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A Life Lived Well

On game nights, home games, Mattie Waters listened for the roar of the crowd.
She loved baseball, kne w the names of every Brave, even rookies, watched every
game on TV. In her little shotgun house within the shadow of Turner Field she
had the unique benefit of knowing every time one of her players blasted a home
run into the stands, kne wit often even before the announcer could yell it into his
mike — the roar of the crowd told her.

She had lived in her two room rental house longer than the Braves stadium had
existed, longer than the Braves existed. Seventy years! She had moved into the
neighborhood when she was a young woman in her early 30’s, supporting herself
by juggling three jobs — a cook in the local elementary school, a maid for a family
on Atlanta’s affluent north side, and a laundry worker. The community was not
so dangerous then, though much more densely populated. This was before blocks
of houses had been bulldozed to clear the way for freeways, two stadiums and
acres of parking lots.

Miss Mattie, as her neighbors called her, looked after herself. She had been
married once, briefly, but that ended soon after the abuse began. A frying pan of
hot grease dumped strategically into her husband’s lap brought the relationship
to an abrupt end. From then on she lived alone. Even as the neighborhood
changed and rogues and addicts began to prowl the streets, Mattie was
undaunted. Her defense of choice was a baseball bat which she kept within easy
reach beside the front door. Any uninvited intruder would quickly realize that
this was no woman to mess with.

Actually, to say that she lived alone is not quite accurate. Into her tiny house she
invited her ailing grandmother who she attended for many years, a brother who
needed supportive care, and an assortment of other family me mbers in need of a
place to stay. Unlike the tolerable inconvenience of entertaining house guests in
a larger residence, Mattie’s two room house — bedroom and kitchen and for
years no inside bathroom — meant the total sacrifice of privacy and the constant
presence of another in every detail of her home life. And this she did for years
on end, accepting it as a reasonable cost of loving others.
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At age 101 Mattie was still living alone, cooking for herself and reaching for her baseball bat anytime someone
came to her door. Though she was not able to get out much anymore, neighbors, friends from her church, and a
network of caring volunteers from our Adopt-A-Grandparent Program visited her almost daily. Groceries, cash
for her social security check, money orders for paying her bills — the simple necessities of life continued to be
met even after it became too difficult for her to negotiate her front porch steps. But for the visitors who
frequented her home, these little favors were hardly charity work. The engaging conversations with this spunky
little lady, the wisdom she shared with the m, the encourage ment and perspective borne out of a century of living
— these were rewards far greater in worth than the small acts of kindness they offered.

Then finally, the inevitable. A fall, a hip fracture, a hospital, a nursing home, the end. Mattie Waters died this
week. Family and friends streamed into the little church just down the street from her house, each with stories
about how she had touched their lives. A suburban home maker who had for seven years ventured into the city
each month to cash Mattie’s check for her. A cook who had worked at the school with Mattie telling about her
superb culinary abilities without using a single recipe. A landlord who had kept her rent at 1950°s levels
because he just loved Mattie. A church secretary telling how Mattie faithfully mailed $25 cash each month to
the church to be used wherever needed. All stories of a life well lived.

As tributes were being s poken and the scriptures were being read, a neighbor Mattie called “sister” who had
been her closest friend, e merged from a pew and walked forward to the casket carrying Mattie’s baseball bat.
Gently slipping it in alongside her body, her best friend whispered, “Good bye, Miss Mattie. Rest well.”

Mattie Waters and Anne Wheeler --photo by David Bitter
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