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The Crew


Chapter I
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L.E. MARTIN CRAWLED out from under the combine wiping his face with the sleeve of his plaid shirt, watched as his wife’s car pulled into the driveway. When it stopped, the door of the Buick opened as his wife Lucille stepped out carrying her Bible, walking towards the house. The look of disgust from her was enough to let him know she was not happy. He picked up his tools, put them in his tool box, and carried them to the garage, sitting them down, walking towards the house. He opened the door, walked through the living room past the kitchen where Lucille was preparing dinner. He went into the bathroom and washed his hands, face, and neck. As He wiped his hands, and face on the towel he took a deep breath preparing himself for the coming fight. He walked to the table sitting outside the kitchen in the small dining area. Lucille placed salmon patties, green beans, coleslaw, with a green salad on the table with ice tea. They sat quietly eating when L.E. finally asked “how was church?”

“Well you would have known if you would have gone to church instead of tinkering with that combine!” 

“I have a lot of work to get done before the harvest season starts, which is only about two weeks!”

“Don’t use that crew boss voice with me Lavern Edwin Martin, you could have taken two hours for the Lord!” 

He took a deep breath, staring at his wife “well the ox is in the ditch.”

Lucille's eyes opened wide “don't you dare quote scripture to justify your not going to church!” She snapped back. 

They stared at each other both angry. L.E. looked away, he did not want to fight, he also knew she was right. He could have gone to church, but he had decided to stay  home to work on the combines. 

When he finished eating she brought him a piece of cherry pie with ice cream on top. As he ate, he said to her “I’m not even sure why I’m working on the combines, and trucks, I still don’t even have a crew.” Lucille sat quietly eating her pie. “With the oil boom all the men, and boys are working in the oil field, there’s no way I can compete with what they pay.” He sat quite, gloomy looking at his pie

Lucille looked directly at him “I talked to Karen White, and Sheri Davenport after church this morning they're looking for jobs.” L.E.  ignored Lucille. “They both grew up on farms, and work as hard as their brothers, you should think about hiring them.”

L.E. looked up surprised “you want me to hire girls? I don’t think it would be a good idea to have girls, and boys working together”

Lucille shook her head, “you’re not going to hire any boys, or men since they’re all working in the oil field, so why not hire an all girl crew?”

L.E. sat surprised “an all female crew, are you serious?” 

“Yes I am Lavern, you know you have hired, and trained some boys who were knotheads over the years, I have no doubt you can train an all girl crew.” 

He sat stunned, not sure what to say. He did not want an argument so he didn’t say anything. As Lucille was clearing the dishes she said over her shoulder “Karen, and Shari are good christian girls who know how to work, they have grown up on a farm, and have both worked hard. I doubt you would have to teach them much.” She turned the water on in the sink. L.E. stood up, put on his cap, walked outside towards the combines. 

The day was warm as he changed the belts on a combine. He considered the conversation of hiring girls for a crew. He knew the White, and Davenport families well. They were hard working families who ran big farms, with cow calf operations. He had run a harvest crew for many years traveling from Texas to Nebraska in all that time; the only mixed crew of male, and females he had seen were families working together. He had never ever seen an all female crew. As the day wore on he considered the possibility of an all girl crew. He decided it was something to consider, since no men were available.  

Later that evening as L.E. sat in his recliner considering the idea of an all girl crew the idea seemed somehow crazy, but the more he thought, the more it made sense. He had run harvest crews for years, and Lucille was right, he had trained many a boy who did not even know a combine was used for cutting wheat. He sat quietly watching television, not really paying much attention, when he saw headlights of the Buick pull into the driveway.  There would be  no fight since Lucille only asked L.E. to go to church with her on Sunday morning, the evening service was optional. When she came in sitting on the couch next to his recliner she asked, “have you thought about an all girl crew?” 

“I have,” he said looking at her, “and to be honest with you, I think I could make it work.”

Lucille smiled “oh I know you could.”

The following morning L.E. was up early making adjustments on the combines as well as the heavy trailers. He dropped the ramps which were slid under the trailer, secured them  with a locking pin, drove a combine on top of the trailer securing the big Gleaner combine with a heavy chain, and boom, which was two hooks with a handle. When the handle was pulled tight using a cheater bar, it pulled the combine down tight, securing it firmly to the trailer. He continued the same process with the other combine, until he had two of the three secured on the trailers. He ate breakfast with Lucille, then left in his four door club cab Chevrolet pickup heading for the small town of  Cedar Springs Oklahoma, which was ten miles from the Texas Border. 

The town of twenty five hundred souls were for the most part still sleeping as he made his way through the main street of town, with business on both sides of the street. At the end of  town he turned east, drove two miles, then two miles north. He saw large wheat fields extending across the land knowing the wheat would ripen in about three weeks, perhaps sooner. He turned up the driveway which had a neat two rail pipe fence painted white. The large two story house with the front porch was old but well maintained. The white paint was bright in the early morning hours.  L.E. stopped in the front circle driveway, walked to the steps with a noticeable limp. He had broken his leg when he was sixteen,  it had not been properly set, now fifty years later the consequences were a limp. Leaning on the handrail he walked slowly up the stairs. On the porch he walked to the door, and knocked. He smiled seeing the sign Welcome to the White House. The sign had been placed there by Richard  White’s father who was a good man, who enjoyed telling everyone in town he lived in the White House. 

The door was opened by a boy of about fourteen. “Are you still having breakfast, or have you finished” L.E. asked smiling broadly? 

“No we’re just finishing Mr. Martin, come in.” 

L.E. removed his hat following the young boy through the living room to the kitchen. Richard White sitting at the end of the table drinking coffee smiled “well hello L.E. What brings you to the White House?”

His wife who was running water in the sink asked “have you had breakfast L.E. we have some pancakes left?”  

L. E. smiled “No thank you Bev, I ate earlier, might have some coffee if you have any.” Beverly White took a ceramic cup, poured coffee from the old percolator, sitting the cup in front of L.E., who sat down at the table. He looked at the young girl sitting across from him. 

Karen White was a slender girl with shoulder length dark brown hair, and dark brown eyes, she was very pretty. “I’m putting a harvest crew together of all girls since none of the knothead boys want to go on harvest. Would you be interested Stick?”  Karen smiled knowing L.E. called her stick due to being slim, as well as swinging a big stick when she played softball.  

“Well I would like to,” she said hesitantly looking at her Father. 

L.E. sipped the coffee “I’m sure dear old dad can get along without you, he has these two strong healthy boys to help him.” She looked at her father who looked back at her “you know you would be gone all summer.”

She nodded then looked at her mother who nodded “I think it would be a good experience.” 

L.E. sat the coffee cup down, “the pay is eight hundred a month, and you’ll earn every bit of it. You’ll be on the combine mostly, ever driven a combine, or wheat truck?” 

Karen nodded “sure. I drove Grandpa Whites old Gleaner A model, and the wheat truck.” 

L.E. nodded well you’ll be driving a Gleaner M model, it’s bigger, and I also need you to drive the truck pulling the combine.” Karen looked shocked. Beverly said surprised, “Whoa now, hold on L.E., driving a combine, and truck is one thing, but pulling the combine, I’m not sure if she should do that!” 

L.E. looked at the concerned Mother. “She’s pulled a stock trailer since she was fourteen, it’s not a whole lot different, it’s heavier, but I’ll teach her how to pull it.” Beverly did not look convinced as she looked at L.E., then to Karen. 

Richard cleared his throat, sipped his coffee, sat it down saying, “I’m not sure the combine on a trailer, and a stock trailer pulled by a pickup is the same L.E.”

“It's the same principle,  just heavier.” He looked at Karen “come out tomorrow morning, and we’ll make a few runs with the truck, and combine, I think you’ll see it’s not as scary as you may think.”

Karen looked at L.E., then to her mother, she took a deep breath, “I would like to try.” Her Mother frowned, but said nothing, turning around to wash the dishes. 

“Who else are you looking at hiring Richard asked?  

“Thought I’d go talk to Shari Davenport.” 

Karen nodded “good, I like her, anyone else?” 

L.E. shrugged his shoulders “You have any ideas?” 

“My roommate at OSU, Donita, she’s from Chickasha, and another friend I was in choir with, Kelly is looking for a job.” Karen held her breath.

L.E. sat for a while “okay, bring them with you tomorrow.”  L.E. stood up, “thanks for the coffee Bev” he looked at Karen, “I’ll see you early tomorrow morning.” 

Richard followed him out the door,  as they reached the steps he said with a worried expression, “L.E., I know you have pulled combines all over God’s creation, You, and my uncle worked together on harvest in the late fifties. I do trust you, but I have to say I am concerned about Karen pulling a combine with a truck.

L.E. smiled “I am too, but with some practice, she’ll do fine.” Richard stood on the porch as L.E. drove out of the driveway.  
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Chapter II
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L.E. turned east driving one mile, then turned south traveling the hard packed dirt roads for another five miles. David Davenport was a wealthy man whose land was sitting on top of a rich oil, and gas field. His home was a new brick house with a pipe rail fence surrounding his land. L.E. drove across the cattle guard, then up the long driveway. He saw a large number of black Angus cattle roaming through the field. He saw David with his three sons, and Shari at the cattle pens working calves. He stopped, watched as Shari working the squeeze shoot held the handles of the shoot, which squeezed the calf holding him in place, so it could be given shots, and tagged in the ear, as well as branded. A calf was herded to the shoot, it suddenly burst into a run seeing an opening; however, as it reached the shoot Shari pulled the lever of the head gate, the calf hit the gate with his head sticking out of the small gate, she pulled the lever squeezing the calf tight. L.E. watched as David Davenport gave the calf a shot, a boy placed a plastic tag in his ear, as his brother holding the large electric brand, which was glowing red hot, placed it on the calf's right hip. It bellowed loudly when the hot iron burned into his skin. Shari released the calf, who ran out protesting. 

David looked up smiling “Hey what brings you here L.E., you have a hankering to work calves?” 

“No,” he laughed, “I thought I’d come out, and steal your help.” The  Davenport boys looked at him as Sheri leaned against the squeeze shoot. She was tall, slender with long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, vivid bright green eyes, with an athletic build. She was a beautiful girl.  L.E. walked up to her, “I’m putting together a harvest crew of all girls, you interested?”

Sheri looked surprised. “Yes, I am interested.” 

David walked up to L.E. “Good, You’ll be driving a combine mostly, and I need you to drive the wheat truck pulling the combine.” 

Sheri stood motionless staring at L.E. “I’m not sure Sheri is ready to pull a big heavy combine.” 

Sheri stood straight, her green eyes flashed with anger, and defiance. “Why not, I’ve pulled stock trailers loaded with cattle.” 

Her Father stared hard back at his daughter, “It’s not the same,” he said, raising his voice. 

L.E. put his hand on David’s shoulder “I’ll teach her how to pull the combine.” 

He looked at L.E. relaxing, looking back at Sheri  “We still have a lot to talk about.” Shari looked back at her Father, but said nothing. 

“Hey L.E., how have you been? I haven’t seen you for a while.” L.E. turned, smiling, removing  his hat,  “Hey Linda, good to see you. I’m here wanting to hire Sheri for my harvest crew.” 

“Really” she said looking confused. I thought maybe one of the boys.” 

“Not this year, I’m going with an all girls crew.” 

Linda Davenport looked at Shari who was staring at her Father, who was meeting the stare himself. She sighed, walked up to Shari standing in front of her husband “what do you think Sheri?” 

Sheri looked at her Mother “I would like to go.” 

“Good,” L.E. said smiling, “be at my house tomorrow early, you, and Karen White will learn to pull a combine over hell's half acre.” 

Linda turned, staring at L.E., who smiling walked off. He knew there was a fight about to happen, and did not want to be a part of it. Sheri Davenport was an outstanding athlete who had been all state in basketball, softball, and track. Her Father wanted her to take an athletic scholarship, which there were plenty of offers. He wanted her to go to  Oklahoma State University, but Shari was resisting. He knew there would be a lengthy discussion. but he was confident Sheri would be at his house in the morning.

He stopped at the cafe, walking in, sitting down by the locals at a big round table who frequented the coffee shop. A small girl with short blond hair walked up sitting a cup of coffee in front of L.E. “Thanks,” He said, smiling at the girl. He was talking to the other men explaining he was putting a harvest crew of all girls together, and wanted to know if they knew of any girls who were sixteen, or older. 

Maggie stood quietly listening, then turned heading back to the coffee bar, picked up the full coffee pot, then hurried back to the table. She slowly poured the men fresh coffee as she listened to the conversation. L.E. had been given several names of girls that were possible candidates. When they were giving him a hard time hiring all girls she walked away. She watched as Mr. Martin walked out. A plan was developing in her young head. 
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Chapter III  
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L.E. and Lucille sat on the porch swing early the following morning drinking coffee. He smiled when he saw the older model Ford pickup pull up into the driveway. Karen stepped out with two young black girls. He stood up walking to the pickup. Karen with a grin said “Mr. Martin this is my friends Donnita Hall, and Kelly Green, we were in the choir together at OSU.”

L.E. was surprised not expecting to see the black girls, he extended his hand shaking hands with each girl. “Well we ain’t in the choir here girls, this is a harvest crew. So can you ladies drive a standard?” 

Both nodded their heads. Donita spoke first “my Dad is an electrician in Chickasha, so I have driven his pickup which is a standard, and I also have pulled his trailer, where he keeps his tools.” 

Kelly smiled broadly “My boyfriend has a ‘68 Camaro, he taught me to drive a stick shift, it has a four on the floor.” 

“Ok then, we’ll go from there.” They turned as a black Trans Am drove into the yard, it stopped as Sheri stepped out. She walked up to the group, shook hands with Donita, and Kelly,  introducing herself. L.E. walked with the four girls to where the trucks were parked, with the trailers hooked up on two of them. 

As they were talking Lucille turned with a questioning look on her face. Up the driveway came a young girl with short blond hair. She walked up to the group smiling, looking up at L.E. 

“Hello Mr. Martin, I'm here to ask for a job. You know, the harvest crew of all girls. I’m sixteen, and have my drivers license. She stared  up at L.E. who stood six feet one, holding her breath. 

He frowned at her. “Girl I need truck drivers, I doubt you could even see over the dash.” “I can see over the dash!” 

“I doubt it, you ain't even five feet.” 

Maggie stood as tall as she could, her shoulders back, head high, “I’m five three.”

L.E. laughed, “you're not even five feet.” 

“I am too.”  

“I could measure you with a yardstick. Do you even know how to drive a standard?” Maggie saw the other girls looking at her, she felt intimidated being so young, and small. She knew who Karen, and Sheri were, they came from money, she did not, but she wanted the job. She needed the money more than they did, so she found her courage. “Yes sir, I can drive a stick shift because my mamma has a Ford Rambler, and it has a stick, that is what I took my drivers test in, although it took me twice on the driving part. I made a  hundred on the written test, and my mama's car doesn't run really good, you have to push in on the clutch, push down on the accelerator to keep it running. Well I stopped at the four way, and the Rambler was about to die, so I rev the motor,  released the clutch. I guess I released it too fast, because it squealed the tires, throwing the driver's examiner back in his seat. I almost lost control, and was swerving. When I stopped, he said really grumpy. “You can just take me back young lady!” So I did, and the next time I passed, also I have taken driver's ed, and I made an A.” 

L.E. threw up his hands “stop, that’s enough!” The others were giggling. “You have to be able to see over the dash, and I doubt you can, I doubt you could even reach the clutch.”

Maggie was fighting back tears,” I can see over the dash, and I can drive a wheat truck Mr. Martin!”

“Ok then, there’s a wheat truck” he pointed behind him. “The one that’s not hooked up, let’s see you drive it.”

Maggie ran to the big truck, stood on her tiptoes, opened the door, and crawled in. She reached under the seat finding the iron bar which was the seat release, pulled up on it moving the seat as far forward as it would go. She put on her seat belt,  slammed the door, reached as far as her left leg could stretch, pressed the clutch to the floor, and started the truck. She put the gear shift in first gear, put her right foot on the accelerator, revved the motor, released the clutch, pressed on the accelerator. The big wheat truck lurched forward as she went to second gear, the truck raced forward. Everyone jumped out of the way as the truck with the bed banging headed for the road.

Maggie slowed down, looked left,  saw no cars, turned south on the highway, went to third gear, then to fourth picking up speed continuing to head south.  A mile down the road she slammed on the breaks, turned on the county road making a U turn heading back gaining speed. 

L.E., and Lucille stood shocked. Lucille’s hand covering her mouth saying “my stars!” Maggie in the big wheat truck raced past the house heading into town. She turned around at the COOP station, then headed back down the highway one mile to the Martin house. She slowed down, turned into the driveway, stopped, put the truck into reverse backing up stopping two feet from the trailer. She set the emergency brake, turned off the truck, jumped out running up to L.E., who stood shocked. She said proudly, “see I can drive the wheat truck.” 

“Are you some kinda nut, that was terrible driving” he yelled! Lucille stepped up putting her hand on his shoulder, 

“Well Lavern, she did prove she can drive the truck.” 

He shook his head walking away pointing at Karen, and Sheri, “you two come with me.” He turned pointing to Lucille, “don’t let her drive again!” He walked to a truck with the combine sitting on a trailer, which was hooked to the truck. He opened the door and stepped in, sitting in the driver's seat. 

Sheri opened the driver's side door, “shotgun!” 

Karen shook her head “no way Davanport, you ride in the middle, I’ll ride shotgun.”

“I called it,” Sheri said stubbornly. 

“I’m older, you're a kid.”

“By five months Whitty, get in!” 

Karen leaned forward, “I'm stronger!” 

“You wish.”

“Oh no you wish!”

L.E hearing enough yelled “Get in the truck!” 

Karen stepped in looking at Sheri, “baby.” 

“You're the baby.”

“Enough” L.E. yelled! He took a deep breath, “Now I know you both know how to drive a wheat truck, but now you need to learn to drive with ten tons behind you. First you need to imagine a cup of coffee sitting on the dashboard. You need to take off without spilling the coffee, not like that little maniac’s demonstration of how not to drive.” He pressed the clutch, put the gear shift in first gear, pressing the accelerator releasing the clutch slowly the truck moved forward. He slowed at the highway, seeing no cars he eased out on the road. The truck picked up speed as they rode in silence. 

He slowed, then stopped after a mile. He stepped out saying “take the wheel Stick,” walked around to the passenger side opened the door saying gruffly “move Cooter.”  

Sheri wrinkled her nose “don’t call me Cooter.” 

“You look like a Cooter,” Karen smirked.

“Well you’re as crazy as Cooter Brown's run over dog” L.E. said as he shut the door. Waving his hand saying gruffly “let’s go.” The truck died as Karen released the clutch. She started the truck, released the clutch pressed on the accelerator which caused the truck to move slowly forward. Karen gripped the steering wheel tightly as she went to third gear then to forth. The truck moved  slowly down the highway.

“Pick up your  speed” L.E. said watching the road. 

Karen was scared to go too fast, but pressed on the accelerator. 

“There’s no one named Cooter Brown whose dog was run over” Sheri said looking at L.E.

“It was before you were born. Ol Cooter when his dog got run over was plumb crazy, he acted kinda like you.” 

Sheri shook her head, “you're making that up, I’ll ask Mrs. Martin.” 

The truck drifted to the right, Karen corrected, bringing the truck to the left. There was some swaying of the trailer which Karen knew was normal. However, with the weight of the combine, it was more difficult to drive. She drove for two miles when L.E. said “turn at the next section line.” 

Karen slowed as the dirt road came closer, but as she slowed the truck did not slow down, she was pressing hard on the brakes as she rolled past the road. “Keep going, you missed it. You have to remember there is a lot of weight behind you, so you have to slow down in plenty of time to turn.” 

Karen nodded seeing the next county road, slowed turning as she went to second gear. The dirt road was rough, not smooth as the highway. She picked up speed. 

“Take the next right.” 

Karen turned carefully since the road was more narrow. She continued another mile as L.E. said “take the next right stop at the highway.” Karen made the turn,  as she approached the highway she slowed stopping at the stop sign. 

L.E. looked at Sheri “your turn, trade places with Stick.” 

Karen opened the door stepping out as Sheri followed. Karen stepped in slid next to L.E., as Sheri stepped in putting on the seat belt. She released the clutch, pressed on the accelerator, turning the big truck onto the highway. She went to second gear and the truck began to jump. Sheri pressed on the accelerator, went to third gear then to forth. Her heart was beating fast,  she was scared to death. The trailer was heavy, and when it rocked, it pulled the truck slightly. She continued to drive, concentrating on the road. As they approached the house L.E. said “go ahead, and turn in.” 

Sheri slowed down, turned into the driveway bringing the truck to a stop. She let out a breath as she opened the door, and stepped out.  L.E. smiled patting them on the back “you both did good, we’ll go again later.” 

They walked to a blue bus parked outside the big tin barn where L.E. kept his machines. They saw Maggie, Donnita, Kelly, and Mrs Martin in the bus. When Karen, and Sheri went inside they saw the others cleaning the bus.

Donita grinned “welcome to the Ritz!” 

The bus had the seats removed with three bunk beds set up, for a total of six beds. There were cabinets built in for storage.

Lucille smiled “this is where you will sleep, so make yourself comfortable. You will need to bring a sleeping bag with a pillow.”  

They finished cleaning the bus, and stepped out going to the house for lunch. As they were eating Lucille explained they would each have a cabinet for their clothes, a duffle bag would be better than a suitcase, a towel, and toiletries for the summer. 

“You each get a cabinet, if it doesn't fit, you can’t keep it” L.E. added.

“You don’t need to be so grumpy!” Lucille said sharply. 

“I wasn’t being grumpy!” 

“You were!” 

“I was not being grumpy!”

“You were being grumpy, and that's enough” she said waving her hand then turning to the girls at the table “do all of you have sleeping bags?” 

They all nodded except for Maggie, who looked down at her plate. 

“I have an extra sleeping bag” Karen said looking at Maggie, who looked up with her eyes. “My brother was in boy scouts, now since he’s out he doesn't use it anymore.” Maggie said quietly “well I can buy one, so thank you.” 

Karen smiled, “There’s no need to waste money, you can use Bradleys. It’s nice, red with red plaid on the inside.”

Maggie smiled feebly “ok since it’s red, thank you.”

“Don’t bring it out just yet” L.E. said as he looked at Maggie, then continued to eat. Maggie felt a tear come to her eye. She wiped it away, speaking just above a whisper “I did drive the wheat truck.”

“Yeah, well it will take more than that to be a truck driver.” L.E. said as he continued to eat.

Maggie looked at Lucille with her pleading blue eyes “I can be a truck driver.” 

The other girls sat uncomfortable as Lucille patted her hand “Mr. Martin will take all you girls out for a drive, just like he did Karen, and Sheri. All you girls will get a test drive, won’t they Lavern?” 

L.E. looked at her, sighed deeply, “sure, why not, I’ll take peewee out for a drive after lunch.” 

Maggie sat up, her eyes narrowed “I, I don’t like to be called peewee, or shorty, or little bit, or half pint, or, or munchkin I, I think it’s mean to give people nicknames they don’t like, just because they’re small or different.” 

“And I don’t like to be called Cooter '' Sheri said, dropping her fork. “I don’t think there was a Cooter Brown who had a dog that was run over who went crazy.” She waived her arms dramatically “well let’s just give everyone a nickname, we can call Karen, Whitty, and Donetta, Blacky  Kelly Slick, Mrs. Martin Cookie, and we can call you Cap’n Cranky Pants! We should get a dog and call it Barky!” 

The girls all busted out laughing. 

Donita saying “I don’t want to be called Blacky; Although, it was my grandpa’s name, but it was because he was a blacksmith. Now my Dad’s nickname is Sparky, it’s because he’s an electrician.” 

The girls howled with laughter. 

“You can call me Donnie, that's my nickname.”  

Lucille laughed “Ok girls, that will be quite enough” as she tried not to laugh.

L.E, shook his head “I think y'all  lost your minds.” 

“I don’t think it’s fair that you write off Maggie so fast,” Sheri said. 

“I haven’t written anybody off” L.E. protested.

“She did prove she could drive, that’s what you said she should do” Karen joined in. L.E. held up his hands, “everyone of you will get a chance, including peewee.” 

The girls immediately began to talk at once. “There you go calling her names! You’re a big meanie! That’s just not right, no just not right!”

Lucille stood up “Ladies, please ladies that will be enough, you need
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