Lady of the Town

I

By Don Kaiser

t was on a bright February day in 1944
when she drove up in her tan Chevrolet.
Waiting at the front door in my overcoat and
heavy winter sock cap, I watched her arrive. I had
not yet met the lady who was new to the vicinity
of my hometown, Leesburg, Ind.
A day or two before, a neighbor of mine had
accosted me from his back yard and asked if I
would be interested in washing down a kitchen for
a nice lady he knew by the name of Veva Bassett,
who lived a mile or so from town. Before giving
him my answer, I hum-hawed around over the idea
of working for the lady, because it was always
difﬁcult for me to work for strangers. Finally,
however, I relented and decided that I would do
the job.
Now, here the lady was, out front. Not knowing her, I approached the car with some timidity.
When I opened the car door, I was met with a
warm, friendly smile. “Hello,” the lady said, offering her hand. “You’re Don Kaiser?”
“Yes, I am,” I answered shyly.
“Well, I’m glad to know you. I’m Veva
Bassett.” I took note that Mrs. Bassett was a goodlooking woman, probably in her late 40s, with
vivid auburn hair and eyes of deep blue, but she
was shabbily dressed in an old, frayed winter coat
and a faded green beret.
As I observed her, I thought, This woman has
very attractive features, and with a little makeup
and some nice clothes, she could be as glamorous
and fashionable as a ﬁlm star.
After a short time, Mrs. Bassett and I arrived
at her farm. She lived in a big, square, white-shingled house with a huge front porch where a porch
swing dangled gently to and fro in the cold winter
breeze. There were fancy lace curtains at the windows. In the back stood a tall windmill, a big red
barn, and a long, narrow chicken house, which
I later learned was home to scads of laying hens
who produced a great number of eggs—eggs from
which Mrs. Bassett derived a considerable part of
her income.
Mrs. Bassett showed me in through the side

door. To the right, a few steps led up to the kitchen.
Straight ahead, a steep stairway led to the basement.
The ﬁrst thing Mrs. Bassett had me do was
sort out some ﬂower bulbs that were lying in a
puddle of water on the basement ﬂoor. I plunged
right in, sorting the bulbs, but I was irritated
with my assignment. I’m not happy about this, I
thought. I was appointed to wash down a kitchen,
and now, here I am, meddling around with a pile
of dirty, slimy ﬂower bulbs!
I had nearly ﬁnished when Mrs. Bassett called
down from the top of the stairs. “Don, when
you’re through in the basement, you can start on
the kitchen.” The instant she opened her mouth I
was up the stairs, ready to mount the ladder to do
my job.
While I was busy attacking the black, smokecoated ceiling, Mrs. Bassett sat down at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette. Then we started to talk.
(I took note that Mrs. Bassett was an avid smoker.
She smoked incessantly, lighting one cigarette
from another.)
“I’m afraid I’m not a very good housekeeper,”
Mrs. Bassett apologized humbly. “My walls are
really ﬁlthy. Too much furnace smoke.”
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Bassett. These walls aren’t
so bad,” I tried to reassure her. “Everybody’s walls
see a little dirt now and then.”
“I’m not too presentable, either,” Mrs. Bassett
went on, glancing down at her faded gingham
housedress. “I came after you in my work clothes.
I’ve got good clothes, and I do dress up once in a
while, believe it or not. This old rag I’ve got on I
wear to attend the chickens.”
I suppose, because it was 1944 and World War
II was in full force, Mrs. Basset was curious to
know the following information. “Don,” she blurted boldly, “why aren’t you in the service?”
I told her it was because of certain physical
problems, and she seemed content with that reply.
After we had conversed for a while, a male
voice called from the other room, “Vee, will you
come here a minute?”
Rising quickly, Mrs. Bassett said, “Don, come
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with me to the bedroom. I want you to meet my
brother, Kenneth. He suffers from a terminal illness. By the way,” she added, with a smile, “call
me Veva.”
Hurrying down the ladder, I followed Veva
into the bedroom. There I found Kenneth, a
middle-aged fellow, lying on his back, a helpless
victim of an incurable muscular ailment. When
Veva introduced me, his face lit up in a bright,
welcoming smile. “Glad to know you, Don,” he
said weakly, making a feeble attempt to hold out
his hand. Right then I realized that Kenneth was
a very special kind of human being, and my heart
went out to him.
At noon Veva served a tasty meal of fried
chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, and all the
trimmings. For dessert there was a delicious peach
cobbler with a ﬂaky, golden brown crust.
After I washed down the kitchen, I saw no
more of Veva Bassett until the following June,
when she paid me an unexpected visit. This time,
Mrs. Bassett was dressed to the nines in a fashionable frock of black chiffon and a black velvet picture hat. She had just been to the hairdresser, and
her hair lay in beautiful soft waves.
Veva asked if I would stay with Kenneth for
a few days while she took off for Chicago to
visit friends.
I told her that I would be more than happy to
stay with Kenneth, but when I attempted to look
after him, I soon found out that I made a very
poor nurse. Whenever I gave Kenneth his medicine, I was very clumsy with him. I tried to hold
him up with one hand while I gave him his pill
and water with the other, so poor Kenneth often
ended up with water cascading down his chin and
all over his pajamas. But he took it all in stride.
“Don’t worry, Don,” he would say. “It’s OK.
After Veva returned from Chicago, I informed
her that the house I was living in would soon
be sold, and that I had very little currency and
nowhere to go. That’s when she asked, “Don, how
would you like to come out here and stay? I need
help, and you could help me with the chickens and
help me look after Kenneth.”
So I moved in with Veva and Kenneth. Each
day I fed and watered the chickens and gathered
countless eggs. I also helped Veva handle Kenneth,
who was dead weight.

Then, in September, Kenneth suddenly passed
away in his sleep. I stayed on with Veva, for there
were still broods of chickens to take care of.
Kenneth had been gone for only a short time
when tongues started to wag. Folks in town and
thereabouts just didn’t think that it was entirely
ethical for a young man in his early 20s to stay in
the same abode with a middle-aged woman without beneﬁt of wedlock, even though she was 25
years his senior.
Veva alone was often a topic of discussion
among the townspeople. Sometimes Veva would
put on the fancy black chiffon dress and big picture hat and go into town to do her shopping.
One day, a cigarette in her hand, Veva ambled
past one of the benches on Main Street where a
group of loafers were congregated, and she heard
one old codger say to another, “There goes the
lady of the town!”
Another old codger retorted, “What do you
mean, ‘lady of the town’? Tarnation, man! She
don’t even live in town!”
To that, the ﬁrst old codger replied, “That
don’t make no difference! I say that Bassett
woman is the lady of the town—a real fancy lady.
And when she struts down the street in them ﬁne,
stylish git-ups, this town gives her more attention
than they’d give one of them gals that struts her
stuff in a burleyque show!”
Several strict, pious females in town frowned
on Veva on account of her strong desire for cigarettes. However, had one of them asked Veva why
she smoked so much, she might have given them
the same answer another chain-smoking lady I
knew of offered to the question. That lady said,
“The reason I smoke all of the time is because I
hate gossip, and to keep from being tempted to
give in to it, I stick cigarettes in my mouth to keep
my mouth shut!”
Veva Bassett and I remained good friends. Our
platonic friendship went on for a quarter of a century, until Mrs. Bassett succumbed to cancer in 1969.
I agree with the old codger up on Main
Street who called Veva “the lady of the town.”
In my estimation, Veva Bassett, who took
me in when I had nowhere else to go, was not
only my best friend, but a true lady in every
sense of the word. ❖
❖❖❖
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