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A



When Ezra and Ethel Ermine won a fortune in the lottery, they decided to change their way of life.


“It’s time we left our hole in the ground,” said Ethel. “I’m ready to move to the city and live in a house.”


“I agree,” said Ezra, “but let’s buy one large enough to impress the whole neighborhood.” And so, without even saying good-bye to their old friends, they moved. Not into a bungalow. Not into a townhouse. Not into a condominium with a swimming pool and tennis courts. No, they moved into a mansion.


“Jeepers, creepers!” said Ethel. “How will I ever keep up with the cleaning?”


“With parlor maids and kitchen girls,” said Ezra proudly.
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Why, they even hired a cook, then invited Lady Moneybags for lunch. They wanted her to help them plan a dance for their wealthiest neighbors. Only the richest people would be invited. But Lady Moneybags warned them that everything would have to be perfect: the food, the music, and, most of all, the house, which needed decorating. Ethel set to work at once. She sewed old bedspreads together and hemmed them for drapes. She also wove rush mats for the floors. Meanwhile, Ezra built a dining table from wooden crates and made mirrors by polishing pieces of tin. In the middle of the living room, the Ermines installed a stove, since April could be chilly and they didn’t want their guests to be cold. They made pillows out of burlap for their guests to sit on. Last but not least, they purchased a player piano with lots of rolls of ragtime tunes so everyone could dance the night away.


But in spite of all these careful preparations, on the night of the ball, no one danced. No one ate. No one sat on the pillows made of burlap, or glanced into the mirrors made of tin. The guests had no sooner arrived than they turned on their heels and walked out with a humph—all except Lady Moneybags, who stayed just long enough to explain why the ball was a flop.


“You see,” she explained, “when people of importance mention a drape, what they mean is not a bedspread cut to cover up a window, but a lovely piece of velvet hanging gracefully from ceiling to floor. And when they speak about a mirror, what they mean is not polished tin dangling from a string, but a silvered glass set in a frame. And when they speak about a covering for the floor, what they mean is not a mat that has been woven out of rush, but a Persian carpet made from soft, thick wool.”


“I think I understand,” said Ezra, as he slumped on the piano bench. “When people of importance speak of a piano, I guess they aren’t thinking of an old battered upright that plays by itself.”


“No, indeed,” said Lady Moneybags coldly. “When the rich and the powerful speak of a piano, you can be sure that a grand is meant.”


So, whenever someone gains (or seeks) power and wealth, think of Lady Moneybags saying, “a grand is meant,” and you will remember the word


AGGRANDIZEMENT





B


John Harmony’s pet parrot Polly had been raised in a small English village. But unlike any of the parrots in London—or for that matter, anywhere else in the world—Polly could add, subtract, multiply, and divide long numbers in her head, even when the numbers had decimal points. She could manage fractions, too, as well as calculus. What’s more, she wrote poetry with lines like


I think that I shall never see


A sticky wicket lovely as a tree.


or


Wee Willie Winkie made himself a pest


Running through the village in his red vest.


Polly, in fact, had only one defect: she had trouble pronouncing her r’s and her w’s.


When Polly added two and one, she said the answer was “thwee.” And when she multiplied two times ten, the answer she came up with was “trenty.” As for her poetry, she could hardly recite it well when she ended up saying, “A sticky ricket lovely as a twee” or “Ree Rillie Rinkie.” But for years there was nothing to be done about the problem. Polly, you see, was enormous and couldn’t sit on John Harmony’s shoulder while he rode his red horse to Banbury Cross, where the speech teacher gave lessons. She would have had to have been carried in a cart, but John Harmony couldn’t afford one.
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Imagine his joy, then, when an old uncle gave him a cart as a present. Finally, Polly could be driven to the speech lessons that John so badly wanted her to have.


But on the Monday morning when John set out toward Banbury Cross for the first of Polly’s lessons, a farmer from a nearby village stood in the road and held up his hand.


“John, John! I need your help. My wagon’s been stolen, and I have to find a way to send my cabbages to market. Will you take them in your cart to Banbury Cross?”


John agreed to take as many crates as he could carry. Ten fit nicely. But when Polly sat down on the cabbages, the cart collapsed under the weight of the load.


Poor John nearly cried. But the farmer said, “Never you mind, young man. I’ll get my tools and fix what’s broken.” In only a few hours, the cart was repaired.


“Luckily,” said John, “we left early. We’ll still be arriving at Banbury Cross in time for Polly’s speech lesson.”


“I’m delighted,” said the farmer, “but couldn’t you please take at least a few crates of cabbages in the cart? I would surely be grateful if you’d try to carry some.”


John put five crates in the cart. But once Polly climbed in, the little red horse couldn’t pull the heavy load.


The farmer asked him to haul just three crates or two. But even one proved too heavy for the little red horse once Polly jumped on board.


“I wish I could help,” John said sadly to the farmer, “but the load is just too heavy when it’s bird and some.”


So, whenever a load is very hard or even impossible to carry, think of John Harmony saying, “The load is just too heavy when it’s bird and some,” and you will remember the word


BURDENSOME
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C



The Maudlin Movie House, in the mountain town of Tin Cup, was holding its annual contest to pick the saddest movie of the year. Producers and directors had come from Hollywood, Paris, Rome, and London. Critics from The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, and The Tin Cup Gazette had arrived, including the famous critic Scot Marco, who was to serve as judge.


Disliking mush, Scot had seen a thousand teary films and cried only nine times. To make Scot cry, a film had to be more than merely sad; it had to meet the highest teary standards.
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