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If you judge people, you have no time to love them.
— Mother Teresa®

Mistakes.

We all make them. Sometimes, if we’re lucky, an eraser will
do the trick, and we can rub it across the page, wipe away the
dust, and all that’s left of our careless mess is a hardly noticeable
smudge.

But some mistakes can’t be erased. No matter how old or
young we are.

I was in the ninth grade the first time I really thought about
all this. That year, I learned to diagram® sentences on the black-
board, got my learner’s permit, wore my first strapless bra, wrote
poetry I never read to my parents — but by far, the toughest
lesson I learned was that life doesn’t come with erasers. I couldn’t
make something that had happened not happen. Even imagination
is powerless. There are no erasers. I was 14, and I wished then,
and I wish now, that I could erase or imagine away what I did,
what we all did, to Betty Ann.

She came to our school from Cleveland, Ohio®, and to our
ninth-grade class in Richmond, Virginia®, Cleveland was on an-
other planet.

Mother Teresa,, #4454 (1979 4E & 33 0L R A1)
diagram. JAEMEFIR B H - MR EE

Ohio: RMEBMGERMB)

Virginia: 3#EEBIEMN (EEMNE)
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“Oh, hi! Ohhooo ... ”whispered Margie under her breath, as
Mrs. Johnson introduced Betty Ann in homeroom that first day.
Margie could be real snooty sometimes. Nobody took her too seri-
ously when she got into her rich-kid, old-money mood. She’d en- -
tertain us with cruise stories and New York gossip every afternoon
as we sat on the front steps after lunch, licking the icing off Oreos
and begging quarters for a Dr. Pepper from the drink machine in
the gym. Margie would try to impress us, in her high-pitched,
bragging voice, with the Vogue models she knew and how they
shampooed their hair with beer, that people who ate their whole
dinner with their salad fork were not the kind of people her family
wanted her to marry into.

Actually, Margie was as insecure and as homely as the rest of
us, and her life was about as exciting as the metric system, but we
all knew Margie. We all knew everybody. Except Betty Ann.
Most of us had been in the same class since kindergarten.

Then came Betty Ann of Cleveland, in her peasant blouses,
rolled-down socks, and strange ideas. If it had been just Margie
who dug into Betty Ann, it wouldn’t have turned out the way it
did; she probably could have handled that. But we all were in on
it.

I guess what started us off was when Betty Ann wrote a better
English composition than Susan Henderson. Susan was the writer
of the class, and we were very proud of her. Her weekly story was
always so good, Miss Moon usually chose it to read aloud to the
class every Friday. Susan would sit back in her desk, a pencil stuck
behind her ear, looking to all of us just like a promising young lit-
erary genius we could say we once knew.

The Friday after Betty Ann arrived on the scene®, Susan
twirled her pencil, leaned back in her desk, and waited for the
best composition of the week to be read. Hers, of course.

@ on the scene: £, B
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Only it wasn’t. It was Betty Ann’s, and it was about a black
poet named Langston Hughes and how he had become a spokes-
man for his people. Susan’s stories were always about horse shows
or opening nights®.

We’d never heard of Langston Hughes. Besides, this was an
all-white private school. Martin Luther King was being nailed® by
most of the adults we knew. All in all, it was a real bomb to have
Betty Ann go on about Langston Hughes’s “Black Nativity” and his
description of the “maple-sugar child” and how he thought Carl
Sandburg’s poems fall on the page like blood clots of song from the
wounds of humanity.

In Susan’s stories, the “telephone jangled” and “the rainbow
painted the sky”. Stuff like that. Betty Ann was writing about the
civil war in Spain and the black ghettos of Harlem. Langston
Hughes was from Cleveland. We might have guessed.

Mrs. Johnson came to the part in Betty Ann’s composition
where Langston Hughes wrote a poem about how he liked water-
melon so much that if he should meet the queen of England, he’d
be proud to offer her a piece. That was when Agnes Matherson’s
eyes caught mine (or was it the other way around?) and we started
imitating the queen of England eating a piece of watermelon. The
whole class burst out laughing. The rest of the story was never
read, and everybody but Betty Ann had to stay after school and
clean blackboards. The next day at lunch, Betty Ann found a note
under her lettuce saying we were sorry, but the cafeteria was sho’
nuf out of watermelon.

After that, she became the class joke. What she wore, what
she said, what she ate somehow always gave one of us an idea for
a wisecrack. There was a kind of one-upmanship about getting
Betty Ann that had less to do with Betty Ann than with our own

@ opening night: (%) FEHE—K
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jungle mentality. I know that now, but I didn’t think about it
then. She became a pawn.

She started getting sick a lot. There’d be whole weeks when
she’d miss school, but the Betty Ann’s stories went on even with-
out her. She came to our school from another planet. She was our
little moron, our Polack, our village idiot.

Then one day, Betty Ann and [ were assigned a project to-
gether. Everyone had selected a partner. and a project together.
Everyone had selected a partner, and [ was out of town at a school
swimming meet the day the assignment was given, so 1 got stuck
with Betty Ann. Everyone kidded me, and I laughed with them.
The day before the project was due, I had to go over to her house
after school to work on it with her. Her mother fixed a plate of
cookies and kept coming into the room to see if 1 wanted more
Coke or anything. She said I was the only one of Betty Ann’s
friends who had come over after school, and she was glad to meet
me.

The phone rang while 1 was there, and it was for me. Betty
Ann’s mother was in the kitchen when I heard Margie giggling at
the other end of the line: “Have you eaten any maple sugar candy
or watermelon, keddo?”

She waited for me to snicker? and undercover® laugh.

I saw Betty Ann’s mother just standing in the kitchen with her
back to me, pretending not to be listening. It was as if she had
heard everything. I hung up. I think it was at that moment when 1
began to see what we had been doing.

“Why don’t you girls like Betty Ann? She likes you ...

Nobody had ever asked me a question before or since that
made me feel so stupid.

If kindness could kill, Betty Ann would have been dead in a

”

@ snicker: TIE.MEE
@ undercover. g, FEREHY



XL IEASHER, AR ERNAMTTE.

T - BIFRE R, A i L R AR R B iR E%
Fil S FE AR FT. Wk AR — R, 2R,
B 22 A R % B A5

HEE R, M%E « FRRPLEE-BERRH—F
£, BMABEET ACHKE, B TE. GNAK
YE T THRRARRRITG A i — SRS e ik HL 2, B LA R B
ZHRMNF « 0. BIABRER, BEMIT—SILKE.
1E5BIMRT— X . RABRE MR 2R — Bl . i
048 T H—BEM A UET , ST R R B R R R B R
]SRN 4 . i B DU A A A 4 b o — — A ST
FHA AR B ICE .

HIESI T BRI, N - GBI, R RS
HAERIE I 5 — SRS M (R . RIE T RSN g0

AR — S E R X IR A S5,

BB NI - LD B ER, R,
R BRAMAEH 2HRET. RETHIE. RE. REHE
W2, oA TR EIRBIRNTE—HEM 4.

DRI I ARBER NS « ZUB? BN Jeewe

LIBTAR A A&t R 78 A O i B2

BmBEEERNETRO—IIFE, N F - EEECHER
RT. Ait—I#RM% T . AR T %, 5RBITHH

M Ay o kS D

-I13-



IHEEATPRIR RS

~14-

week. But it was too late. Her parents moved her to another
school, then we heard later that she’d a nervous breakdown.

Once, years later when I was home from college, 1 saw Betty
Ann in the doctor’s office. She didn’t even recognize me.

Sticks and stones only break bones. Words can shatter the
soul. A little, quiet, picked-on® 10-year-old runs away because
kids on the bus laugh at him. A sensitive ninthgrader flips out be-
cause a group of self-rising girls decide to throw her to the wolves.
We tell ourselves it takes more than that to send someone over the
edge. Maybe so, maybe not.

But there are no erasers.

{from Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul )

@ picked-on: HIEFE



