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Features

Early school experiences ofa Western Oklahoma eccentric

After Ralph Waldo

The main hall of Grimes Elementary
School was very quret during the noon
hour because all the students knew

that it was against the rules for anyone
to be msrde e building at that time.

Ony the quiet Jeerrn% of two nine-
yearo dgrrIsdrsturbedt e calmness of
he hour. “Do you know what | think,
Birdie?" Myrtle Nelson asked her little

e?

“ hrnk h)ose dirty little imps from
Sleepy Hollow nevershould have been
allowed to come to_school here!”

“Well, [ agree with that, Everything
was just peachy-creamy in our room

il this year. And then old Addie Harp
and l\/large Wade had to transfer here.”
An onlooker Would have thought
that the two girls being discussed were
on the playground somewhere, but
that wasn't the case. Afraid of their
new surroundings, Addie and M arrg
were hovering at that time near t
door of the fourth- grade room where
they had been run by e taunts of

yrtle Nelson and Birdie BI a]ggw

t wasn’t that Birdie and Myrtle
were the biggest girls in the fourth- grade
class; they merely had the biggest
mouths, and for Some reason “they
wielded the most power over the other

- gleepy Hollow School was near the
Wade and Harp farms, but recently so
many people had moved away from'the
area that there were no longer enough
upils to hold school there, SoJonathan
arp and Morgan Wade had done the
only logical thing they could do: they
had made arrangements for their
children to attend school In Grimes.
That had been a difficult decision for
Wade because he had older children
who had received all their schooling at
Sleepy Hollow. Tojonathan Harﬂrt
was a'wise move; he felt sure that his
girls would get a
education In Grimes. And if there was
any thrngnHarp was for, it was educa tion,
Besides, he owned Harp’s Ready-to-Wear
Store n town, and he had been consid-
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ering the possibility of renting out his
land"and movrng into Grimes anyway.

Content with their work for the time
being, Myrtle and Birdie skipped joyfully
to the playground. They had spotted
the teacher, Miss Sedfow, and the
wanted to be'sure to be on hergood side
if trouble started.

“Whatswrong with us, Marge?”
Addie queried scréechily.

“Maybe we have two heads?”

“Nof the last time | checked.”

“Is it our clothes?”

“| should hope not. We get our
clothes from the same place most of the
other kids do-from ‘Poppa’s store,
except for the ones Momma makes.”

0 what is it?”

“Do you think it’s because we're too
countritied?”

“My oodness Girl! Ifthat'sit, 1 can
put on the dog as weII as anyone else.”

“So can IV (gr gled Addie, nowrng
that she woul never do it as long as
she was an Emerson devotee.

“But let’s hold on, Addie. Let’s just
go hack thrs afternoon and act our
Usual sweet, innocent selves and see
what happens.”

The two country girls had spent too
much time talking; So when they went
back into the room, Miss Sedlow had
already started the speIIrng lesson.
The teacher looked at the two [qrrls
askance making both of them feel'that
perhaﬁs she thought they had done
something else wrong in ‘addition to
arrrvrng [ate.

“Grr did you hear the bell ring?”

Yes maan

“Who said ‘yes ma'am?” Miss Sedlow
wanted to know.

“Idid,” answered Marge.

“Idid,” answered somedng in falsetto.
s Itglrd answered someone else in

“I did,” answered still another child
in falsetto.

By this time, Miss Sedlow was
becoming flustered. Even When the
girls arrived late, she was alread Iy
Unnerved by what Birdie and Myrtfe

had told her during the lunch hour.
One of her supervising teachers had
once told Miss Sedlow that there would
be days Irke this one. She had said,
“Now Ellen, the warst thing to do 15 to
lose your lp tience in_front of a whole
rooniful of children. Give yourself time
to calm down. Iftheresaculgrrt ,you'l
find out who it is. Instead o trhlrng to
each Iet your students learn throtgh

g Alrght bulbwent onin Ellen Sedlow’s
mind.“That's it!” she thought. “We'll
have a spelling bee. I'mgoing to seeto it
that the new girls are on one team with
Brrdre and Myrtle on the other.”

With newly found composure, Miss
Sedlow faced her class. “Class, we
have worked very hard today] You'e
gorng to think that we never have any
un in my room. S0 now we're going to
have a spelling bee. |'ve never known
very many good spellers who weren't
good studénts. Sonow I’ mgorng tofind
out who my good students are!

She had decided to choose the apparent
non-leaders in the two factions as the
captarns “All right, Iwant the captains
o be Birdie Blagg and Marge Wade.
Choose your tears, girls,”

rile Nelson,” Birdje began.

“A dre Harp,” Marge followed.

The teams were soon chosen, and
Miss Sedlow began the bee with easy
Words and advanced to harder ones

Before long, everKAone had gone down
in defeat except Myrtle and Addie.

Ellen Sedlow Was comrn close to the
squtron of er erob em. Who were the
troub ema ers? Were they really the
grrls rom Sleep yrHo Iow or thé two
own stu ents7 hroughout the bee,
Myrtle and Birdie hao béen whispering
taunts at Marge and Addie. They
trrr]ouhghjt the teacher hadn't heard, but

Thinking that she shouldn't, she
had given odit the word pregnant, It was
Birdie’s word, but Myrtle had guffawed
and had taunted Addie quietly; “P
nant! That’s what your mother |s~
pregnant! Sowhile I’'mout playing,
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I
t

é/%u’rel,going to be washing old dirty
idies!

Miss Sedlow had noticed that Addie
hadn’t allowed Myrtle’s tone to bother
her. She had answered sweetlg, Yes,
Isn't that nice? I'm so happy about the
baby. | hope we have another girl. | 4ust
lové babies. [hope I'can have one of my
own.one of these days.” ,

Birdie had glggled. “Addie Harp
wants to have ababy! What man or boy
inhis right mind would take a second
look at tall, lanky, ugly Addie Harp?”

Miss Sedlow interrupted. "Birdie!
It's your word! How is it spelled-preg-

nanf’
Fidgeting, Birdie answered, p-e-r-g-
n-a-n-t-pregnant.” o
Addiethought to herself victoriously,
“Town dunce! Anyone should know

that pregisn’t perff. ,

For once, Addie felt that a point.had
been scored for the country, especially
when Marge spelled the word without
a bobble.

But it was the word tragedy that
tripped u? Marge on Addie’s side and
Helene Glazer on Myrtle’s team. Both
?Jrls made the mistdke of spelling the

Irst syllable trad instead of trag.

During the time she wasn’t"on the
spot to Spell @ word, Addie began to
look around for the possibilifies of
friendships. She knew that Marge
would always be an ally: she and
Marge had been close sincé the primer

ear. And then there was Helene

lazer. She hadn't been outwardIY
snooty on this first day of school.
Maybe she was a possibility.

t least that was a start. And,
looking around, she saw five or six
more girls who hadn't stuck out their
tongugs at her or jeered at her on the
playground.

fie had made a mark for_herself at
Sleepy Hollow. Everyone-including
the teachers- had considered her the
smartest girl in the schogl. What she
had lacked in beauty, she had made up
Inacademic accomplishments. She had
decided that her brains might help her
make it through the rough times in
Miss Sedlow’s Toom too.

And now she had her chance, She
was the only one left on Marge's team,
and Myrtle” was the only ofie left on
Birdie's. Birdie! Even that frightened
little duck would be easy to win away
from M)értle. _ _
. Miss Sedlow was speaking. “Addie,
it's your time again. The word is
eternity 1 etermity.™
“E-t-e-r-n-I-t-y~eternity.”
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“Perfect, Addie! Now Myrtle, your
word is conformity, conformity,’

“C-0-mf-0-rmit-y, conformity.”

“Wrong, Myrtle!

“Hummph!” screeched Myrtle.

“Now, Addie, you'll win the beg for
your team if you can spell conformity,"

“Oh, that’s an easy one,” Addie
mused silently. “Conformity,
conformity.” ,

“That’s rlﬁht, Addie, Your team
wins. Now lef's have a fifteen-minute
recess before we start on math.”

The victor was able to acceﬂ con-

gratulations with finesse, but there
were no good wishes from Myrtle
Nelson. o

On the play?round Birdie Blagg
slipped away from her group long
enough to make an overture to Addie,
“A% i, where did you learn to spell so

0od?
! “Oh, out on the farm sometime
there’s not much to do but read, and |
think | learned to spell by reading.”
There was, nothing snappy or flippant
about Addie’s answer.

But drag%}ng her friend awar. Myrtle
snapped, *You don't have to take that
from a_country hick, Birdie. Let’s go
find Miss Sedlow.”

Miss Sedlow already had plans of her
own, however, Appraaching Addie and
Marge, she said casually, “Girls, may |
see Kou in the room, please?

The two girls from Sleepy Hollow
pbedmntl;r followed their new teacher
it the classroom. o

Once there, Miss Sedlow said, “Girls,
| don’t want us fo be interrupted, so
Iet’s?omtothecloak,roo_m. nere’s
sure o he no one coming in there on a
hot day like this.”

Inside the cloakroom, she asked the
two girls tQ be seated. ,

“Now which one of you said that |
have body odor?” , ,

Marge’looked at Addie, and Addie
looked™at Marge. Had Myrtle and
Birdie actually Sunk so Jow as to say
%oqneth t|Jr|1g like'that? Yes, it was entirely

elievable. , ,

-Neither of you will own up to it?”

No ma‘am,” the two answered
almost inaudibly.

“Very well tien. | guess | have m
answer," But what oes,a teacher do
about circumstantial evidence? Miss
Sedlow’s teacher hadn't told her that.
She thought sheknewwhotheculprits
were-or maybewho the culprit was-hut
she had still another idea. She stood
before her class after the brief recess
and began to unfold still another plan.

_“Class, the Master Teacher, theonl
sinless person who ever lived, said ‘Do
unto others as you would have them do
unto you."We know that as the Golden
Rule.”We're wise if we. try to live by
that rule in all our dealings. Now that
means in all areas of our ljves-at home
at school, at play, at work. I wonder if
some of you have some 8uotat|or]s that
you think people shoula try to live by.
After you qlve your quotation, why
don’t you téll why you think it’strue,”

Myrtle Nelsonhad grown up in
school with the conviction that no
matter how wrong she was, being first
would make up for the error. As soon as
Miss Sedlw finished the assignment,
Myrtle began to wave her arms wildly
at the teacher, , ,

“Miss Sedlow. Miss Sedlow, pick
me, | have one.” ,

“All right, Myrtle. What is yours?”

“God is love. _

“Why IS that a true quotation,
Myrtle?”

‘Because it is!” Myrtle fumed.

“I'have one, Miss'Sedlow,” Addie
offered. _

“What is yours, Addie?” ,

Mgrtle Nelson hid her face behind
her book, giggled, and stuck out her

ton%ue. o
111l be stupid since that country
hick Is giving It,” .
OK, Addie. Give it.” ,
“Afoolish consistency s the hobqoblln
of little minds-adored” by little states-
men, prophets, and divifes,”
“Good, Addie! Who said that?"
“It was Ralph Waldo Emerson, Miss

edlow.

“That’s right, Addie, and where did
you find it?” S

“Well, my poP a is the first one who
gJave me some of Emerson’s essays and
poetrY to read. | think Poppa is just
about the smartest man that éver
lived. He's always giving me something
to read or telling me about something
he has read.” ,

“And what does that quotation say
to you, Addie?”

“It says, to me what Poppa told me
this morning before | came up here to
start to school. -

‘And what was that, Addie?

“It tells me that | could have come up
here and just conformed to what eve-
ryone else was doing or sa¥>|ng orthat |
could try to e myself. Poppa said,
Now, Addie, just be yourself, People
ma¥ not like you af first, but it’ll be
better on Xou in the long run ifyou just
act natural and just be"Addie Harp’
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“That sounds like good advice, Addie.
Itjust proves that there is a whole new
world waiting for us if we become
readers. Good day, Class. I'll see you
tomorrow.”

As her fourth-graders trekked out,
Miss Sedlow discerned that she knew
who the sheep and goats were.

Marge and Addie walked to Mr.
Harp’sstore that day in silence, which
was uncommon for those two friends.
The¥ felt that they had scored a victor
and that talking dbout it would ruin It.
Bertie, Addie’s Older sister, and Marvin,
Mar%e’s younger brother, had walked
on ahead. The four of them would be
riding home with Poppa in his fine
carriage later. ,

At supper that night, Poppa Harp
asked, “Howwas Xourflrstdayat your
new school, Girls?” ,

“Fine, Poppa,” answered, Bertie.
Bertie had an uncanny ability for
tuning out the world around her. While
everyone else--including Addie -was
falling apart, Bertie could be ablivious,

“Not 'so fine, Poppa,” answered

le. :
“Oh, and what was wrong about it
Miss Addie Elizabeth Harp?” mimicked
his second child--the one who was
supposed to have beenaboy.

‘Well, it all centered argund Birdie
Blagg and M)/,[tle Nelson. Doyou know
them Po%pa. _

“Oh, I'Ve seen them in_the store a
few times, and I know their folks.

“Well, what’s the_problem, Poppa?
Why are they so terrible?”

“Well, Honey, I think it all goes back
to the home. 1dont know much about
the Blaggs, but | have a feeling that
Birdie IS just bem?I led by Myrtl.”

“Sowhat’s Myrtle’s trouble, Poppa?”

Well, Addié, tell me. How would
you feel If you knew that | was a thief
and that éverything you had came
from something I had stolen?”,

“1s that the way it is with Mr.
Nelson?
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“Yes, I'm afraid that’s the Wa)f It is
with Lige. For years he tried tohold his
head upafter he made his bad marriage.”

“To Myrtle’s mother, you mean?”
“Yes, fe has been married just one
time, and he had the misfortune of
marryinga whiner and complainer.
And now"she has begun to dabble in
some kind of offbeat religion.”

“What is it, Popﬁa?”, ,

“I'don’t know what it is, Honey. But
Mrs. Nelson has always had a problem
with overweight; and”she went into it

or help.

“WePI, even with all those problems,
Myrtle has no excuse to treat me the
way she did today. She called me a
country hick, and she announced to the
fourth-grade class that my mother is

pr%%nant. , ,

e fulfilled-looking Mrs. Harp,
aqlow with her condition, had been
silent”but now she spoke: “And what
did PIOU' say, Addie?”

“I'said that | was ﬁlad because | am
and that I'hoped we had another girl.”

“Good girl!"™ intoned Mrs. Harp.
“Addie, do you suppose Myrtle feels
cheated that she’s an orily child?
Maybe she would like to have a nice
sister like yours and know that she/ll
soon have another brother or sister.”

“Yes,” murmured Bertie, “Maybe
she’s jealous of you.” ,

“Well, after all,” clowned Addie,
“who wouldn’t be jealous of us beautiful,
wealthY charming Harps?”

“Feel better, Honey?

“Yes, Poppa. Thanks.”

The next day held more of the same,
but there seemied to be some shifting in
the camps. Even Myrtle’s allies seermed
to be tiring of Myrtle’s innuendoes
concerningcountry_hicks. _

The day ended vith Myrtle Walklng
home alone. Birdie and Helene ha
decided, along with four or five other
town qirls, to walk down to Harp’s
Ready-to-Wear Store and look around
with ‘Addie and Marge.

As she walked up to the front door,
she could hear them-her parents, Lige
and Nellie-quarrelling. And her mother
was crying. R

“Woman, mY patience is just about
worn thin! All 1can make goes for food
and clothing and now you do this, and
we don't have any extra."

“Make, Lige? Did |ggou say make?”
Didn’t you mean steaR"

“Living with you, woman, would
drive. any g%ood, man to stealing or
drinking 0r Tornicating or anything!”

“Blame me, Lige!” S

“Yes, 'll'blame you, Nellie! I didn'
have all theseJJrobIems before you
came|glong, and now you've added to

em

them!

“You're not being fair, Lige! I'm just
trying to find the Light!” _

“Why don’t you try to find the Light
by bemc}; a wife to me and b¥ being a
mother to that child of yours?”
Il“YoHtlgave Myrtle out of this. She’s
all right.

, “S%re, she’sall right, Nellie, if it'sall
right to be a bully and agossip spreader.
| Ve seen how she operates.

M%rtle was completely unprepared
for the scene that she ericountered on
Walkln? into the kitchen. Her mother
was seated at the table before a half-eaten
chocolate cake. In her left hand, Nellig
Nelson held a bIoodY butcher knife. Al
that remained at the bottom of her
right arm was a stub.

‘Mother, what haﬁpened? Why?
Wh?/, Mother?” The cnild was crying
hys erlcaIIK/.l
“Well, Myrtle, Honey, the Word
says, ‘If th}( right hand offends thee
Pluck it out,” You know I didn’t need
hat chocolate cake!

“Myrtle, run next door to the Russells’
and call Dr. Gates, Tell him your
mother has had a bad accident.”

As the troubled child hurried next
door, her thoughts were about everyone
already knowing her father was a thief
and now her mother had tried to kill
hterself/( Anyway, that would be the
story.
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