
What’s Next!

James Markey


Copyright © 2025

All Rights Reserved


Disclaimer

The events and individuals described in this book are factual and based on the author's personal experiences and research. Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information presented.


Dedication

I dedicate this first book to my Daughters, Malissa, Andrea, and Alexandra. My most significant contribution to this world!

-Dad


Acknowledgment

To my daughter Alex, for her perseverance in convincing me that I had a meaningful story to tell.

To Jake, who left us too early, we love you and will see you when it’s time.

To my parents, Johanna and James Markey, who gave me the greatest gift one can give – LIFE!

To Chad, a best friend who changed my life and is the most generous person you could ever know, God Bless

To my wife Angel, and best friend! You will never know how much I love you!


About the Author


James Phillip Markey, from St Louis, MO, is a born and bred product of the midwest from the “Show Me State.” Lucky enough to live the American Dream, surrounded by wonderful friends and family. He Learned very early that life is what you make it, so MAKE IT memorable, be kind, and enjoy life!



Preface

I started on this journey at the persistence of my youngest daughter, Alexandra. She was relentless in her quest to know more about me and my career. I was lucky enough to have various positions in the tire industry, working for five Fortune 500 tire companies. I traveled extensively, visiting 44 of the 50 states and all of Southeast Asia. I grew up in the computer age and held positions that included VP of Operations & Technology, Marketing Director, VP Supply Chain Operations, General Manager and President of Markey Enterprises INC. I survived industry layoffs, technology changes, and a myriad of management changes that convinced me that doing what your gut tells you and doing the right thing lets you sleep at night. This is from a man who got fired three times in his career. I never thought of myself as a writer. I hope you enjoy reading my book and, hopefully, my second offering, coming soon.

-James
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LIFE —The Most Precious Gift One Can Receive


Chapter 1: The Woodfin Legacy

My family’s history is one of resilience, adaptation, and perseverance. The Markey name itself carries a history of transformation. My father, James Bernard Markey, was actually born James Godat, but he changed his name later in life. His biological father, Vernon Godat, was never present, and the two only met once later in life.

He had a life that stretched far beyond the boundaries of family lineage and local legacy. Long before the chapters of fatherhood and fast-talking insurance deals began, he served his country in a chapter of life he rarely spoke of in great detail but which left an indelible mark on who he became. He joined the U.S. Army in March of 1943, more than a year before the D-Day invasion. Initially selected for the Army Specialized Training Program, he studied engineering, chemistry, mathematics, and physics at the University of Maryland—an opportunity that pointed toward a technical military career. But like many young men of that era, the shifting tides of war had other plans.

Assigned to the 407th Infantry Regiment, my father and his unit sailed for France on September 12, 1944, arriving nearly two weeks later. The 407th became part of the Rhineland Central campaign, operating in the European theater through France and Germany during the final, grueling months of the war. Dad rose through the ranks from Private to Technical Sergeant, leading a platoon of thirty-six men. He was a specialist in light weapons and mortars—a position often referred to, in his own words, as that of an “Army grunt.” His battlefield actions earned him two Bronze Stars, honors he never boasted about but that carried the silent weight of sacrifice and resilience.

One of the stories that haunted and defined his service was tied to a bridge in Germany—a key piece of infrastructure his platoon had been ordered to protect at all costs. For days, he sat beneath it in freezing water, his feet submerged until they became numb and damaged, resulting in a lifelong disability. Although invisible in his daily walk, that injury was a quiet testament to his endurance.

Yet, in the midst of conflict, there were also moments of humanity. He once recounted meeting a German soldier during night guard duty, almost as a whisper against the backdrop of darker memories. They would share a cigarette—two young men caught on opposite sides of history, finding a fleeting moment of kinship amidst the cold and the chaos.

Over the years, my father also told a different version of his war story. In this version, he was trained with the British and selected as an Army Ranger. He described landing at Pointe du Hoc on D-Day—scaling the sheer bluffs under fire, witnessing half his unit perish, and pulling a wounded comrade off the beach, gut-shot and bleeding, holding him together with a gun belt until help arrived.

He said he encountered that same man months later in a French hospital, alive. He even spoke of his infamous “drop kick”—a move that, despite his small frame, earned him a reputation. I clung to these stories for many years, believing them wholeheartedly. Only later, with a more discerning eye, did I begin to question which parts were true, which were embellished, and which were perhaps crafted to protect him or me from a reality too difficult to bear.


But I never asked. Some truths, I felt, weren’t mine to uncover. Whether standing in a foxhole or sitting in silence years later, my father carried the weight of war quietly, as so many veterans do. His military service, regardless of the exact details, is a chapter I hold with reverence—a reminder of the complexities of memory, the burdens men carry home, and the silent sacrifices that shape the souls of those we call family.[MQ1]


My grandmother, Ruth Markey, married Vernon when she was just 16 years old. A few years later, after their divorce, she met John B. Markey while working at the Fred Harvey restaurant inside Union Station. John, who managed the Redcap baggage handlers, treated my father like his own son, though he never formally adopted him. He instilled in my father the values of respect, hard work, and independence—principles that shaped our family for generations.

Union Station was an integral part of my family’s story. While my grandfather managed the Redcaps, my grandmother worked at the station’s Fred Harvey restaurant before eventually opening her own hair salon with her sister, Marie Hobath. Her experiences were so impactful that she was asked to document them for a career history board that remains displayed at Union Station to this day.

My mother, Johanna Matilda Matula, had an entirely different upbringing, defined by hardship and perseverance. She was born in 1925 to Joseph and Ethel Matula, immigrants from Hungary and Austria. Her father was a skilled carpenter, but after her mother’s passing when she was just seven, her childhood took a difficult turn. At thirteen, her father removed her from school and assigned her the role of housekeeper for the family. She never had the chance to complete her education, a reality that she later kept hidden in professional and social settings.

At just fourteen, my mother left home and began supporting herself. She took on various jobs before securing a position at Railway Express, a precursor to UPS, where she worked until I was seven. Her independent spirit and resilience would define her later successes.

My parents met on a blind date arranged by my father’s friend Bernie, a chef for an airline. Their relationship was intense initially, but their differing expectations created friction. My father, though deeply caring, lived by his own rules. As a highly successful insurance salesman, he thrived in a fast-paced world of deals, socializing, and late nights. He was also a functioning alcoholic, structuring his workdays around golf courses and his favorite watering holes. On the other hand, my mother longed for stability—a dependable husband who would come home for dinner every night.

As their lives grew apart, my mother reinvented herself. Though she had spent years as a homemaker and an excellent cook, she eventually transitioned into the workforce full-time. After initially working as a Welcome Wagon representative, she built a career at Maybelline, rising through the ranks to become a successful executive. My parents never officially divorced, but they lived separate lives. Despite their differences, I always believed they still cared for each other in their own complicated way.

Their dynamic, though challenging, shaped the foundation of my upbringing. As their eldest son, I observed both their strengths and struggles, lessons that would guide me as I navigated my own path through life. Their contrasting philosophies—my father’s live-in-the-moment mentality and my mother’s unwavering drive—became two sides of the same coin that would define my journey.

Union City, Tennessee, must be in its own time capsule. A place where the very air is saturated with the smell of freshly turned dirt, where the sun dies in the horizon with nearly all its colors draining out of the world to leave the sky in rich, beautiful blues and pinks. It is a town that reflects the simplicity of its inhabitants, who have a profound connection to the soil and to each other.

It is a town that may be rarely seen on a history page, a small town, but to me, it is the home of my family’s past lifeline. A journey that has lasted many years — one that I will continue to cherish and hold close to my heart.

This is where my great-great-grandfather William Mose Woodfin lived most of his life, in Union City. He was born in 1857 and was no mere farmer; he was a man whose very existence embodied the ideals of the times — back when community and family were paramount, and the spirit was one of diligent labor.

I often think of him, picturing the young man he must have been in the fields he tilled himself, with hands calloused from years of work but still sure and strong. He nearly spent his entire life living close to his farm, a life filled with silent determination and a deep-rooted love for his family.

For him, life wasn’t about grand ambitions or big dreams; he cared more about the small moments he got to share every day with his family, the moments of joy and laughter at dinners, friendships forged over long days in the field and the bonds that he cherished more than anything.


From what I remember, he lived in a small house only five miles from his farm and never relocated. I was only six years old when he passed away at the remarkable age of 99. I have very vivid memories of the day. It was a hot summer day, and I remember thinking, ‘Who are all these people, and why are they dressed in black in this heat?’


Although I was only a child when it happened, I could still feel the heat of the moment, and I remember all of the town coming together to honor him and pay one last goodbye to the legendary man. Now that I look back at it, I realize that it was truly a sight, a testament to the respect he had earned throughout the years.

What I remember most isn’t the ceremony but the moments with Grandma Ruth, Aunt Marie, and Sue. I remember how Grandma Ruth insisted I shouldn’t eat anything from the spread laid out for the mourners. It was a hot summer day, and I was too young, and not to say impatient, to appreciate her concerns about food safety.

All I could think about was how hungry I was and how I had never tasted anything quite like what she had made. I was an impatient child, and the summers were pushing 100 degrees that year, so despite my small tantrums, she didn’t let me eat anything as she feared the food might be spoiled.

The most prominent memories from my childhood are perhaps from his funeral. That day, every heart was mourning the loss, and every being was honoring the man he was. While I was only a child at the time, I could still grasp the heaviness that clung to the air. I met quite a few people that day. I remember the way Grandma Ruth, alongside Aunt Marie and Aunt Sue, was trying to console my grieving great-grandmother, Annette.

If I have ever seen a strong woman, she was surely the very image of it. She was born into a world that wasn’t always easy for a woman, but she possessed all the traits and virtues of a resilient person.

She embodied love, commitment, and compassion for fellow beings, a beautiful combination of grace and grit that made a lasting impression on everyone who met her. Raised on the land where every season determined what crops would be grown and which labor would thrive, she knew the land and its rhythms well. Growing up as a farmer’s daughter, she helped with household duties and shadowed her father in the field, helping him however she could. She didn’t just take care of the fields; she raised a home that taught her family how to work hard, treat people well, and be an upright community member.

She was a woman who believed in unity. Our family get-togethers were always filled with joy, home-cooked meals, and stories of good days. She understood the significance of tradition, ensuring that each generation recognized their place in the family tapestry. Despite life's hardships, including raising children during difficult economic times, she remained a beacon of hope and stability.

Her strength was especially evident in times of hardship, as she confronted difficulties with a resilience that amazes me to this day. Her sense of community was remarkable, extending beyond her immediate family. Whenever we visited her, I saw her lending a hand to the neighbors, and her house was always filled with visitors.

Despite being quite a small town, every individual in our town had a great passion for giving back – neighbors were friends, and helping one another was never an obligation.

In every corner of my heart, I have watered the memories and tales of the community that helped shape what and who I am today. Those loving and kind-spirited people have left ever-lasting imprints on my heart that will never fade. Every time I let myself wander into the land of memories, I mostly reminisce about Grandma Ruth.

A remarkable woman like my great-great-grandfather, who could brighten up any room she entered. Grandma Ruth would gather all of the family for a holiday dinner or just an afternoon brunch. Her home, always a refuge of warmth, softness, and caring, was filled with the scent of sweet tea flowing through the house as freely as the love she poured into everything she cooked.

I remember the summer evenings when the family would gather on her porch; the air always held a sense of relaxation and comfort that I long for to this day. Grandma Ruth would tell us the stories of my great-great-grandfather, how he was a resilient man even in the face of the hardest battles, how he was the pillar that supported the foundations of the family, and how she missed his voice and laughter filling their cozy little home.

Her old but gentle voice would always tell the sweetest stories about him, filling our hearts with profound respect for him. But it wasn’t just Grandma Ruth who loved to share the stories of our lineage; my great aunts, Marie Hobath and Sue Fernette, were equally as endearing as Grandma Ruth.

Aunt Marie had a sharp wit very few possessed, and her laughter could brighten up the gloomiest of days. She knew how to turn every second into a memory. At my great-great-grandfather’s funeral, she held me in her warm arms, a hug that still fills me with warmth to this day years later. Her arms were the home in which I found shelter in her love and care. She would often tell us stories about her adventures with Grandma Ruth on the farm—working together, playing together, and sometimes causing a bit of trouble.

She was married to Uncle Joe Hobath, a man of extraordinary character and resilience. Born in Hungary, he came to America before the Second World War. Serving in the military during wartime transformed him into a respected figure within the community. Uncle Joe and Aunt Marie were both remarkable hosts, and their home was a warm sanctuary for anyone who visited, friends and family alike. Uncle Joe was a character on his own, but together, he and Aunt Marie painted a perfect picture of a nurturing and welcoming family. 

And then there was Aunt Sue, who was a bit quieter than her other sisters, and her kindness and nurturing spirit made her the unofficial family historian. From her, I learned about our roots, our ties to France, Hungary, and Ireland, and how each ancestor brought their unique gifts and stories to our family.

My great-great-grandfather’s legacy lived through these remarkable women, each reflecting his unwavering spirit and commitment to family. They never failed to remind me that life’s richness comes from the connections we forge and that our histories will always be integrated deep within us, intertwined like tree roots.

To this day, these memories swirl in my mind like leaves in the wind, grounding me in the values he instilled in our family. In a world that often feels hard to navigate and filled with chaos, those lessons became a compass for me — holding my hand and navigating through all the challenges as if he were behind the reigns of life, steering me along the way. His legacy continued for generations, ingrained into our hearts. He embodied love, compassion, and sacrifice and had an incredible devotion to family and commitment.

He led his life with a profound determination, an epitome of discipline and hard work. He came from a family of hard-working farmers, a family who was used to working under the scorching sun from dawn till dusk. He understood the cycles of nature, knew the joy of a munificent crop, and the disappointment of a season that ended in insufficient harvest. The lessons shaped him, and he always respected the land that provided livelihood for him and his family.

He valued hard work, and I frequently picture him getting up with the sun, a habit as instinctive as breathing. Breakfast was likely a modest event, perhaps some fresh fruit and a cup of coffee made robust enough to rouse even the most sleepy individual. Following breakfast, he would make his way to the fields where the day loomed, filled with the commitment of labor, the excitement of forming new bonds, and the fulfillment of caring for the land that had supported his family for many years.

The community was essential to him; he was a firm believer that a farmer's strength lay not just in his own efforts but in the collective spirit of those around him. Neighbors helped one another, be it lending a hand during harvest season or sharing resources. Whenever I think about him, I can almost imagine the laughter of the children playing in the fields, their carefree spirits brightening the long days of labor, and my longing heart. The bonds that were forged in the fires of hardship were what defined life in Union City.

Despite the deep connections he cultivated in the small town, naturally, his life was not without trials. The world around him was shifting, caught in the throes of change. Wars, economic challenges, and social upheaval were ever present, and those who lived through those times bore witness to the strength of the human spirit and robustness. I can only imagine the difficulties he must have faced in navigating through those challenges and the resilience that would’ve been needed to stand firm in the face of hardships.

The way he spent his life in the city shaped his character. A place that managed to create a community where morals were maintained and where the smallest acts of kindness could inspire joy. I can see him wandering the town, head nodding, greeting people he has known for years: farmers, shopkeepers, and friends alike.

As the chaos and din of life outside the city continued without end, he kept his fields and community as a sanctuary, where his thoughts and beliefs were not influenced by anything beyond the sound of nature and could feel ever more attuned to the people around him.

Union City is an etymological ‘fly-over country’ — an expression that conjures images of giant flat landlines, farming towns, and easier life than large municipalities. This place, this ‘fly-over country,’ means so much to our family because here is where we picked up our values, our principles, and each other. In these stretches of land, you find communities steeped in honesty, hard work, and straightforwardness. These values are more than just regional traits; they are the pillars holding up the foundations of our family.

Growing up in a place where life moved slower than the rest of the world and connections with our people are cherished more than anything, we learned to embrace authenticity from an early stage of our lives. In a small country like Union City, saying what you mean and meaning what you say is not just an old phrase. It’s a code of conduct for most of us.

There’s an unspoken understanding that the words carry weight like no other. When someone makes a promise, you can count on it being kept. When neighbors lend you a hand, they do so out of genuine kindness, without expecting anything in return. This sincerity creates a sense of trust often missing in the chaotic urban environments that many consider the heart of modern life.
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