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It was September 1968; I was sixteen and vice president of the junior class at Washington 

County High School in Chatom, Alabama. During morning break, I was standing in a circle of 

classmates trying to be cute and interesting, when a fellow student waved a slip of paper in front 

of my face. 

 “Hey Judy, sign this. It’s to order light bulbs to sell. We’ll make enough money for the 

prom without having to do car washes.”  

Feeling important in front of this group, I asked, “How many are we ordering? Is it a 

reasonable number for us to sell around here?” 

“Yeah it’s a thousand. We’ll make plenty of money.” 

I did not want to appear foolish by asking too many questions, so without reading the 

order form, I signed at the bottom with my characteristic flourish. 

A few weeks went by. I had not thought of the light bulbs again; then one sunny Tuesday 

I was standing at my locker in a noisy hallway when silence slowly rippled down the long, dingy 

green corridor. As students parted, our principal, we’ll call him Mr. Smith, who preached that 

girls should drink a lot of milk to build healthy bodies to have children, and should develop 

demure behaviors to be desirable wives, strode down the newly-opened path, his dark blazer 

unbuttoned, yelling, “Where is Judy, where’s that loud girl, the one who ordered light bulbs?” 

Everyone turned and looked at me. Mr. Smith froze when he saw me and yelled, “YOU, COME 

WITH ME!” 



I followed him down the hallway, walking fast, a full blush rising to the top of my head. I 

had tried hard to be a perfect student, and now I was apparently in big trouble. All I could think 

of was my father. 

  

Daddy, who had been homeless as a child, bought sixteen acres when I was a few months 

old. Though he worked in a chemical plant, the farm was his passion and he spent his time 

grooming those acres. I was milking, feeding, planting, hoeing, and harvesting when my 

elementary school friends were playing paper-dolls, but I felt lucky. I loved being outdoors with 

Daddy. 

On long, hot summer evenings after chores were done, and Sunday afternoons after 

church, Daddy and I rode our horses through pine and hardwood forests, sunlight streaming 

through the green velvet of high summer. In fall and winter when there were no crops to tend, we 

rode all weekend, on the hunt for buck deer and bearded gobbler turkeys. I waited through the 

long weeks of school for cold Saturday mornings when Daddy would knock on the door before 

daylight. On alert for sight or sound of deer or turkey, we rode in silence through gray and sienna 

woods as the weak winter sun rose, our horses’ breath sending plumes of steam into the frigid 

air. 

At night after supper and homework, or while working on a chore like stringing fence 

wire or pulling corn, Daddy often talked to me about my future. Using my nickname, Baby-girl, 

he would say: 

Baby-girl, remember that you can do anything you want if you work hard and don’t quit 

just because it is tough. You might have to work longer and harder than the next person, but you 

can do it. I want you to have a good life and the secret is education. You got to graduate from 



high school and college. None of our folks have ever done that, but you can. I want you to get 

your college done and be able to earn your own living before you start up with the boys. Then 

when you marry, you won’t be dependent on your husband. With an education, you will always 

have your own power and freedom. 

  

Then, on a sunny Sunday afternoon in May at the end of my freshman year, my father 

and I were riding across the arena of a country rodeo when I heard him grunt. I looked over as he 

toppled from his saddle. By the time I jumped from my horse and rushed to him, he lay crumpled 

and crooked in the brown sand. I knew he was dead. 

  

It was over a year later when I rounded the corner and stood at the edge of Mr. Smith’s 

office, boxes stacked along the walls, floor to ceiling. Deliverymen in khaki suits marched to and 

fro, bringing in more and more boxes. Teachers stood around the edges, peering at the spectacle. 

 Silent students crowded in behind us. 

Mr. Smith, who had singled me out several times in front of other students, for being too 

loud and bold to be a good wife and mother, whirled around and leaned into my face. “Who gave 

YOU permission to order light bulbs? What did you think we would do with all this?” 

With a crackling voice, I answered, “Sir, we ordered one thousand light bulbs to make 

money for the prom. It looks like there’s some mistake. We need to stop those men.” 

Mr. Smith leaned farther into my face and yelled, “Don’t you think I’ve tried to stop this 

mess? I’ve even called the company. Here’s the order form you signed MISSY. Did you even 

READ the form? You ordered 1000 GROSS of light bulbs. That is one thousand dozen dozen, 

one thousand times twelve times twelve. You ordered ONE HUNDRED FORTY-FOUR 



THOUSAND LIGHT BULBS. The school is LEGALLY OBLIGATED TO PAY FOR THEM. 

This is just the FIRST shipment!” 

For some reason, maybe the way my father raised me, maybe because I was embarrassed 

and terrified, I did not shift the blame to the person who filled out the form. I stood there, still 

and silent. I experienced for the first time, but certainly not the last time in my life, that 

incredibly deep, sinking feeling in the stomach, like being in an airplane that loses lift, which 

comes with the realization that I had made a colossal mistake. 

Days, weeks and months passed. Things turned out much better than I could have 

imagined during those first humiliating days. Teachers, students, and business leaders bought 

and sold as many light bulbs as they could, making more than enough money for the prom. The 

company agreed to take some of the bulbs back, and to stop shipment on the remainder of the 

order. Unsold bulbs were stored for future use and sales. My punishments were manageable: a 

week or so of fear, a few months of intense teasing and humiliation, and a lifetime of 

remembering.  

With scholarships, loans, and jobs, I graduated from college. I then married and earned 

my master’s degree in mathematics. I went to work for the Air Force, where I was responsible 

for billions, yes that is with a B, of dollars a year in contracts to defense industries. I was often 

asked why I insisted on reading legal documents, including complete contracts, before I signed 

them. Many times, I told the light bulb story. 

It's been over forty years since those boxes of light bulbs filled Mr. Smith’s office. My 

husband and I live on Florida’s Gulf Coast, the fresh winds of salty seas wafting through our 

windows, but we have a second home near Chatom. Just the other day as I was driving by the old 

school, I imagined holding the janitor’s master key and opening a supply closet. In my mind's 



eye, I saw boxes of light bulbs, enshrined in cobwebs, still stacked to the ceiling in a musty 

corner. I felt that familiar wave of embarrassment wash over me. But as I drove on, the school 

got smaller and smaller in my rearview mirror, and I realized that my father's vision for my life 

had become a reality. I knew that somewhere, Daddy was smiling. 


