiling, Babe explained her intention of practicing for the 1932 Olympics, particularly the hurdles.

“The Olympics, eh? They let girls in now?”

“Yep, they just started,” Babe confirmed.

Mr. King looked at the overgrown hedge and then regarded Babe. 

He had heard from his son Mickey, who also attended Beaumont High, that she was a fine athlete. The Olympics. They were taking girls now. Wouldn’t it be something if a kid from this neighborhood did something like that?

“I’ll even pay you twenty-five cents to cut it,” Mr. King said. “There’s clippers in the tool shed behind. And a sack for the clippings near the lawn mower.”

By the time Babe finished trimming the hedge, with Lillie gathering the clippings into the canvas sack, the sun was high overhead, and the temperature had risen ten degrees. Looking over their work, Mr. King fished around in his trousers and gave Babe an additional fifty cents.

By now the girls’ clothes clung to them like a second skin and sweat dripped down their faces. But Babe almost beat Lillie jumping hedges home. 

When they were once again in front of their house, Lillie was panting. Babe, however, danced around, arms extended.

“Oh you, don’t crow.” Lillie smiled. “You haven’t won anything yet. Besides, you owe me a Coke.”

“I’ll make it an ice cream sundae,” Babe said, well pleased with her efforts.
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THOUGH MOST OF the boys were still nice to Babe, she got the feeling they didn’t want her around much anymore. They were growing hair on their faces, getting muscles and deeper voices and acting in strange, furtive ways. Playing together on the ballfields of Beaumont was becoming a thing of the past as more and more of them got part-time jobs. Some of them dropped out of school and got jobs: at the Magnolia, of course.

One afternoon Babe made the mistake of walking up on a group of boys, old friends, when they were huddled in a dusty, trash-strewn alley not far from the new Safeway. There was a scurry of motion, a flash of skin. The boys looked flushed, a little angry as they turned to her.

“Don’t walk up on us like that,” a fellow named Jerry admonished, red-faced. 

After that, Babe stayed away from her former playmates, for the most part. 

Sometimes other boys knocked against her in the hallowed hallways of Beaumont High. In general, these were the lowliest, scrawniest, homeliest boys, the ones most eager to prove themselves. When they knocked against her, she knocked against them. One day she tripped one, a mean little guy named Earl Pomeroy, and sent him flying, scattering his papers all along the hallway like so much litter while other kids stepped around him and laughed. 

“Why you little bitch!” Earl told her. But he knew better than to retaliate. Babe was one tough cookie. Besides, she had brothers.
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BARELY TRYING, BABE became a member of the Beaumont High School Miss Royal Purples basketball team. She felt proud putting on the purple and white school uniform. Gradually, she made friends with her teammates—Jackie Bridgewater and the others. Jackie was a decent player and didn’t talk too much about boys, so Babe was friendly with her. But never too friendly. Sometimes she couldn’t believe her teammates’ awkwardness, their slowness, the way they missed easy shots. The sad part was that they thought they were good. It wouldn’t be nice to tell them otherwise. But she was always somewhat apart from them, as if rubbing elbows with them would only dull her luster. 

Babe had stopped giving little punches on the arms to certain girls a couple of years earlier. She noticed that the boys often still gave each other punches in friendship, like little explosions of pent-up energy. The boys took it all in stride, often punching back or giving noogies, but not the girls. Babe had learned by now that you couldn’t roughhouse with girls. You had to keep a certain distance.

“Stir the batter until it’s smooth and creamy, until all the lumps were out,” Miss Whitaker was saying. Babe and her classmates were baking vanilla sponge cake in cooking class. Miss Bernice Whitaker was their teacher.

Babe didn’t really need to learn this skill, as she had learned to bake cakes years ago in her mother’s kitchen. But some of the girls, whose families could afford cooks or who were simply spoiled rotten, evidently didn’t know their baking soda from their yeast. All this aside, Babe liked Miss Whitaker.

“Hey, Little Sugar, have I mixed this batter long enough?” she asked. She knew she had but liked to get her teacher’s attention.

“Mildred, you must not call me Little Sugar,” Miss Whitaker said. Miss Whitaker, a pretty, birdlike young woman just out of East Texas State Teacher’s College, was not much older than her students. “If the principal happens by and hears you call me that, we’ll both be in trouble.”

“Okay, Little Sugar, I won’t call you that anymore.” Babe smiled.

Just then a few of the girls shrieked and pointed to one corner of the room. Their shrieking aroused the others, some of whom climbed onto the nearest chair. Babe looked behind her and noticed a sleek brown rat scurrying around among the desks. While the rest of the girls were screaming and standing on chairs, Babe raced to the corner where the rat had headed. Finding a battered pot in one of the cabinets, Babe took it, got down on her hands and knees, and trapped the rat in the pot.

“I got it!” she cried out. 

As the girls got down off their chairs, she raised the pot off the floor, freeing the rat and causing another panic. The girls once again started screaming and climbed back up on their chairs, as Babe nearly choked with laughter. Miss Whitaker, who stood there speechless, hands on hips, wasn’t amused and gave Babe a D for the class. 

Babe’s favorite teacher outside of gym class was Ruth Scurlock, her English teacher. Babe wasn’t particularly good in English, especially in grammar, but she tried her best. Besides, she knew Mrs. Scurlock was married to Bill “Tiny” Scurlock, the sports editor for the Beaumont Journal because she asked her one day after class. Babe religiously read the Journal sports pages. When Mrs. Scurlock told her that, yes, Bill Scurlock, was her husband, Babe’s attitude toward English class changed. She didn’t want Mrs. Scurlock telling her husband what a knot-head her student Babe Didrikson was—teachers gossiped, you know—so she buckled down and did her assignments, even reading dry as dirt stuff like poems by Alfred “Lord” Tennyson. 

Although Babe had no real problems with her teammates in basketball and other sports, the girls in her gym class were a different story.

“That Babe is getting a little too cocky,” Enid Adams said to her friend Marjorie Tighe one morning in the girl’s locker room at Beaumont High. 

Enid was gingerly feeling her right shoulder, which was starting to throb. In gym class just a few minutes earlier, Babe had elbowed Enid aside while scrambling for the basketball, causing the off-balance girl to tumble hard to the parquet floor. Now the girls had showered and were putting on street clothes, though even the perfume girls like Enid liberally put on after showering couldn’t entirely mask the dank locker room smell. Then again, it seemed to Enid that some girls weren’t nearly as diligent as they should be about laundering their gym tops and bloomers. 

“Well, you have to admit, Babe is the best girl athlete we have,” Marjorie Tighe said.

“But that’s just it. Girls shouldn’t be athletes,” Enid returned as she hitched her uplift brassiere. She was a full-busted girl and proud of it. “Having to take gym class is bad enough but wanting to get hot and sweaty like that. It’s not ladylike.”

Marjorie wondered why Beaumont High even had girls’ sports teams if girls weren’t supposed to play sports. But she was too in awe of Enid to raise this point. 

Finished dressing, they brushed their hair in unison, like two cats grooming themselves. Enid pulled out her compact and lipstick from her shoulder bag and re-applied her make-up. She was a member of the Kacklers Klub, a school club whose sole purpose was to support Beaumont’s male athletes. Marjorie, who was dating a second-string guard on the basketball team, wanted to join and knew she would need Enid to help her get in.

“What’s worse is that Babe plays like a boy,” Enid continued after putting back her compact and lipstick. “She didn’t have to go after the ball that hard. And she always plays like that, even when it doesn’t mean anything.”

“I guess, but she sure seems to be getting a lot of attention for it.”

“Well, she shouldn’t.”

Enid frowned at Babe, who was standing by a nearby bench, about to step into a shapeless shift, probably handsewn. If you squinted at her, she looked like a boy. She was as thin and lacking in curves as any boy. Her face, arms, and legs were browned by the sun. She didn’t wear a brassiere, just some undershirt-type thing, since her breasts were no more than nubs. Her face was not pretty. Chin jutting. Nose like a hawk. It was true that her eyes were kind of pretty—deep set and hazel with light flecks in them, but the way that silly immigrant mother of hers cut her hair was terrible: bowl-cut, framing her bony face like . . . like Beowulf’s iron helmet.

Enid put her compact and lipstick back in her pocketbook. Then she walked over to Babe. She had a seductive walk when she wanted to use it. She had modeled it after the movies’ “It Girl,” Clara Bow. Rumor had it that Enid and her boyfriend, Carter Elder, had gone all the way. But that may have just been scurrilous gossip, as both attended a Baptist youth group and had sworn to clean Christian living.

“Hey, Babe,” Enid said. 

Babe, who was seated on a bench and pulling up her rumpled white socks, looked up at Enid, startled that she would even address her. She knew Enid was a member of the Kacklers, one of the most prestigious clubs at Beaumont High.

“Hullo, Enid,” Babe said warily. “Sorry about flooring you back there.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Enid said dismissively enough, “You were just going for the ball.”

Enid had delicate white skin, with a kind of pearly sheen to it. She had been considered “delicate” as a child and had barely survived the Spanish flu. As a result, she had grown used to being pampered by her parents, siblings, and the servants. 

“I was wondering if you wanted to go to the movies with Marjorie and me this Friday night.”

“Me?” 

Babe could hardly believe this was happening. Enid had barely said two words to her all school year. Maybe she should have elbowed her earlier. 

“Beggars of Life is playing,” Enid said smiling.

“Haven’t heard of it.” 

“Richard Arlen is in it. So is this new girl, Louise Brooks. It’s supposed to be good.”

Babe said nothing. She wondered about Carter, Enid’s steady. She thought it was awful fishy that Enid was inviting her to join them at the movies.

Enid read her mind. It wasn’t hard, considering how unsophisticated Babe was and how sophisticated she was. Enid’s mother was a big club lady, both literally and figuratively, drenched in feathers and tulle, who had schooled her daughter well in the social graces.

“Carter is driving to Dallas Friday afternoon to visit his cousin, so Marjorie and I are going to the movies alone—girl’s night out. It’ll be a relief in a way. You know how boys are sometimes,” she said in a confiding manner, although she was confident that Babe had no idea what boys were like. How could she? What boy would want to date her?

With that, Enid placed a well-manicured hand on Babe’s shoulder. Her silver charm bracelet jingled like a pirate’s treasure, and she smelled like lavender, even against the dank backdrop of the locker room.

Babe accepted Enid’s invitation to the movies. How could she not?

“I didn’t know Carter was going to Dallas,” Marjorie whispered to Enid, having overheard the conversation while standing nearby.

“Hush up,” Enid told her. And winked.
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THE GIRLS PLANNED to meet in front of the Jefferson Theater at seven-thirty, just in time for the evening showing of Beggars of Life. A couple of days prior to the event, Babe had taken the trolley down to the theater in Beaumont’s town center and looked at the colorful posters for the coming attraction. They showed a beautiful young actress named Louise Brooks, with slicked-down dark hair and wearing a boy’s rough shirt, jacket, and rakish cabby cap standing between the similarly clad Richard Arlen and Wallace Beery. All three looked like roustabouts, roughnecks, not sissies at all. Babe thought she would enjoy the picture. 

That night as she lay in the double bed she shared with Lillie, Babe allowed herself a rare treat: to dream about Enid. Nothing too specific; just to reach out and touch that soft, white creamy skin. Babe’s guiltiest secret was that she allowed herself to “like” certain actresses. That was far safer than “liking” girls around her, whom she instinctively knew would not “like” her in the same way. Babe’s deepest, darkest secret: she pretended she was John Gilbert kissing Greta, intoxicated by her, enfolding her in her arms. What came next, she had difficulty imagining. It didn’t matter; a kiss would be enough. Now, could she really dream that a real girl, someone she knew, liked her that way?

When Friday evening came, Babe dressed up in her finest dress, chocolate-colored linen, which she had sewn by hand from a McCall’s pattern and which everybody told her looked good on her. She borrowed beige pumps from Lillie, who was surprised that Babe was going to the movies with anyone but one of her siblings. Then Babe took the trolley through the hot evening air to the Jefferson Theater. Trying to control her excitement, she searched the crowd gathered near the jutting marquee for Enid and Marjorie. 

It was a large Friday night crowd, half of Beaumont High there with dates. The “rich” boys straining to look nonchalant in seersucker or linen jackets and ties and stylish shoes; the working-class boys standing stolid in neatly pressed white or checked shirts with dark or khaki pants and shoes or boots not so stylish. All the girls in their best pastel dresses—some wearing hats, some fanning themselves, some not. Small groups of Negroes, also in their Friday night finery, some fancier dressed than the whites, stood around the perimeter of the crowd, waiting to buy tickets for their balcony seats. 

But wouldn’t you know it? Among the crowd nearest the box office, was Enid standing with Carter. Enid’s dark eyes lit up and she waved when she saw Babe, while lean, lanky Carter was gazing abstractedly over the crowd. Marjorie was standing off a few yards away from Enid with her boyfriend, Tommy Swanson. Babe barely noticed Marjorie and Tommy. She was already steamed.

“Hi, Babe. Guess who didn’t have to go to Dallas after all.” Enid grinned, reaching out with one gloved hand to beckon Babe. At the same moment, she leaned into Carter and wrapped her right arm around his. 

Carter was tall, blond-haired, son of a Magnolia Oil vice president. Although he played wide receiver on the football team, Babe, who had attended several Royal Purple football games, judged him to be not that talented a player. 

“Hullo, Babe,” Carter said.






















[image: image]












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
h

Bink Bool
Bedazzled Ink Publishing Company  Fairfield, California






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





