Ugly Opal

Description:

In a quiet, shadow-filled hospital room, Opal slowly drifts into her past. With each drop of the morphine drip, she slips into those memories that had served to make her stronger, more compassionate, and better focused during life’s relentless test of endurance. Ugly Opal calls out as she crosses back into the fragile world of her youth. A journey begins that awakens her soul to complete awareness of life and what it truly means to understand and to forgive.

First Ten Pages:

It’s quiet tonight but there’s a feeling in the air of something stalking about. The dim corridor lights and the faint scent of deodorizer act as a thin barrier to what awaits. I think all places such as these are haunted by things of the past. They come in my room during the night to see if I’m still breathing. I don’t see them but I hear them. The night seems to drift along with me. I remember everything and with this recollection comes the pain. Being ugly was punishment enough, but I am a better human being because of it. I go back to my earliest memory and face the life now ending but soon requiring a transgression into three worlds. I see past, present, and future adorned with insights that lead towards a light. It is this light that seeks me out as my body submits to time. My journey belongs to all that have been born, for all will die, called back to where we came from by that which created us. I have lived with this knowledge all my waking life, and it was Death that placed me on the path of the wandering soul.

It’s dark in this place but the faint scent of perfume and the stale smell of cigar smoke comfort me. I am small but not withered. In my mind I feel as I did then, for life was all goodness when held by that earthly angel called Nanny…

“Hush, child, I’m going to take care of you.”

I stopped crying and peered into those dark eyes so full of love. “Nanny,” I whispered, as I wrapped my arms around her neck. She kissed the top of my head and carried me into the bathroom. I stood on the toilet while she changed my wet clothes. My mind tells me that I’m three years old, and this woman is the only kind person I know.

“Hurry up, Ruth,” ordered my grandfather.

“Go back to sleep, Harry. Opal needs some dry clothes…” responded Nanny, before whispering to me, “…and some milk and cookies.”

She talked to me as she removed the wet clothes and told me about where she grew up and how cold it got in the winter. I felt the warmth of her love and just how gentle of a soul she truly was. She carried me into the kitchen and continued chatting while I had my snack. I can’t recall the words of that conversation, only that I felt loved.

Time plows forward and I find myself in my grandparent’s backyard. I’m standing beside my grandmother, telling her that I don’t want to go home. She calmly hangs the laundry and listens to my pleas. Finally I sigh and plop down onto the grass. Looking down at me, she said, “Opal, you know your mama and daddy miss you.”

“No, they don’t, and my brothers and sisters are mean. They tell me I don’t belong ’cause I don’t look like them! They say I’m ugly.” I didn’t really feel hurt when I said this. I’d grown used to the notion that they were pretty and I wasn’t. People would make over my siblings and then, as if out of some kind of grownup guilt, say I had pretty eyes. 

“You’re not ugly, Opal,” said Nanny, kindly. “But I know how people are.”

“You do?”

“Oh, yes. I was always called fat. Words hurt just as much as a slap across the face, but you can’t let people keep hurting you. You are much too young to be worrying about words.”

“Then why can’t I live with you? I don’t like Daddy, and Mama’s always busy with the baby, cleaning, and stuff. I only get in the way. I don’t feel good when I’m there.”

Nanny reached down and patted my head. “Honey, they love you just like I love you. You will do fine once you get home. Trust me on that. You and your brother will have lots to do.”

“I still don’t wanna go,” I whispered. “It’s because I’m not like the others that no one loves me.”

“You know about love, dear child?” asked my grandmother, with a tender smile.

“I know I love you and it feels good. I feel warm when I stay with you.” I watched her closely while wondering if I’d made her mad, but Nanny simply ignored my words.

“I’ll tell you what. You can help me make a cake this afternoon. How does that sound?”

“Okay,” I said, in defeat, rising to my feet. “But I still don’t want to leave.” Nanny laughed before picking me up and hugging me fiercely.

I keep my eyes closed as these memories replay in my mind. I still can’t see my face, or remember what it looked like as a child. I didn’t look like my siblings—that much I recall vividly. My older sister has been pointing that out to me for most of my life, with the rest of the family joining in. I take a deep breath and continue on my journey to visit the ghosts of yesterday…

“Did you hear that?” I whispered to my brother. We were sleeping on cots in what used to be my uncle’s childhood bedroom.

“It sounds like Granddaddy talking on the phone,” answered Roy. “I think something’s wrong. I guess they’ll be sending us back there.”

“You just had to come and stay with Nanny,” I whispered, in anger, as if this were all my brother’s fault. This was where I wanted to stay without anyone else intruding, not even Roy. I comforted myself with the fact that my older sister wasn’t here. Even Nanny couldn’t protect me from her cruelty.

“She’s my grandmother, too!” protested Roy. “You act like you’re the only one who catches it! ‘Poor Ugly Opal always by herself!’” he added, in disgust.

Roy was right. We all caught our father’s anger. For the most part I was able to get around him, but not Roy. He was always getting hit. 

The bedroom light suddenly came on, and Granddaddy stood in the doorway, looking scared. “You got to get up and dressed,” he exclaimed nervously. “Your grandmother needs to go to the hospital.” 

“What’s wrong with Nanny?” Roy inquired. Granddaddy didn’t answer and left us alone while we hurriedly threw on our clothes.

We didn’t waste any time and were anxiously sitting on the sofa, when our grandfather walked by and put a tattered suitcase by the door. We could hear our grandmother’s muffled, pained voice and knew that she really was sick. 

“She was okay all day,” whispered Roy, apprehensively. “She shared a candy bar with me.”

“Yeah, but I remember last week when I went with her to the doctor. They made me sit in this big chair with all the other people waiting, and did all this whispering around me. One lady even smiled at me, so I wondered right off if it was bad news. Nanny was so tired as we walked back. She didn’t want to eat any ice cream, but she bought me some anyway.”

“You’re a butthead. Mama said she was going to the doctor for a sugar problem.” He was thoughtful for a moment then added, “Maybe it was the candy bar that made her sick. You know Nanny wouldn’t do anything to make us sad. She loves us and tries to make it fun to be here. Opal, I don’t want to leave here—ever!”

I didn’t say anything as Granddaddy walked in and told us that our father was driving up to get us and that it would be awhile before he arrived. Then, rather ominously, he ordered us to sit still without making a sound. We heard a car pull up and watched quietly as our grandfather helped Nanny out the door. A few minutes later he came back for the suitcase. Roy waited until he heard them drive off before jumping up and racing into the kitchen. He came back with three candy bars. “We’ll eat them on the way home. Maybe it will make us sick, too, then Daddy won’t be in a bad mood.” I nodded and we waited fearfully, the only sound coming from the relentlessly ticking clock in the living room.

Our father came in dog-tired, wearing his police uniform. We were going home in the state car. I felt so sad as he went around the house cutting off the lights. I stood in the darkness and could still smell my grandmother’s perfume and the slight aroma remaining from last night’s chicken dinner. I didn’t understand why I felt so sad and so very alone.

Pop told us to lay low in the back ’cause it was against the rules to have us in the state vehicle. We didn’t have much to take back with us, so in less than five minutes we were on our way. 

There would be one last Christmas with my grandmother. 

My thoughts pause for a moment. I pretend sleep as a dim light falls on my chest. I breathe slowly for I know they are waiting for this to end. I thought I’d be afraid, but life’s lessons have taught me otherwise. I will not be called ugly where I am going. This I truly believe. The light fades and the door softly closes. I can now return to those days called memory...

. 

“You are so ungrateful,” said my older sister Queenie. She hated that name but Roy and I thought it was perfect for her. She was four years older than me and at the ripe old age of eight thought she knew everything. I smile when I think of this now. All through my life I’ve understood children. They form their personalities early. In college I had many heated discussions with my psychology professors over this belief. Anyway, Queenie was in her usual sour, haughty mood, so I had to strike back.

“Yeah, and you’re a butt!” I returned, fists raised, ready for a fight.

“Why are you such a turd? You know Nanny’s sick. Mama’s crying and carrying on. Poor Aunt Mae’s taking care of her all by herself! You need to stop thinking only about yourself and be quiet for Mama.”

“So leave me alone then,” I retorted, crossly. “I don’t want to play with stuff. I want to hear what they’re saying! I’m not dumb and can see that something isn’t right. I heard Nanny throwing up, and she’s so white—like a ghost.”

“Mama says you talk way too smart for your age—that at least God didn’t make you both ugly and stupid! You just stay out of the way and keep that big mouth of yours shut and your ugly face out of the way! Mama doesn’t need any trouble from you. You embarrass her enough around her family. Can’t you at least try and stay clean for once!”

My heart sank at these cruel words. It always hurt when the aunts and uncles made over the others, but not me. I was usually dirty and ugly. I probably stank from playing outside all the time. I was very small but I knew the score. I didn’t let my hateful sister see my tears and went outside. The old oak tree by the house was easy to climb, and to get onto the roof of my grandfather’s shed, my brother had taught me to use the branches that were close together. I sat far up in the tree and watched as Mama’s two brothers, with wives and children in tow, arrived for Christmas dinner. I wasn’t missed.

It is now the cool, spring day that took my grandmother away. People are everywhere. Some are crying and some are praying, and I’m sitting on the grass by the road wondering why. Roy soon joins me and he’s angry.

“They won’t let me in,” he said, with a slight lisp, “I think she’s dead.”

“Who won’t let you in?” I asked, blocking out the last word he’d uttered. “Why are they acting so bad?” I added, while pulling up clumps of grass, which I knew would send my grandfather into a rage. If you valued your life, you didn’t walk on his grass, and you didn’t get in the flowers. But today I just didn’t care.

“If she’s not dead then she ain’t gonna last much longer. I heard them whispering,” continued Roy, his voice making a watery sound. “Daddy wants to take us away.”

“Where is he gonna take us?” I questioned, fearfully. My heart was pounding and my knees felt rubbery.

“His mama’s house.”

“It’s not right!” I cried, in anguish. “I’m not going there and listen to them badmouth us! You know how daddy’s people treat us! They don’t like us ’cause Daddy married poor white trash! Well, Nanny’s better than all of them put together! You just let them try and catch me!”

“Opal, we’ve got to do as we’re told or…”

I decided to run away. Daddy’s people didn’t like me, and they were mean and made a fuss about how homely I was, not like the other children. They acted like I didn’t understand what they were saying, but I knew, and it made me want to wish them all away. I would have to sit in that smelly old room all afternoon but that wasn’t the worst of it. We couldn’t even watch TV or have sodas. “I’m not gonna go!” I exclaimed, jumping to my feet and starting to walk down the road.

“So where do you think you’re going?” asked my brother, following close behind.

“I’m gonna go to that doctor’s office and call him a bastard! It’s all his fault. That’s where Nanny went when she felt bad. She was okay until she went there! I hate doctors!”

“Stop acting so dumb…listen, Daddy’s hollering from the porch. Do you want a whipping?”

“No,” I replied, turning around. Sure enough, Pop was waving his arms and yelling for us. “I wish everyone would just go away. I need to talk to Nanny. I have to tell her I love her and that I won’t fight anymore and that she can’t leave and…”

It’s so strange how time flows. In my mind it was just yesterday when my brother and I had that conversation. My thoughts are more mature now, so I can’t capture all the simplistic words used, but there was maturity about us even then. I suppose all children having to deal with an abusive parent soon develop survival skills. I’ve always feared that I would end my days alone with only strangers around me. This sense of the future has always stalked me. I’ve tried to bury the notion, but convinced that I couldn’t escape this fate, began trying instead to capture the moments that freed my soul.

Have you ever given yourself over to a cool, windy day with the sky so clear and blue it made you want to shout with joy? This is the part of me that will continue on, but first I must explore the remnants of this life passing into the void awaiting me. I need to settle my senses. The stifling smells of age and sorrow overwhelm me. I suppose this is the best that man can offer to those who have lived out their usefulness. The cries of my fellow occupants go unheard, but they continue to reach out, as if one last touch of a human’s hand can assuage a life lived. I return to my first touch of death…

Nanny kissed me goodbye. We, the children, were allowed to file in to hear those last words that were supposed to provide comfort. When it was my turn, I wrapped my arms around her bony body in despair and demanded that she stay. She weakly patted my head and told me to look after Mama, that she loved her so. My uncle pulled me away and I was carried out kicking and screaming, as if this would somehow change things and Nanny wouldn’t leave me.

Thankfully my grandmother’s last day was pain free. The injections had rallied her so that she was able to speak without struggling for breath. I focused on this woman who had shown me nothing but love and wondered what she had done to deserve all of this. Her life had not been easy. Her mama had died when she was a baby. Her father had remarried and she was the odd child out. Nanny was short and had always struggled with her weight. I would watch her eat, and when she served herself such small portions, I would ask why she was starving herself. Now she was nothing but bone. A large piece of my heart went with Nanny that day, for I felt as if even God didn’t care about me. I harbored this grudge deep within, always afraid that others would find out and that God would punish me by killing my dogs and cats or anything else I loved. 

I follow my grandmother’s final words to a conversation with her that had nourished my spirit…

“Some people don’t need much,” Nanny remarked, matter-of-factly, after serving herself a typically small portion. “Opal, you don’t ever want to be fat. People can forgive you a lot of things, but they won’t tolerate heavy people!”

“But you don’t eat hardly anything, Nanny! I see it with my own eyes! People ain’t nothin’ but bastards!”

“Opal! Don’t ever use that word!” she exclaimed, but I could see her eyes dancing. I knew she wanted to laugh but didn’t want to make the bad word seem okay. “Where did you hear that word anyway?”

“Granddaddy,” I replied between bites of chicken. “He called some man at the shipyard that.”

“Well, don’t say it anymore! You hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered, reluctantly. “But I’m not taking it back!”

“You don’t have to.”

“Anyway,” I shrugged, “it beats being called ugly and smelly.”

“Ugly and smelly?”

“Yeah, that’s what they call me,” I said, nonchalantly, trying to make light of the pain.

“Opal, you are not ugly and smelly,” cried Nanny, struggling to control her anger. “I should know; I’ve been taking care of you!”

“You don’t see like everyone else, Nanny. I hear what they say. Nobody likes me around, but I don’t care. I like exploring on my own.”

“Dear child,” rejoined Nanny, her face sad. “You are special just like all children. Meanness comes from the grownups. You remember that, and when you are grown you can put an end to meanness.”

I nodded and acted like what she said was true, but I knew better. I couldn’t help the way I was and didn’t mind being off by myself. The world was new to me so there was lots to see and do. Nanny looked tired and sad, but I wasn’t smart enough then to figure out what was bothering her, so we chatted and pretended that all was well in our little world.

One curse of childhood is parents—either your own, somebody else’s, or both. I felt that way then, and even now as I await the end, I still feel the same. I would’ve had some great friends if their parents hadn’t taken an instant dislike to me. I can see now that it was usually because of my poor manners and hostile attitude, but I think being ugly was a part of it, too. Over the years I’ve witnessed the prejudice routinely displayed in life. The jobs I had were difficult to bear because of my appearance.  I wish I’d had the money to get one of those extreme makeovers, but it’s too late now. Still, there’s something to be said for the “great equalizer”, because we’re all going out the same way. We’re all going to die and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. It doesn’t matter how pretty you are—you’re going to end up mummy’s dust like everyone else. Hell, the way I grew up, I thought you were supposed to scream at people since I heard so much of it at home.

I peer through the room’s shadow and see my time playing out like an old movie. Did I manifest this or are there others watching? I used to joke about our lives being shown as resurrection movies, so the neurons in my brain must be conspiring against me. I wiggle my toes and take a few deep breaths to reassure myself that I’m still here. Where am I headed now with these fragments of memory…?

Reviews:
Rating: Four Lighthouses (Great Read) 

“If you’re looking for a pleasant diversion, this isn’t it. It’s depressing, harsh and disturbing. That said, it’s also worth reading.


Opal, the narrator, is dying. As she lies in a coma, she reviews memories from her childhood into adulthood. Her life has not been easy. Raised in poverty and with an abusive father, she is constantly tormented by her peers and even members of her family on the basis of her appearance and manner. Though the novel has some uneven areas, Ylitalo accurately portrays the cruelty dealt those fated to be different that the norm.


Yet, Opal grows into a decidedly human and compassionate person. She’s funny, warm and insightful. Her experiences have made her stronger and provide lessons for living and dying. She has bravely suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune and, because of or, perhaps, in spite of them, becomes a person anyone should be proud to call a friend.” Lighthouse Literary Reviews

“Ugly Opal is a first person retrospect of important scenes in the main character’s life as she lay ready for her deathbed. As long as she could remember, Opal had been called ugly, actually ugly and smelly. Her siblings tormented her with the nickname Ugly Opal and her abusive parents called her homely. Despite, or perhaps because of her own pain, Opal is drawn to people who are also outsiders without any ounce of prejudice or desire to name call.

Ugly Opal is a touching novel filled with the pain and hurt of feeling different and never quite fitting in. I can’t say I really enjoyed this story because it is rather dark and the character rather desperate being on her deathbed and all, not really the type of story that one is entertained by. Nonetheless, I felt that the author amply and realistically described the cruelty of children and adults alike when it comes to those perceived as somehow different.” Tami Brady, TCM Reviews
