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B4 Ant Bites

PRI « HJE v /Emmarie Lehnick
“Ow! Ow!” | shouted as | broke my jump rope rhythm and tangled my feet in
the slack rope. “Something in my shoe is biting me.” | wailed.

The first graders waiting to jump and the two rope turners circled around me on
the dirt playground. My teacher, Miss Bell, heard me and hurried over, leaving the
other recess teacher in mid-conversation.

“Its still stinging me.”| cried as the circle of children opened for Miss Bell.
“Which foot is it?”she asked.

| stuck up my right foot as she stooped over to inspect it. Just then, feeling a
new sting, | yelped in pain.

“Here. Lets take off your shoe.”instructed Miss Bell, squatting down to get the
shoe.

Then, | remembered the holes in my socks. Welfare socks didn‘t last long.Holes

in socks were a common thing for our family in the years following the Great



Depression.Shoes got fresh paper inserted every Saturday to cover the holes in their
soles.But socks with holes were just accepted.Socks with holes in the heels got pulled
down so the hole wouldn’ t show.Where there was a hole, there would soon be a
blister.Every week as she washed our clothes, Mama would say, “Even if were poor
and our clothes are worn out.We can still be clean.”

| began to cry from the pain in my foot, but | refused to let Miss Bell take off my
shoe. | could not bear for her and the others to see the hole in my faded red sock.

“Come on, then. Lets go inside to the office.”

A trail of first graders followed after us until Miss Bell told them to stay on the
playground. | did my best to curb my tears.Yet, each time the thing in my shoe stung
me, | would let out a loud, “Oh, oh, oh!” Tears raced down my contorted face.

Mr. Stewart, the principal, rushed into his office.

“Whats wrong?”he asked.
“Something is stinging her right foot, but she will not let me take off her
shoe.”said Miss Bell.

Mr. Stewart lifted me onto his desk.“Let me take a look.”He just about had the
shoe off when | saw the hole.l grabbed the shoe and pulled it on and held it.The
stinging worsened the tighter | clasped the shoe.

“Why wont you let us take off your shoe?”Mr. Stewart asked as he looked from
me to Miss Bell and back at me in puzzlement.

Miss Womble, the fifth—grade teacher, came into the office.“Can | help?l know
her she lives next door to me.”

“| suspect ants are in her shoes and stinging the living daylights out of her, but
she wont let us take off her shoes.”related Miss Bell.

Miss Womble was a great neighbor. She had even played Annie—over with us
on occasion.She put both hands on my shaking shoulders and looked into my
distressed, red eyes.

“Oh, yes, ” she said, as if remembering a fact. “I had a bite from one of those
ants. Did you know they are sock eaters?By the time | got my shoe off, that ant had
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eaten almost the entire bottom off my sock.” She nodded her head up and down as
she looked at the other two adults.“Must be sock-eater ants.”

They returned the nod, as if they, too, had been bitten by sock-eating ants.

“Let me see here.”She freed my heel from the shoe.“Just what | thought. Those
sock ants have eaten part of her sock.”

Miss Bell opened the medicine cabinet, got a cotton ball, and saturated it with
alcohol. Miss Womble slipped off my shoe and sock and shook both of them over the
gray trash bucket.Two red ants fell into the waiting container.A stray one ran for the
wall, but Mr.Stewarts shoe stopped him.

My swollen foot throbbed. My stomach hurt.My head ached.

Stroking the alcohol ball across the angry bites, Miss Womble lifted her head

”

and smiled at me. “I think shes going to be okay now, ” she said, as she glanced
toward the two adults.

The bell rang, ending the recess period.“Its class time.”Mr. Stewart remarked, as
he and Miss Belt hurried to their duties.

The alcohol felt cool on the savage welts.

“You were a pretty brave girl to take that many bites. | think you should leave
this shoe and sock off for a while.”She helped me off the desk.“Wait for me after
school, and well walk home together.”

Pride can be a wonderful, terrible thing. | knew that Miss Womble had saved my
pride with her sock-eating ant story.She had seen that | would rather be stung to
death than to let others see my poverty.This kind, insightful teacher had taught me a
lesson of compassion that | have tried to apply in my thirty-seven years of teaching.
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1.The first graders waiting to and the two rope turners circled around me the

dirt playground.My teacher, Miss Bell, heard me and hurried over, the other recess
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teacher in mid-conversation.

2.Then, | remembered the in my socks.Welfare socks didnt last long.Holes in
socks were a thing for our family in the following the Great Depression.Shoes got
fresh paper inserted every Saturday to the holes in their soles.

3.This kind, insightful teacher had me a lesson of compassion that | have tried to
apply in my thirty-seven years teaching.
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1.“Something is stinging her right foot, but she will not let me take off her
shoe.”said Miss Bell.

take off: i s 2%
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2.They returned the nod, as if they, too, had been bitten by sock-eating ants.
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LY The Gift\I57 * 1§ « IIFHER

Hattie Mae Ratliff

One morning my oldest daughter, Rhonda, rushed in my front door.“Mom, the
most wonderful thing just happened.”

| smiled, remembering Rhondas enthusiasm as a young girl, when she would
come barreling into our home with news of her day. Now, as a wife and mother of

two, she could still energize a room.
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“Good morning, Rhonda, and a good morning to you too, sweet pea, ” | said,
picking up my two-year-old granddaughter. “Lets sit and have coffee and cookies.
Then you can tell me all about your news.” Turning around, | looked at my daughter.

“Are you pregnant?”

“No, Mom, ” Rhonda answered. Sitting with her coffee cup in hand, she sighed
with excitement. “Mrs.Perkins, the director of Saint Francis School, told me this
morning that an anonymous person is paying Greg ‘s tuition.Mom, they’ re paying his
tuition for the whole year.”

Rhondas eyes filled with tears as she grabbed my hand.“Was it you, Mom?You
and dad?”

“No, | wish we could, but it wasnt us.”l said.

Rhonda and her husband, Gil had both selected the role of educators for their
careers. | remembered when, as newlyweds, they set off for their first teaching jobs,
ready to change the world, one child at a time, if necessary.

After Rebekah was born, Rhonda and Gil decided to tighten their belts and live
on one income. Rhonda gave up her paid teaching job and became a full-time,
stay-at-home mom, reserving her teaching for her own little one.

This was great for their children but hard on their pocketbook. Greg showed
signs of being a gifted child and could read at the age of three.Rhonda and Gil talked
at length and decided to send him to a private preschool for two days a week.The
school was expensive, but it offered great teachers with small classrooms and
produced good results.Knowing they would have difficulty paying the tuition alone,
they had requested a partial scholarship.The director assured them this was a
common practice and that they had several alumni who helped out from time to
time.No one had dreamed someone would pay the whole amount of Gregs tuition.

Rhonda, still holding the note from the school in her hand, said.”l just wish |
knew who was so generous.”

“Rhonda, | think that, whoever the benefactor is, it must be important to them
to keep their identity private.” Giving her a hug, | continued, “Count your blessings.
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And someday you can do the same for someone else.”

“Mom, you ‘re such a Pollyanna! But | sure would like to know. That’ s a lot of
money.l wrote a thank-you note and asked Mrs.Perkins to see that the donor receives
it.”

Several months later, near the end of the school year, Rhonda was dropping
Rebekah off at my house to spend a couple of hours while she ran some quick
errands. We said our good-byes as Rhonda hunted through her purse for her
misplaced keys.

“Shoot, | forgot to sign and return this, ” she said, retrieving an envelope. Greg
had brought home a permission slip to attend a field trip.When she opened the
envelope, a small piece of pink paper fell to the floor.

“Whats this?”1 asked, picking up the paper and handing it to Rhonda.

Rhonda scanned the paper.“Mom, look,” she said as tears rolled down her
face.“It was Christie, Christie Leeks. Someone in the Saint Francis office must have
put this receipt in Gregs envelope by mistake.”Christie was making monthly
payments of$120 for Gregs tuition.

Christie Leeks was a young girl who had been in Rhonda’s first dance class at the
high school where she had taught five years earlier. Christie had lived in the
Methodist Home as a ward of the state.Rhonda and Gil had taken Christie and
another student who lived at the foster home under their wings.They invited them to
their home for Sunday dinners, baked them birthday cakes, counseled and loved
them.After two years, Rhonda and Gil moved to another city and new jobs.They lost
contact with the other student, who had moved out of the country, but stayed in
touch with Christie over the years.Rhonda and Gil even traveled back to attend
Christie’s high school graduation and then helped her move into a college dorm.

“How can she pay for this?”Rhonda asked.“This has to be a hardship on her |
know she is only making student wages. We cant accept this.| have to call her and tell
her to stop.”

“Rhonda, it‘s obviously important to Christie for you not to know. You can’t tell

14



her you found out her secret.”

A few months later, during Gregs summer vacation from school, Christie
stopped by to visit and celebrate a belated birthday. That night, Rhonda and Christie
sat up talking, while the rest of the household slept.Christie, about to graduate from
college with honors, had met a special young man.

“1 am so proud of you, Christie, ” Rhonda said.“You have grown into a special
young woman. | always knew you would, from the first day | saw you in class.”

“Mrs. Davidson, | want to show you something, ” Christie said as she went to
her overnight bag and retrieved her Bible.Opening it, she removed the thank-you
note Rhonda and Gil had written to the anonymous contributor.“ Would you read this,
Mrs.Davidson?”

As Rhonda read the note aloud, she had to swallow the lump in her throat.

Rhonda read the last sentence......

We only hope that one day we can give to a child as you have so generously
given to our child.

“Don‘t you know, Mrs. Davidson?l am that child.You and Mr.Davidson taught
me and gave me so much.This was a small way | could say’Thank you.”

| often reflect on this rewarding experience in my daughter’s life and on
Christie’s generosity. | think of all the other students whose lives have been positively
impacted by Rhonda and Gil, in ways these two young teachers will never know.With
Christie, they were fortunate.Not only did they get to see the positive outcome of the
life they touched, but they also saw their gift of compassion returned to them.
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