The Power of Peas

In elementary school, I revered my teachers, but I knew they were not infallible. When I felt wronged, I pleaded my case at home in the Court of Odessa. When warranted, she would walk me to school the next day to make sure things got straightened out in the Classroom Court of Appeals.

One day when I was in the fifth grade, my teacher, Mrs. Brashear, decided that every student should eat everything on our plates. I don’t know if she just made up this rule on her own or if she got it from someone higher up. What I do recall is that the day she decided to enforce the decision was, unfortunately, the day our school lunch included green peas, a vegetable that I loathed. 

I was a steadfast follower-of-rules, eager to please all authority figures. But I knew I could not eat the peas. So I stuffed them in my milk carton when Mrs. Brashear wasn’t looking. How she discovered my deception, I will never know. But, with the entire world watching, she made me dump the peas out in my plate and as they lay, bright green and bulbous, in a puddle of sweet milk, bits of cornbread and coleslaw, she towered above me, demanding that I what was there. I silently refused. 

“I don’t know whose little princess you think you are,” she excoriated me in perfect diction for the world to hear. “But you will eat those peas before you leave here today, Miss Lady.”

Long after everyone else had cleared their plates and left the table, Mrs. Brashear stood over me. I sat at the table, rigid, obstinate, humiliated. I stared straight ahead, my fingers twisted in my lap. Mrs. Brashear sent someone to the office to find another teacher to take the rest of our class back to our classroom while she kept watch over me and the now fetid pool of vegetables, grain and milk. 

As time ticked away, the cafeteria workers cleaned up around us, piling chairs on the table, mopping the floors and finally turning out the lights. Mrs. Brashear’s resolve grew faint, perhaps helped along by the fact that she was many months pregnant and it was late spring in the Carolina Piedmont. 

Suddenly without a word to me, she stalked out of the cafeteria, leaving me to consider this extraordinary downturn in my fortune. I, who was used to being the teacher’s pet, a star pupil, rigid observer of all rules and regulations, had no frame of reference for the abyss that was the forbidden territory of The Bad Girls. I could not leave the cafeteria, nor could I stay behind. I would not be able to walk home from school much less return the next day. I was stuck, pitiful. Eventually, I gathered myself and, weeping mournfully at a distance, followed Mrs. Brashear back across the bridge to the other side of campus.

I cried all the way home. Face swollen and tear-stained, I was still crying when Odessa came home from work. The next morning, she put on her spike-heeled, pointed toe black dress pumps and, with my hand in hers, marched me to school. 

Mrs. Brashear was surprised, but gracious. She gave the class an assignment to keep us quiet while she and Odessa stepped inside her office at the far end of the room. They closed the door. In less than an hour, the door opened. Odessa emerged holding up a softly weeping Frances Brashear whose head rested on my mother's shoulder.

At dinner that night, Odessa explained that Mrs. Brashear’s father had died months before. Until that moment in her office behind the closed door with Odessa, Mrs. Brashear had never shed a tear though she had broken out in hives that wouldn’t go away. Somehow in their parent-teacher conversation that started out about rumors of a princess and some peas, Odessa elicited this story of Mrs. Brashear's loss. It became our dinnertime lesson on the dangers of not expressing how you truly feel.

“If you don’t let it out one way or another, it will come out anyhow,” she warned. “And if you’re not careful, it will come out when you least expect it.”

The next morning, Mrs. Brashear did not come to school. Instead, Mrs. Cunningham, our principal, was in our class when we arrived. She explained that Mrs. Brashear had taken leave for the rest of the year. Then she introduced us to our substitute teacher. 

I guess Odessa had taken the time to explain to the principal who must’ve explained to the substitute teacher the rules of engagement with reference to me and eating lunch. Certainly Odessa had explained them to me and authorized me to share them with others as needed: “You tell them that you leave home each morning with a quarter for a hot lunch,” she said. “If you choose to take your lunch and feed it to the birds, as long as you don’t make a mess, that's a matter between me and you and maybe the birds.” 

Before then, I hated peas. Since then, peas have been one of my favorite vegetables. And I have never eaten a single pea without thinking of Mama, Mrs. Brashear, and the power of peas.
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