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ONE


The discovery, the week after spring break, of a rapidly decomposing body, virtually sealed within the ancient walls of Rockland High, spurred the student body’s spirit of inquiry as no mere classroom prompt ever had.  Was it true rats were feeding on the face of the victim and that the body’s discoverers had to skirmish with them to claim it?  Was the person nude or partially nude, as had been gossiped, casting a shadow of perverse sexuality over the crime?  Do we have to come to school while the cafeteria still smells of that god-awful, mordant reek?  The administration refused to divulge any details, not even the sex or race of the body, until detectives completed their investigation of the matter.  Silence only provoked the students to wilder and grosser speculations.  A senior who happened to be absent following the hiatus was guilty of the murder in some accounts and the victim in others.  One unreliable kid (he routinely exaggerated his exploits on the hardwood) claimed to have seen uniformed men removing the corpse.  The kid’s attention was fixed on the belly of it, white as the underside of a whale and shaped like a cobra’s head, flaring monstrously at the sides.  His version was dismissed as confusion between the murder victim and the service tunnel within the bowels of the school from which the body was recovered.  Other witnesses swore the corpse was removed from the tunnel in a rubber body bag, anonymous, invisible, and dehumanized.


The uproar over the lurid details of the decomposing corpse at Rockland High School created such excitement and distractions (police cars, detectives questioning, news vans circling the school) that many teachers all but gave up trying to teach anything from after spring break until graduation.  These were mostly 20- to 30-year veterans who possessed vast stores of busy work: word finds, acrostics, rebuses, coloring books of famous people (Ben Franklin, Betsy Ross, Will Smith), and dozens of movies with a strained relevance to the official curriculum.  As long as students were out of the halls, teachers deserved the congratulations of their peers for a professional job well done.  Some teachers’ lounge analysts attributed the particularly stately and modest senior prom that year to students’ day-after-day obsession with the presumed murder. With their minds turned from scanning magazines for images of the perfect gown or from visiting the seamstress who made cheap knockoffs in the crowded parlor workspace of a tired, neighborhood rowhouse, the girls didn’t have time to acquire the usual excesses, the ostrich feathers and tiaras, the rhinestones pasted to human flesh, gauzy wraparound creations more Ace bandage than couture, or the diva tents that on the largest girls reminded one of a decidedly less regal Margaret Dumont, atrocities culminating in a wretched parody of a red carpet show, complete with white, stretch Escalades and Hummers, that was a prelude to a surreal ballroom experience right out of A Night at the Opera but with more lurid colorization.


Interestingly, some of the words accumulating around the grotesque outrage in the custodian’s service tunnel were the same used by one of the English teachers when explaining the rigors, more or less, of serious literary criticism. In his extended metaphor, a good reader was a detective pulling out the pertinent data of the work and making a case for its meaning in the system of the whole.  Mirroring the composition of the writer was the decomposition of the critic, unpacking the accumulated matter of the book, cutting it bare and finding how it worked, to discover the author’s obsessions and modus operandi and the central act that set the whole concatenation of events into motion.  Working backwards from the apparatus of the plot, a keen reader would discover the willful actions of the artist hiding behind the screen.


A student who may have misunderstood the teacher’s discussion of a “corpus of work” visited the English scholar when he was alone in his classroom.  On the basis of these and other remarks, the student wished to ask the teacher about his possible connection to a string of gruesome events that had marred the term at Rockland High, events leading inexorably to the horror found in the access tunnel.  What follows is a lengthy and one-sided account (a deposition?), neither so static nor circumscribed as a typical scholarly lecture or so evocative of character and place as a true narrative.  We present it because of what it says and doesn’t say about the tragic school year just completed.


Your request puts me in an awkward position, as I am obliged to keep our relationship professional. Or is the necessary and logical word here clinical?  What descriptor captures the precise flavor of our bond? How about institutional?  I am the warder and you are the waif entrusted to me in your parents’ stead. That’s better. Your question fractures the boundaries laid down for all times between a low-level goon of the state and a client thereof.  


Thou shalt not ask about my personal time: “Please sir, can I have some more?”  When I tell you about my personal life, I put my job in jeopardy, and that’s without having anything noteworthy to disclose.  Don’t forget intimate and intimacy mean the same thing to a pencil-pushing mo-ron.  Satisfy yourself that my adult preoccupations are inappropriate for immature ears.  I should have no heart, nor sympathies, nor blood in my veins, for only then would I be the ideal teacher.  Wood eye!


Let me not set aside my dignity and professionalism by incorporating myself into any sentence about this past year. I would eschew the physical dimension, existing exclusively in the lesson plans on file with my section chairperson, may Dante take her.  Do you know, I am celebrated for my amazing lesson plans, which record every wire I pull and every move I make in the classroom?  That is, I would be feted for them if anyone ever read those things.


Well, okay, the lesson plans I submit don’t cover half of what’s going on in my classes.  That’s because teaching isn’t moving information from one brain to another the way I thought it was back in my halcyon and transphonic college days.  We teach students of a different stripe, today.  The only way those lazy, nasty, spawns of apostasy will learn to read is if I sell them the book under onerous layers of stagecraft. Inconveniently, my skill as a clown and vaudevillian cannot be figured in advance in any lesson plan.  Mine is an improvisational art, and I don’t braid with the same string the consciousness of every participant in the class or rip out my own heart with a stapler because anyone asked me to.


One of my lesson plans, I have to admit, seemed guaranteed to get school moms phoning and Keystone cops gesticulating. I didn’t nearly have all the ironic credenza graphed out on that one. Keep it in my pants, you say? I was a balls-out Bobalooey! My November capacola on the Book of Genesis had King James’ English and body English all down the line. I did more with a handclap or a finger snap than could be written into ten lesson plans. I was trumpeting about the maker of mankind and the innovator of language extemporaneously, because that was the only way to sell it.


To be sure, boneheads who won’t let the Bible be taught for what it is, a damn fine archetype of language and crimes, might refer to its hoary mechanisms in some other way. They might want to say God hangs over the public classroom, that He manifests His will in various political lost causes from time to time, or that He is mightier and newsier than us all.  These are improper concerns for my English classroom.  I only hope to convey the idea that in Genesis, God nails down his corpus on how the free-ranging word requites itself on this mundane plane. 


In the beginning the Earth was void and without form and God said, “Let there be light.” To make the light distinguishable from the dark was a naming problem the God think tank was into big time in them days.  Some angel might wonder, “For this caper, do we need our flashlights?”  Or, “Am I gonna need sunblock?” and, in lieu of practical naming devices to distinguish one celestial state from the other, be forced to take his chances.  Language is God’s discriminating gift to the ages.


Giving the formless void a name is hot but Holy work.  I do it in the classroom every day, an’ i’s heavy lif’ing, i’n’t?  How about starting with the blessed form and abstract of things and then following through creatively to the everyday reality? We have the words for whale kind, the form to make whales, that Leviathan there, and we also have the words describing every creeping thing on Earth, down to the last dang-blasted rodent and such.  Plainly God has the ideas ready, and un-delineated life comes streaming through that verbal mechanism, which matter he then pinches off as either manatees or mayflies.  I teach English the same way.  I introduce some divine quality, and it is the students’ job to make the concept concrete, writing  abstraction into reality through details and circumstances from their personal experience. Admittedly, dividing the abstract and the real with a God-like bearing doesn’t usually get the class doing the wave, but I regain the students’ flitting interest with the next scintillating tale, those naked primordials in the garden.


The story of Adam and Eve is the quintessential creation story following the first creation story, so like, hoo-boy, there’s an awful lot of creation going on in these stories!  I try to instill in my students the idea that words are what makes humans human and that this is why so much rupture and heartache evolves out of Adam and Eve’s violation of the rules of the forest primeval.


In the King James edition of the Bible (admittedly not a firsthand account of the proceedings but still the first freaking Bible in Shakespeare’s bloody English and the only one for which I have any cause to get chalk dust on my hands), the creation of man comes in two versions, and the reader has to keep both versions in mind at the same time. Following the celestial abracadabra of the opening lines, chapter one, verses 26-30, has God making man as the smartest, fastest, bravest animal in creation. Man is anthropromammalized into the supreme living thing on Earth.  All of man’s success as a tool-maker is preordained when the passage says he has dominion over everything, and, as examples, it names some particularly difficult nuts to crack that man has an angle for.  Man under-stands how the fruit we eat can also be turned into more fruit trees and how some herbs that grow, while not particularly satisfying on their own, are useful in preserving the life in other dead fowl, and beasts, and creeps.


I’m trying to teach in this lesson that the Bible begins with the powers of language.  So here’s the first man, bumped up from the hard seats, a good-looking guy, made in God’s image, a full head of hair, you can’t knock that, and he owes everything he’s got to one revolutionary, K-Tel appliance. This here amazing gadget is a tool, but it’s so convenient that it’s not even really a tool that you have to carry around physically and mess up your gear.  Man can deal with concepts and ideas that aren’t in the immediate moment, and project either backwards or forwards in time.  Thanks to language, he or she can dry up some Slim Jims and suck out that fulsome goodness until I don’t know when, the clock is still running on some of that dried shit; furthermore, after experiencing the odd glandular disturbance, he can plan some activity that he isn’t going to do now on account of the time won’t be ripe until later. Of all the gnarly powers in the primordial tropical jungle, this was the gnarliest: like the Creator himself, mankind can abstract his environment.  Language permits description of some big fat behemoth or what-have-you that a single, little dude wants to kill, but he has to plan and scheme and go get his whole neighborhood to come over and pile on with him.  Telling their peeps where to go to get the goods is a lot more powerful than folks having to bring down that mastodon with a pointy stick by themselves, in the immediate present moment they stumble upon it.


Occupying the selfsame book of Genesis, in chapter two, is a variant of the story of man’s creation.  Is it a different version than the one in chapter one?  Does it alter the relationship between Creator and created by a single mote?  No. The difference between the first version and the next one is wholly a matter of language style not substance: thus the name “story variant.”


The staggering difference between the two variants of the creation of man is that in Genesis One, the writer emphasizes man’s bangin’ power to subdue and dominate all of nature, and in Genesis Two, he brings out the ironical limits of that dominion.  Having already exalted man’s gifts as a maker of clubs and cutting edges, and having already alluded to man’s ability to do things by signs and gestures in the present that aren’t going to have any concreteness until days and years yet to come, the Bible establishes man’s shared lifeline with the rest of his Earthly paradise.


In chapter two, the moment of Man’s creation isn’t a further demonstration of the language and abstracting powers of man by which God has set him above all other life; rather, the metaphor is that God breathes life into the dust of Creation, giving man that oxygen-craving spark.  The emphasis here is not so much that man dominates everything as that he is connected to everything.  Man is made of the dust, the effluvium that remains after every destructive and all-consuming force in nature––grinding, rotting, digesting, and big-banging––has had its way.  And on the other hand, man is connected to the breath and lifeforce of God, the voice that has but to speak the words describing some aspect of Nature to bring it bleating into existence.


This section of my lesson plan asks what it means to have a living presence, a dynamic faculty that understands and affects what is substantively present to the senses but also contemplates the abstract dimension of existence.  Ray Charles or Charlie Brown, I’m talking about soul.  A soul is the repository of the individual’s language describing life, that eternal and tenacious consciousness we have, which apprehends the present and formulates axioms about the future.  Consider the difference between ourselves and our nearest cousins, the animals.  Do lemurs and large-mouthed bass devise elaborate ceremonies to convey their deceased to halls of memory?  Do apes take off from primate school a week each spring to celebrate the return of fertility and baseball to the Earth?  No, they do not.  No animal ever turned down three squares a day at the banana farm to torture a guitar, or racked their tiny brains to find a decent rhyme for opposable thumb.


I know from the outset of this lesson that some resistance to its methodology is inevitable.  My students are content with their received versions of the Bible that have no basis in the actual text.  Reading Genesis as a holy book of literature, on a par with Moby Dick or Gravity’s Rainbow, without amending the words with concoctions and contraptions, requires a disciplined application of intelligence that is sadly lacking in many who would have us believe they have perused the thing.  When analyzing a text, supplying more than what the words themselves imply is a sin against the sacred trust of language.  Let them that perpetrate this crime be struck mute as that bronze guy with his eyes bugging out in front of the Rodin Museum.  One of the worst abominations I have to overcome when I teach Genesis is the ridiculous idea that our mother Eve is the originator of sin, in league with Satan, the cause of death and taxes, and that the small comforts afforded by her pulchritude and charm are tainted with rot and corruption.  The words in Genesis, the second chapter, convey nothing of the kind.


What the words do is especially set Eve apart from the rest of the beasts and such in Creation.  I’m talking about the part where Genesis says that God, determined to find a help meet or companion for man, brings each and every creature before Adam, who names them all.  The connection between this naming function and the earlier passages, about the breath of life, and the forms of Creation, and man’s ability to use these handy language helpers to thrive in and dominate Nature, could only be discounted or ignored by the most uncouth illiterate.  With this naming passage, Adam uses language the way it is used in Genesis in the beginning, pardon the pun, and that is to discriminate among the fixtures of his environment.  Sorting through every conceivable item, in none of them does Adam find the help meet or companion he and God know he needs.


Amazed but unrattled by Adam’s inability to find a single suitable comfort among all the stuff He has brought into being, God puts Adam into a deep wangin’ sleep and removes one of the first feller’s ribs, forming man’s companion out of that.  The text makes it so obvious that woman, like Adam, has a privileged place in the garden of Earth: she isn’t formed by God alone, like everything else in Paradise, rather she is made by God from a part of Adam; therefore, Adam does not have dominion over woman as he does over the rest of creation.  Also, woman is the result of Adam’s deep, enchanted sleep, and from the reader’s familiarity with story grammar, the immutable and unwritten conventions of story that decree the justice and value of every plot twist and the status of every character, the reader should infer how woman is an enchantment, a prize more dear than everything else Adam has got.


Chapter two of Genesis leaves off with a nifty little nod to evolutionary progress where it acknowledges that woman is so valued by man that he will not cleave to his own genetic sort but will mix and match with hers.  To ensure the survival of human kind, the best of the genes of one family enclave must be cross-pollinated with the best of another to make a new family altogether.  The intentions of the literary masterminds who wrote Genesis are so clear on this point, I am amazed that anyone could believe in the ethnic purity or individuality of some one section of humanity and justify those sea monkeys in the name of God.  The only categories of humankind that Genesis discriminates between are man and woman.  In accordance with this teaching, I don’t acknowledge made-up distinctions of race, skin color, or language as a barrier to my cleaving or communing with any person, and I admit I’m uncharitable in my thoughts to them that do.


Since Genesis can only make poetical sense––it cannot be an historical account of prehistoric events–– the problem of the first three chapters of Genesis retelling the same story three times is not a textual deficit at all.  It is a song with three verses.  If this be an historical text relaying that William the Conqueror brought french fries to Kent, then it wouldn’t tell the story in three different versions, since doing so would entail a gross and humiliating loss of credibility.  Historians settle on one fabrication at a time and go with it.  Act like you know, professore!  The writer of Genesis is making music, not history, and he or she conveys the same idea in rhapsodically different verses. Genesis gives two stand-alone versions of the creation of humankind, one to separate the language-user from the racks of beef and one to identify one sex from the other.   After distinguishing humanity for its discriminating difference and sub-dividing humans into male and female, Genesis in the third chapter harps on the tragicomic downside of language use.  


I know full well you didn’t come here to get my critical analysis of the King James Bible.  You want to hear about particular events and tragic accidents.  I’m only saying everything I’ve done this school year is mapped out in my lesson plans. Trust me, I don’t have any extra-curricular activities.  While I stand by this statement, it is also true that some of the effects of what I say and teach in the classroom are unpredictable.  I hope my presentations will nurture the woe-fully scrawny literacy of the yoots in my care, but I cannot predict every collateral effect of my words and gestures.  To predict the far-reaching consequences of plunking small stones onto the smooth, pond surface of the present requires true prescience, and I’m just an humble English teacher.  I never claimed to be some kind of a mechanical genius.





      TWO

Minus my craggy mug and electrifying diction, that was my pitch on the first two chapters of the Book of Genesis, and typically the class is moved to an effort by it. Such is teaching early in the century, a damned breathless puppet show with the teacher having to be some kind of theatrical genius just to get Prince Curlew and Jhan’zelle to do their freaking home-work.  The modern classroom wants motivators, not academics, standing before the marks like some sweaty hack in an infomercial, selling one of those gadgets that makes an endless garnish from potato peels.  A kid looks out the window or nods out on his desktop, and it’s my fault for not being galvanizing enough to keep his flitting, flea-brained attention.  Me, I give them the old Lenny Bruce: “Look, kid, these are the jokes, okay?  It don’t get any better than this. Maybe you want my ‘Tits and Ass’ routine?  Alright, I’ll tell you where it’s at with tits and ass: that chick in the second row, she’s got a great pair of cans.”


The whole thing in education today is modifying instruction to meet the individual needs of the students, including somnambulism, appealing to any one of the various intelligences kids got today: your spatial intelligence, your interpersonal intelligence, your finger-up-yer-bum intelligence.  Not good enough is my old high school English teacher’s approach to Crime and Punishment, which was to, one, make us read it, and two, make us communicate what we read.  How horribly and tragically insensitive to rows and rows of music- and tactile-based learners was that?  If he were really any good, Mr. Creggs ought to have let one of us surprise the old, tooth-less cleaning woman on her appointed rounds and clobber her over the head with a paperweight, while another one of us spun on a cardboard mat, rapping about how choked up with guilt and remorse we all were.  Never mind that the students with whom I went to school could dig out the essential, gradeable elements of a daily lesson if they were written in lemon juice and mixed in with the trash;  Creggsy, the best teacher in my old high school, couldn’t teach “What’s on the menu?” to the kids of today.


I’m willing to accept that young minds have different orientations towards various kinds of learning, but my problem with teaching Dostoevsky eleven different ways to appeal to all of them is that making a collage of the book or casting Beyonce and Fi’ty Cen’ in key roles, isn’t much of a substitute for reading the book and writing about it, no matter how many issues of Source and Vibe get sliced and pasted.   The reason every school in America has an English class is pretty much to develop one type of intelligence, and all the paper mâché in all the cute dioramas in the world isn’t going to change or circumvent that mission.  Myself, I give a fairly rocking run-up before I finally hand out the books and paper, but you can bet the only work that ever passes Dex’s English class is work I can read and rest a coffee mug on top of.


The assignment following my bangin’ bit on the Genesis creation story doesn’t quite have them rushing to the library for the sermons of Soren Kierkegaard, but neither does it deplete my crafts cabinet of La Page’s and Crayola.  “I want you to use the Biblical story of the origin of man and the origin of naming as a starting point from which to consider your own beginnings with language.  Write about the process by which you carved out your own existence separate from the rest of the species, the essential names you called yourself and the essential labels you applied to everything else.  I want you to describe the serpent of consciousness in your own apple.  What does it say to you?  What is it like?  Whose voice does it talk with?”


“I don’t have a snake in my head.  Can I just put that down, for the snake part?”


“You don’t have a consciousness, a voice in your head?  So, you do admit that?”  Some knowing laughter from the room.  “Consider the alternative, kid. If you actually don’t have a thought in your head, isn’t it best to make something up and act like you do?”


I blustered on.  “This is a chance to do the kind of writing at which most of you who think you can write excel: no content except your understanding of yourself. No books to read and minimal limits on personal expression.  Remember the essay we did on Paine’s “The Crisis,” and some of you disowned your appalling grades?  ‘I’m not a D student, Mr. Matherson,’ you squealed, and ‘This can’t be happening to me, Mr. Matherson!  English is my best subject!’  Well, the personal narrative form is the reason you got the wrong-headed notion you could write in the first place.  Writing with an utter disregard for the history of English language and letters makes laureates of us all.  I tell you, this is an opportunity that will not come again in this course, so...Go!  Do!  Be!”


Students everywhere in the room were making the rudimentary observable signs of fully engaged, meta-cognitive activity. Two or three obsessively milled pencils to absurdly fine points.  Others carried in a crumpled mass to the mid-court of the room the first five words they had written and skyhooked them towards the round metal wastebasket by the door.  Their distasteful physicality in response to a purely mental challenge might have rankled, but I understood that for some of these pupils, this was the closest approximation to an editing process I was ever going to see.  


I was behind my desk with my personal fan blasting my face although it was November 9, and the room was cool.  I’m always uncomfortably warm and have embarrassing tides of perspiration on my face and neck unless I’m sitting in my own artificial jet stream.  Always it has been like this: my engine runs hotter than the norm.  In fact, I am a human furnace.  Jacketless through the whole of Philadelphia winter, May through September here is pretty much a relentless heatstroke for me, mopping my brow like Louis Armstrong with a Fruit-of-the-Loom towel.  I have never attended a Fourth of July wienie-roast or come out of the air conditioning to witness live fireworks in my life.  Had I been called upon by virtue of my literacy and erudition to help pen the Declaration of Independence in mid-summer of ‘76, the document would run to one sentence––”Dear George, Get the hell out of Dodge”––and most of the signatures at the bottom would be splattered with my cursed sparge. The reason I know I was put on this Earth to teach is because, in July and August, I pretty much have to put myself in deep freeze.  So here I was in late fall, basking in the invisible beam of my cool, desktop ray-gun, though it’s an action that invites the kind of dumb-ass student tittering I make it my business to squelch at all costs.


Looking to the back of the room, I noticed the three- hundred pounds of sluggish lipids calling themselves LaRoger Whalley, and they were obviously not working on the class assignment.  Instead, LaRoger was doodling something, off-task for the hundredth time since Labor Day.  He couldn’t have picked a worse day to ignore my instructions.  November, the month of my annual Genesis routine, was particulary stressful, punctuated with manic highs and leaden lows.  It is the time when the first report card comes due, and I was in a regimen of grading papers non-stop, amassing enough data to calculate the most accurate grades since the invention of red pens.  
Teachers who take home student work and fairly assess every sentence are few indeed, a crumbling bulwark against the inevitable collapse of public education; of these, your English teachers spend the most time grading, and in the Rockland High School English department, I assigned and graded more work than anyone.  I estimate that, with report card grades looming, I was reading 40 hours of student essays at home on top of my regular class-time hours.  


And they were terrible essays, butchering the language like slasher movie psychos let loose at a drive-in, with so much chopped up syntax and chopped up sense, I swear I could actually feel myself getting stupider just by reading them.  As compensation for this enormously tedious but supremely necessary effort, my body chemistry, if not my conscious mind, assumed the prerogative of a certain leeway in the area of my professorial comportment.  The usual barrier between the teacher’s public and private acts of language was tattered, and I became even more mercurial and imperious than usual.  And this LaRoger clown was fucking with me.


Not wanting to appear to make an anguished beeline from my desk to his, I casually rose from my cool wave of comfort and patrolled the class in general. “What’s wrong with that first sentence, Kasbar?”


“I dunno.”


“Yes you do, because we’ve gone over it a dozen times: it’s one of the ‘Ten Commandments of Good Writing.’  ‘I am writing about how I learned about language.’  What’s wrong with that?  Look at the chart.”


From every individual act of heresy and heartache, not to mention personal betrayal, that I had endured in many years of grading essays, I distilled the ten most galling errors and made a cardboard cut-out of Charlton Heston carrying them on two stone tablets.


Kasbar found the appropriate commandment and read it for me.  “Don’t narrate the writing process.”  


Good student.  Precocious lad.  “Yes!  Here’s a thousand Dexter Credits. Whoa, look at that passive face!  Don’t take it so hard, kid!  Students, the fact that you are getting up on your little hind legs to write an essay is all too obvious to the reader.  He has the evidentiary paper scrawled with your handwriting under his nose.  Say what you want to say, but don’t belabor the obvious like a two-bit magician fumbling to yank a rodent out of his hat.”


By this time, I was adjacent to LaRoger’s desk with a complete view of the content of the paper in front of him.  It was covered with a swirling graphic of his own name, a fantasia of ligatures and ganglia promoting himself.  Colleagues have suggested that the obsession for tagging every available flat surface with their own name, or some dopey nomme-de-spray paint like Drago or Schizism, is an excusable infantilism for kids who probably possess little else but their names and feel insignificant in the face of the towering concrete facades that surround them.  I would like to augment this mewling bungola with the observation made previously in this diatribe, that the desire to broadcast where we have been and what we have seen is a universally human attribute, and what is wrong with slapping one’s moniker on the wall with a crayon is that it conveys nothing.  Mere presence does not a discourse make.  My job as the English teacher is to train little cats and dogs not to spray their piss on everything, but to maybe give us a plot to chew on or a sequence of cogent thoughts for a change.


“What the hell are you writing, Whalley?  Your essay is one word long, and I could have got it off the roll sheet before you came in.”


“I’s no’ no corny essay.”


“Oh!  It’s not!  Well where is it then?”  I was losing my temper quickly, falling down a slippery slope of sarcasm and aggression.  I started flipping over all the items on Whalley’s desk, tossing aside his disappointing notebooks and vacant folders.   “Is this the essay?  No, that’s not it, is it?  Is this?”


“Hey, you fu’ing faggot!  Ge’ offa my stuff!”


Black wisps of smoke were pouring out of my ears, my brain charring, overcooked by days and days of grading unreadable student gibberish and left in the pan two minutes too long.  “You sh––What did you just call me?”


“You’re a fag, always newsing af’er guys.”


“I’m always after pathetic, slimy losers who can’t put a single, complete thought to paper!”


I was raging, hollering a foot from LaRoger’s impenetrable, jowly face.  Then the noodle-package Buddha one-upped my clumsy display of macho by reaching a foot into the aisle and knocking over my Charlton Heston cut-out bearing the “Ten Commandments of Good Writing.”  I could almost endure students defacing school property, drawing penises in 30-year-old copies of Our World in Literature, but when something of my own was threatened, it was intolerable.  


Will somebody please build a sensor that detects temporary insanity in the bearer and sounds an alarm?  The point in a blow-up at which I ought to have called a time out and dismissed myself to the teacher’s lounge is so obvious after the fact, I wonder that 85 cents of hardware can’t discern it before action makes the tipping point irrelevant.  I need a device to bleep or buzz and prevent what happens next.  “Get the hell out of my class,” I screamed, and to assert my authority, I grabbed the collar of LaRoger’s polo shirt with both claws.


Instantly LaRoger plumped himself out of his chair, countering my grab at his throat by grabbing at mine.  For two seconds we mirrored each other, enjoying a mutual throttle or repelling a mutual embrace.  Fortunately, other students pulled LaRoger away and interposed themselves between us before one of us broke a nail or something.  The usually annoying classroom cut-up startled me with a sober display of good sense, counseling the fat fuck to exit, and LaRoger did, and that was that.


Sitting at my desk in the breeze from my personal fan, I thought dark and terrible thoughts and waited for composure to return, without remembering how it felt, twenty minutes before, to still have my peace of mind.  Humiliation flushed hot sanguineness to my cheeks and neck as all my spark to teach sputtered and failed. 


I despise the use of rage and anger to control a class as it is completely useless and leads to primitive babble in the limbic system.  Additionally, I have as a resource an insidiously effective classroom management system that doesn’t so much as ruffle the air.  The worst thing about getting angry is the students’ enjoyment of the spectacle of it, laughing and rooting for blood. Coarse expressions of black rage they understand, so books are abandoned and the human ring is made.  The pleasure boys and girls get from hearing a measured voice go over the top, from seeing a usually masked face contorted in agony, is reason enough to avoid the use of anger to motivate and control.  The problem is, at moments of great stress the black clouds in my brain obscure years of experience and reason.  I let loose a tantrum because my body desperately craves one, and the offenses against me make me feel for a moment that I deserve to lash out.  Despite the many students I drag kicking and screaming into literacy, blowing my stack a few times a year is a significant weakness in my program.


Almost as bad as beating myself up for losing my self-control is the fact that school administrators get absolutely crabby when a teacher grips up a kid.  During my midday prep period, Dr. Oneroff called my classroom to inform me that not only had LaRoger Whalley fluked her office with a monstrous tale, but his mama, Mrs. Castor, was floating there like flotsam from the cursed Pequod at that very moment.  If I were to get that kid to recite the “Minister’s Sermon” in Moby Dick from memory, the fact of this exploit would be expunged like piss in the Pacific, but grab him once by the shirt collar and his mom flies to school quicker than an Orson Welles blow-up.  


The proliferation of cell phones contributes to the frantic pace of schoolyard negotiations and our regularly frivolous dispensations of justice. Whalley probably had a line to his mother even before he dove down the swirling staircase from my roiling floor.  Personally, I refuse to add to the ubiquity of cell phones and other handheld devices that contribute to the spinelessness of administrators in my line of work and elsewhere.  I carry no cordless contraption encouraging my unnecessary play-by-play reports from the stump to a calling list of similarly attenuated acquaintances.  All those displaced voices coming through phones where we should have no phones makes civil servants, who ought to act fearlessly, fearful of constant scrutiny and heightens the general paranoia.  Obviously anxiety peaks when everyone knows where everybody is––and what they’re wearing––all the time. The nation has voluntarily signed onto a dreary Orwellian surveillance grid for the sake of unlimited weekend minutes. A fake worldwide carnage is superfluous to compel us to relinquish our personal sovereignty.  LaRoger shrieked his perceived injuries to his mommy, virtually from the scene, cranking up the urgency of a situation that merited none. Grabbing collars to toss out the ruffians and villains is a well-worn literary trope, not an action deserving a play-by-play announcer with electronic chalk.  Your three-hundred-pound son can barely read or write English, Mrs. Castor.  When did you come charging down the street with your subcutaneous phone to grapple with that disaster?


I opened my locker and put on a tie and jacket that would have otherwise remained chalk free, then hurried to Dr. Oneroff’s office. The hallway was dark and smelled of garbage and the sporadic application of toxic cleansers.  Half eaten Tastykake baked goods given to students for free as they entered in the morning were smashed and smeared on the tile and mortar steps.  Along the way I picked up a stray nine of spades with a Bicycle backing.  Slipping it into my back pocket, I pedaled on to find Mrs. Castor already working herself into a froth for the benefit of my vice principal. To describe this creature with the current euphemism, she was heavy-set (surprise!) and wearing some kind of quilted, rayon housecoat.  I felt particularly threatened by the hair in untrained rays shooting out from her scalp.  I couldn’t bear to look at those aggressively unkempt spikes, so my eyes drifted downward to her canvas sneakers, worn like slippers so that her cracked heels crushed the seams in back, an adaptive clog for the new century.  


Oneroff’s room was not more than cubicle size, having been converted from a storage closet at some point in the hazy past, and the threat of excessive, unintentional intimacy with strangers was very real indeed.  Did I gulp shallow breaths because I was nervous about an imminent reprimand from my supervisor, or was I afraid that I might get a whiff of her parent visitor and her hair products?  Who can say?  The space offered no additional seating, so I remained standing, practically riding the knob of the door I had closed behind me, looking down at the vice principal and looking down on Mrs. Castor’s tufted head. 


“This is Mr. Matherson,” said the boss.  Oneroff wasn’t so bad, really.  I admired her ferocious disciplining of students in the halls and the way she had of sneaking up on miscreants to assign their suspensions.  That she had been an English teacher before crossing over to administration was another point in her favor, although I imagine she was an unrelentingly dry English teacher, as Oneroff had the most emotionless affect of any non-catatonic I had ever met.  She never wore a smile and seemed not to have one in her entire wardrobe.


“Mrs. Castor is disturbed about the incident today with her son, LaRoger Whalley.  I want to clarify what took place.”


“Of course.”  


At this juncture, the mother actually tried to snarl at me.  I think it was a snarl.  A kinder explanation was that she had had a spasm from local nerve damage.   After a crudely performed maxillofacial surgery, the upper lip curls around canine teeth involuntarily; I know this for a fact. In any case, Mrs. Castor looked as if her greeting skills came straight from watching reruns of COPS.


“I’ve spoken to LaRoger, and he’s spoken to his mother.”  No wonder I couldn’t get an assignment on paper from him: the kid was of the oral tradition through and through.  “He claims you called him an ‘exotic, slimy loser,’” Oneroff said as Mrs. Castor once more bared a fang.  


“No, this is untrue; that phrase doesn’t make sense.  In any case, it’s a distortion of what transpired.”


“Then, what did you say?”  I would be tempted to say that vice principal Oneroff’s face became more impassive, but that would be tantamount to saying the Earth’s gravity was really laying it on thick.


By this time, quoting from some mental transcript words I had spewed forth in class was an absurdity.   A percentage of the population––writers mostly––is equipped with brains employing the faculty for verbatim recall of past conversations, and mine is not one of those.  I could only testify to the broad outlines of what happened. “The student called me a faggot, confusing my interest in his completion of a few sentences in English with some kind of carnal interest in him.  His use of the disgustingly low pejorative enraged me.  I told him it was my duty to badger slippery students whose classwork output was pathetically small and by my tenacity redeem them.  I am not surprised he misunderstood my sentence, as it relies on the ability of the listener to differentiate between a displaced subject and the person at hand.”


“You do admit you were outraged?”


“Yes, of course, engorged.  Not only do I personally find the word ‘faggot’ most disgusting and disrespectful to myself and my class, but the stated policy of the School District of Philadelphia  by which I am hired to abide prohibits students from slurring anyone in school on the basis of their sexual orientation.  LaRoger’s use of the word ‘faggot’ is as offensive as it would be if I were to call him a ‘nigger.’”


“Damn you, mister!” Mrs. Castor wailed.  “Damn if I si’ here and lissen to some Pill’bury bastid call my boy a nigger!  I go’ frens dow’town, an’ I’ma tell ‘em abou’ you, so don’ thin’ I won’!  My boy won’ be re-nigra’ed or caw ou’ his name ah no school tha’s ‘posed to be loo’in’ ou’ fer his hef an’ edjumation!”


“Alright, Mrs. Castor.  Please be calm!”  I hoped beneath Oneroff’s mask-like demeanor she found the previous outburst distasteful.  Because sharing with students the rationales for learning to speak properly never impresses in the moment, I love it when every classroom selling point for Standard English turns out to be true in the field, crisp speech making a more trustworthy impression than frontier gibberish.  “Mr. Matherson did not call LaRoger a name.  He was making a rather vivid comparison, but he never committed that offense.  It was a misunderstanding.” 


The school visitor made a pouty face.  “Wha’ ‘bou’ him grippin’ up on my son?  Tha’s a lawsuit ri’ there, an’ ain’ no mis-un’ersta’in’ ‘bou’ dat.”


“Now, Mr. Matherson, did you grab the young man about the throat and tear off this button from his collar?”  She presented a white button between her thumb and forefinger so that I might identify it, as if I were capable of cultivating a mental file of every square centimeter of my students’ getups.


“I did grab his collar, my intention being to escort him from the class, but I don’t know anything about the origin of that button.”  A theory I didn’t dare to propound at that time was that LaRoger tore off the shirt button himself as a prop to support his story of criminal violation of gear.  Clothing is an obsession with my students, and an offense against their superficial dapperness takes precedence over all.  I have seen nearly illiterate young men wearing a scuff-protecting, shoe brassiere to shield their Nikes, and I have seen kids without a complete sentence in their skulls wrapping their wavy craniums with a nylon do-rag like they were preserving filaments of gold.  That his damaged clothing was the most important thing in LaRoger’s mind, forget that the teacher tried to throttle him, wasn’t very surprising.  I looked at the hulking, veteran of the wrestling circuit and imagined that she had inured her son to choke holds many years ago.  On the other hand, actual damage to clothing remained an unforgivable taboo in the Whalley-Castor facility.


Oneroff asked, “Why did you grab him by the collar to escort him from your class?  What preceded this assault on a student?”


“After calling me a faggot and being completely insensitive to the laboriousness of my job, he deliberately kicked over a treasured classroom artifact.  He violated the ‘Ten Commandments of Good Writing.’  Then, I lost my patience and told him to get out.  I grabbed his collar to enforce my command, and he responded by grabbing two handfuls of my shirt. Other students intervened, and LaRoger finally left without any assistance.”


Following my description of the fateful brouhaha, Mrs. Oneroff was the first to speak.  “Regardless of anything the student did to incite you, Mr. Matherson, there can be no doubt laying a hand on him was wrong.”


“I certainly agree.  I mention how angry I was, not to excuse my behavior, but to assure Mrs. Castor this physical brand of teaching is not what I would do in a rational frame of mind.”


“Mr. Matherson admits he put his hands on your son.  This is an intolerable offense and a complete breach of professional conduct.”  Had I not been so seasoned by similar “parent-teacher conferences,” Oneroff’s words would have withered me.  But I knew this was the part where Mrs. Castor got her pound of flesh, and if I withstood the flaying silently, she wouldn’t get anything else, like my teaching credentials.


“Additionally, as his situation in Mr. Matherson’s class is so poor, we will process LaRoger’s request to transfer to another English section so he need never return.”


I was dumbfounded by the mother’s reply.  “Nuh-uh, miz One’off.  He stay righ’ weah he be.  ‘Rog’ ax fo’ a tran’fer?  No!  Madderso’ sa bes’ teachah y’all go’ an’ my boy go’n’ ta hab him.  I won’ le’ ya moob ‘im.”  


I couldn’t tell if Oneroff shook her head slightly from the unlikelihood of Mrs. Castor’s aspirations for her son, or if her prim head wobbling to center meant the vice principal refuted the mom’s unexpected endorsement of me. 
“Will this be acceptable to you, Mr. Matherson?  Do you think you can repair the damage to your relationship with LaRoger?”


If we were contracting from scratch, I had a few complaints about that sack of a student to bring to the table.  “I committed an egregious error in LaRoger’s cultivation; however, he is still accountable for frittering away his class time and abusing his resources for learning how to write.  He needs a very good essay by tomorrow because a great performance now is the only way to offset his not turning in any work since September.”


“Wha’ do ya mean he don’ tu’n in any wor’ all ye-ah?  I knows he di’ yo’ wook.  Why can’ yo’ fin’ it?” She was coiling back into her hissing mode, now, and she flung a logical impossibility at my head.  “Show me the wook he hasn’ done!”


“Mr. Matherson says he has missing work,” Mrs Oneroff said.  “What this means is the current essay is doubly important.”


Mrs. Castor tried another tack to excuse her child from the burden of literacy.  “Mrs. Oneroff, how he gib assigh’men’ on da Bible anyways?  We a chu’ch goin’ fam’ly.  I offen’ dis mah’ prositize an’ he jus’ a teachah.  He say dat Ebe is vir-chous, tha’ they ain’ no Fall, and many uddah hairsies.  Wha’ abou’ sta’s of separation from chu’ch?  How can’ he brin’ his beleeps of Go’ inna hi’ class, li’ dat?”


Oneroff looked at me with eyes hard as glass marbles.  I made no defense for treating the Bible as the preeminent literary influence of all times, nor did I describe my dexterity tiptoeing around the whole belief-in-God mess. Using my keen cleaving skills, I tell students that the good news of Genesis Two is that man gets language powers to order and utilize all of Creation, plus he gets an enchanting match to help him in this dominion; the bad news is he’s going to die from the good news, or at least that’s what it says in Genesis Three.  


By the time I was leading my scholars through a discussion of Genesis Three, they could have no doubt who was in fact “more subtil than any beast of the field which the LORD God had made.”  That would be yours truly, Dexter Matherson.  I don’t think the district has another English teacher on its payroll who could rustle the lofty branches of the Tree of Knowledge and leave both the virtue of Eve and the benignity of the serpent intact.  Doubtless I relied on skills that are foretold in no lesson plan ever written, a wry expression here, an oratorical flourish there, hell, I’ve even stood on desks, but my interpretation is clean, depending on nothing that isn’t expressly written or implied by the given text, and that’s more than can be said about any traditional exegesis.


What the Bible actually says is that the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil is the understanding of death.  Chauvinist commentators get their strange kicks by arguing that falling under the sway of the serpent and eating forbidden fruit creates a rupture in the divinity of all things, but theirs is a position without literary logic or merit.  Eve’s mystical qualities, on account of she enters without faltering into new states of being, lead mankind forward into the knowledge of death.   The knowledge of life and death acquired by Eve boosts our species from dumb animals of the field to a fully aware humanity.


Animals without consciousness do not share our understanding that every living thing must die.  A beast might discern between animal flesh bursting with lifeforce and a limp carcass, but it takes the abstracting powers of language to foresee that one is going to die.  Deducing from the deaths of others that one will meet the same fate requires inductive reasoning in the subtle medium of words.  Similarly, discriminating between the present moment of life, our past experience, and the cold and lifeless future depends upon a system of verbs and tenses.  


Wielding the marvelous ability to tell shit from Shinola, remember the past, and project into the future also means the language-user becomes aware of the specter hanging over all human activity.  With language, man occupies a dimension other than the present.  As we know, it’s always MillerTime in the present, but with the understanding of tomorrow, and tomorrow after that, comes past due bills, 12-step meetings, sleeping on the couch, and grief.  When Genesis Three mythologizes about the moment man becomes aware of the specter of death, it does not dramatize a human fall from perfect grace: what the passage describes is nothing less than the very moment when our manikin ancestors discovered language and become human.


The serpent is this foreboding aspect of the power of speech.  That little fellow is the worm crawling ceaselessly through the apple-headed consciousness of every person who uses words.  The serpent isn’t Satan, Mrs. Castor, and neither does he jibe with that unnecessary, Rube-Goldbergian contraption of sin, temptation, and the fall.  All of that National Star bombast is someone’s critical addition to Genesis in the past millennium, not the original intent from the millennium before that.  I defy any whooping and oily evangelist to textually justify a reading of the Bible in which the serpent is the devil.  That’s hokum, a mere cultural affectation.  We don’t have the ultimate evil outside ourselves; on the contrary, the most subtle, death-dealing creature of them all wraps around every conceivable shape and meaning inside our heads.


According to Genesis, the consciousness that makes us man and gives us power over the whole of creation has another, darker aspect, of tormenter, prevaricator, and auger of doom and gloom.  Consciousness that we use beneficially to plan and calculate is also the surreal, free space that permits us to eat and drink in life-threatening amounts, or habitually show up to work a quarter-hour late, or slaughter everyone in the house because they were buggin’.  It is the devil in us, so to speak, and that whip-snap, serpent form is an allusion to the linear nature of language. In our heads or on the written page, a train of thought travels one snaking car after the other.


That the serpent in Genesis can talk is another way the storyteller makes certain we link its sibilant self to dark-dwelling speech.  Why muddy our pristine Biblical text with a magical, out-and-about demon in serpent leather, a comic book character with incredible superpowers?  We contain the seeds of disobedience and death in ourselves, in the way we turn life-threatening realities and deadly behaviors into distant and obscure abstractions, differentiate ourselves from Nature, and become morbidly aware of our naked innocence and corrupt wreckage.  


 Demeaning Eve in the story because she communes with the serpentine symbol of consciousness is a factual miscarriage, but it also shows a difficulty in comprehending the basic dynamic between the Genesis crew.  Psychoanalysis is bunk, but you can make some accurate predictions, I bet, based on a subjects understanding of the most basic biblical myth.  Imagine the horrific childhood of someone who pins all of the hardships in the world on Eve.  What’s that?  Drunken Dad comes home again.  First he’ll whip the boys for not being good enough to make Evie stay. Then he’ll scrub the girls’ faces with lye and befoul each pretty, appliquéd flower and sweet-smelling vial his relentless eye can find.  It’s nightmarish.


Awareness of us as a separate entity from the paradise of flora and fauna makes humanity a thing apart from the rest of Creation, but you don’t have to say that like it’s a bad thing. On the contrary, morning-after acknowledgement of our nakedness, our human dimension and its proclivities, is the bedrock of civilization (Twist! Twist!), the cultivation of the fields, toiling to earn one’s bread, and scooping change into our sabertooth smocks to pay the tolls.  Before Eve gets wise to the necessarily grim distinctions between themselves and unknowing Nature, Eve and Adam indiscriminately clump the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge with the rest of the landscaping.  Communion with the serpent of language makes Eve aware of the fruit’s particularities of being good for food and stimulating to look at.  The explorations of Eve lead to mastery.  Only inaccurate readers can corrupt or debase her.


We cannot earnestly refer to the ability to discriminate between the components of our world as a terrible fall from grace, not when we have in Genesis the example of God and Adam naming and differentiating as part of the design of Creation.  Maybe I’m reading with my wrong eyes, but the dramatic transformation that follows from eating the apple, Magritte’s apple on the label of Beatles records, seems only valid as a transformation in the name of literature, recording as it does a condition pervasive to existence since the first utterance of “Let there be light.”  Adam and Eve communicate with hokey stage whispers.  Eve is disingenuous regarding the great tree.  “Oh, no, what will happen to me if I eat some of this fruit?”  Wang-dang-dang-dan-dan. What Eve gains is what she already knows. Thus the name “Tree of Knowledge.”  


After the first couple’s non-transgressing transgression, God waggles his finger at Adam and Eve and puts an end to their Rodeo Drive shopping spree––some very stunning leaves there, boys and girls––dishing out that sweat-of-thy-brow, bruising-of-thy-heel stuff, but can any intelligent being genuinely believe that man’s true identity is to be traipsing around Eden naked, wordlessly sucking on fruits?  The so-called fall from grace is nothing more than a recognition that an ever present awareness of oneself and projecting one’s place into the foreign environments of yesterday and tomorrow, while making us human, must also make us aware of deprivation, sorrow, self-deception, and death.  


I’m not trying to make converts in my English class; I’m trying to make scholars.  I’m asking, “What does the book say?” and nothing else.  For the cognizant reader of Genesis, the mortality of man that is commensurate with his very identity is not a shocking disclosure, and even less so for the writer of Genesis, that esteemed and poetical crackpot. Language use has positives and negatives, and one facet is impossible without the other. Actually dwelling in Paradise would be tantamount to relinquishing our human consciousness, and only my blunt-smoking juniors want that.  For the rest of us, Paradise was never a practical option to begin with, hidden as it is behind extra-dimensional bouncers and blocked by blazing shish kebabs.  No human being has ever seen or will ever see a place where the entire architecture is literally beyond human consciousness.  Should any of my students or their cry-baby parents voice pangs for a world without English, I say, “Get over it-- it’s not like I’m telling youse there ain’t no more Brigadoom.”


I grunted very few words to the vice principal on the stimulating topics of man’s fall and Eve’s hubba hubba naughtiness, clinging to the belief that I can’t adequately encapsulate what happens between me and my students in class.  Oneroff made some comment about my course straying from the curriculum and insisted that I put a copy of my lesson plans on the Bible in her mailbox. 


After the meeting, I was exhausted, as if I had endured hours of prodding and examination in a cancer clinic. Thankfully, Mrs. Castor went away, convinced of her core triumph: that nobody had put one over on her or got away with anything.  And she even apologized for LaRoger calling me a faggot after all the trouble it took to make him say gay.  I wondered if my puny measure of violence wasn’t warranted, after everything, in the cause of literacy.  Had LaRoger jumped out of his seat because I implied he couldn’t write, or was an unruffled shirt collar his only concern and motivation?  Being able to express oneself or understanding the most complicated messages from another is more than a skill; literacy implies adherence to a whole system of human values.  The rules of grammar, the subjunctive case for instance, include trivia that are irrelevant to communication, but story grammar, the rules of being human, can only be dispensed with at great personal risk.


You think so?  Not at all.  I’m being truthful, young lady; if I were trying to be ironic, don’t you think I could conjure some ominous thunder to underscore my pronouncement ?






  THREE

My students at Rockland High School in the Philadelphia District have overwhelming deficits in reading comprehension and writing skills.  I teach eleventh-graders, and some of my classes are comprised of the school’s elite, the presumably college-bound and advanced placement kids.  For ten consecutive years I gave my own reading level assessments in September, and, unbelievable though it was, year after year,  75% of my Rockland roster were reading no better than an average seventh-grader elsewhere.  Their writing typically was at least as disappointing as their reading, with their feeble output often failing to demonstrate the most basic sentence, structure, and syntactic rules, or any kind of paragraph organization.  Even the students with the firm conviction they were heading to college failed to show the range of skills they were supposed to have learned in middle school.  


I know three children who attend public elementary and high schools in the suburbs.  Sitting over their writing homework, I have questioned them extensively on the caliber of assignments they receive at their various developmental levels, and have seen first hand the sort of work they turn in to their teachers.  In my professional opinion, the writing technique and style of the fourth-grader is comparable to the stuff I am working on with my Rockland juniors, and the difference between the expansive, lively discourse of the freshman of my acquaintance and the corresponding nuts and bolts approach of three-fourths of the students in my urban classroom is like the difference between the prose of William Gaddis and the directions on a can of paint.


Faced with this grim reality, many of my colleagues in urban public schools just give up, call it a year, add twenty to that, and call it a career.  How could anyone think to castigate the teacher who, faced with an impossible task, refuses to do it?  In this dirty and foolhardy fight for inner city literacy, the balcony and everyone in the bleachers is screaming for the teacher to take a dive.  For one thing, most of my colleagues are doing little more than marking time in the classroom, preventing homicides and open drug use and that sort of thing and not much else; furthermore, they have first hand evidence that other teachers all over Philadelphia are cashing in their chips as well.  I’m not getting a fresh supply of pumpkin-headed, illiterate freshman admitted to my school every fall unless eighth grade teachers from all over the north and northwest parts of town are winking at the bald ignorance and nifnodness of those leering Jack-o-lanterns and passing them on.  


I mean it.  Not one word of this is exaggeration:  75% of my juniors, even the elite students, cannot read with accuracy and comprehension anything more complicated than the achingly hackneyed captions in a photo spread of vacuous celebrities.  Why find fault with the English teacher who hands out Entertainment Weekly in lieu of American literature texts?  I swear to you, I’ve had juniors balk at the wordiness of my syllabus, two minutes into the course. “This is lo-ong!”  As for their writing, “I am writing about how I acquired language skills” is not just their crappy, unintentionally metacognitive opener––it is their length and breadth on the matter.


I don’t condemn my colleagues who, faced with this bleak reality, wipe their hands and reach for the Daily News crossword.  I can’t blame someone for giving up on a job that requires 33 separate lesson plans to deal with that many levels of development in every class, five classes a day.  A person would have to be some kind of obsessive lunatic to put in the 80 hours a week my job demands, especially since teaching to socially and intellectually stunted mannequins in jerseys and track suits is not the job teachers are trained to perform. English majors were cramming the antiquated lingo of Chaucer and the post-dated claims of Modernism at my alma mater, not the fine points of pronunciation of “Rocawear” and “Aeropostale,” “big-pimpin’ with yer gin and juice,” and “keeping yer kicks clean while keepin’ it real, boyee.” 


Teachers are least prepared in the chilling realities of maintaining classroom discipline.  Aware of the difficulties of actual professionals in the field, my classmates begged our teachers at Temple University to divulge any secrets they might possess about how to defuse a detonating classroom.  I vividly recall the smug and totally useless responses we heard.  The reading professor counseled that teacher proximity was the only thing we needed to calm an agitated scholar.  Should someone be disturbing the whole group (yanking on his crank, taking out his crack), just continue the lecture while standing near to that individual, and he would take the non-verbal hint to re-direct his enthusiasm.  She said gornisht about where to stand when everyone in the room is babbling or the usefulness of establishing proximity to a firing cannon.  Our professor whose specialty was lesson planning and presentation had a rougher edge than the reading professor, and his advice was to “accidentally” step on the toes of the offending student, which would give the kid the message that you meant business.  Right, and some limping miscreant taking the desk apart to get a piece of metal he could use as a cudgel would give out the message that business hours were over. Every teacher of living students in the district of Philadelphia would agree with me that these two slugs of wisdom are a coin that can’t be spent anywhere in that magical realm.   


Asking a completely unprepared, newbie teacher to wade into a cesspool of perseverative knucklehead behavior and come out smelling like roses is setting expectations a tad high.  We can’t fault the teachers if they somewhat lower their behavioral standards, locked up as they are with an utterly corrupt, gaping sewer of a class, armed with nothing but a box of Kleenex and a mound of chalk dust. We can’t fault them even if those expectations drop to nothing: the kid sat his butt down in class every day and didn’t ask me for anything or annoy me too much, so I passed him on to high school with a “A” in Language Arts.  


An advantage I had over my colleagues was that I knew going into my first classroom what socially deprived ado-lescents are like, and I already had a tried-and-true method for dealing with them, a more useful arsenal than hollow intimidation.  I had a teaching background that wasn’t limited to some theoretical whimsy I got from a doctoral candidate whose only practical in-class experience was a student teaching year on the Main Line at Merion Mercy Academy for Girls.  I’d knocked about some before I got into this noble profession, and for that reason I had better success than most.


The average teacher of English expects to spend her time explaining the Freudian implications of the bedroom scene in Hamlet, and she gets flustered and bitter when she finds out  what she’ll actually be teaching is “Don’t cook your hockers on the radiator.” I love reading Finnegans Wake as much as the next guy, but expressing my enthusiasm for endless allusions and a punning frenzy of breathless sentences wasn’t my reason for getting into this teaching racket.  I came into this profession because of an experience teaching juvenile delinquents and sociopaths as a live-in “houseparent” at a reform school on the outskirts of Chicago.  I directed the scraping of excrement from the kitchen cabinets and then oversaw a kid making Tuna Helper with their contents; I watched a ten-year-old in a tantrum stomp open a can of motor oil with his bare feet and then helped him entertain the campus director on the same carpet two-and-a-half hours later.  This was the experience that led me into teaching high school English in Philadelphia, not walking across the suspension bridge from Camden, singing “Out of the cradle endlessly rocking” to the scavenging gulls.


Much good can be done in an urban classroom setting if the teacher’s expectations are as much janitorial as literary.  I came to the job aware that the population in Philly’s public schools has much in common with the institutionalized juveniles I taught in Chicago.  So, I expected much heavy lifting of unnecessary student baggage, a thorough polishing of the three essential classroom behaviors, and unclogging of all the worthless, stinking crap in the pipes that must be cleared out before any useful work on academic goals can begin.  This year LaRoger Whalley qualified for my full service, student purgative by his casual disregard of specific classroom directions, his inability to accept correction (I say “not accepting my feedback” in the trenches, and students invariably pick that out as a Dex catch-phrase), and his piggish insensitivity to the feelings of students and teacher alike.  In the late afternoon the day of our Homer and Bart routine, he waddled into my room looking for some kind of remediation. I knew exactly what needed to be done.


“LaRoger!  Good job making yourself available for extra tutoring.  Here’s a hundred Dexter Credits just for walking through the door.”  I handed him a slip of intricately stenciled paper currency, modeled after real dollars but with a celebrity in the cameo window.  I think Halle Berry was on the 100.  “What may I help you with?”


He stuffed the DC into his pocket. Somewhat enthusiastic acceptance of a teacher’s positive feedback showed a rudimentary motivation that was encouraging.  “I nee’s he’p on the Bible essay.  Don’ know wha’ to ri’ abou’.”


“Okay.  Take a seat in your usual chair and I’ll help you to organize things.”


One aspect of teaching in the District was having to use desks that were inappropriate for the weight and girth of really big students like LaRoger.  The desks were an absurd seat and desk combination, probably to limit the number of items in the filthy class that could be easily thrown, and they were especially cruel instruments of torture for great big guys. I could almost feel pity for him as he shimmied himself into the tiny cockpit.  LaRoger sat glumly, a coating of perspiration on the tan skin of his porcine forehead, while I shifted back and forth in my three-wheeled office chair and cooled myself at the stream from my personal fan.  What I wouldn’t give in the clutches of a humid Indian summer for working windows I could actually open to circulate the stale and oppressing air.


I was waiting for LaRoger to take some action signaling his commitment to the tutoring process, but he only sat and stared blankly.  “Do you have any materials with which to work, LaRoger?  Did you bring your notebook, pen, and paper?”


“Uh-no.  I dinna’ know I nee’ed dem.”


“You can never accomplish work without the appropriate materials.”  Already the kid was arousing me to anger, but I managed a neutral, even pleasant tone.


“In my past association with you, I have found you typically unprepared and off-task.  I want us to make better use of the one-on-one time we have together this afternoon, so I will be generating a point sheet for you that will be a concrete sign of how much progress you are making.”  I pressed the return button on my laptop and the printer near it made throat-clearing noises.


“Dex! How you go’ pu’ me on poin’s i’ no’ eben class?”  LaRoger knew the motivational system, my token economy of points permitting little room for goofing off.  With him being the only student in the room whose behaviors I was assessing, he was trapped; I could follow up his every deviation from instructions.


“The only way I’m going to work with you, LaRoger, is with a graphic reminder of our goals.  Take this point sheet.  Write your name at the top.  Good.  In the positive points column give yourself a hundred points for following instructions to start a point sheet.  Now, what do you say when I give you feedback, like positive points?”  This was a prompt, but I could afford to be generous.


“Oh-kay,” he said with unnecessary punctuation and a hint of bitterness.  What was it about my giving him basic instruction that made this lad rebel so?


“That’s right, LaRoger.  When you acknowledge my positive feedback, it is a way to show me that my compliment has hit its mark and that you will keep on accepting my feedback.  Write 100 positive points for accepting feedback.”


LaRoger said nothing and wrote down his score making it obvious that the task of recording about a half-dozen words and numbers on the page would all but exhaust him.


“You are earning feedback and points at a fast clip.  Before the math gets out of hand, I better tell you what the overall point goal is going to be for outlining your essay on personal language.  At the top of the point sheet where it says “goal” write 5,000.”


“Fi’ thousan’! How’my ge’ tha’?”


“What you are doing now is not following instructions.  When you don’t follow instructions, setting up your card takes time away from completing your essay outline.  For not following instructions, in the ‘negative points’ column write minus 200 points and how you earned them.  Say okay.”


“Oh-kay.”  He was furious, and we had not even begun to test his writing ability.


“That’s good, LaRoger.  Now you can earn some of those points back by following the last instruction to record your negatives.  When I give you an instruction I want you to look at me, say okay, and do what I asked.”


“Oh-kay,” he glowered.


“That’s a good job of looking at me and saying ‘okay’ but the affect is all wrong, LaRoger.  You can’t say it every time with bite, like a pit bull growling at the man with the leash.  Let me hear a civil acknowledgement.”


“Okay.”  He dropped the bitter accent and really sounded much more human that time.


“Good.  For following instructions to complete your card by looking at me, saying okay, and writing down the signs and numbers, you earned a positive 100 points.  That’s good feedback for you.”


“Oh-kay.”  He made some more notations on the rapidly filling form.


“I appreciate it when you show me that we are equally engaged in these transactions.”


“Okay.”


“Now, earlier, when I was saying you had earned points for following instructions, you recorded the points, but you forgot to acknowledge me by looking or speaking.  When you do that, LaRoger, I feel dehumanized.  For not acknowledging my feedback then, you lose 200 points.”  My tone was measured, neither robotic or fake-cheerful.


“I di’ too say ‘okay,’ e’ry damn time.”


“See, LaRoger, what you are doing now is not accepting my feedback.  I’m not going to be able to teach you how to write your essay on language use if you blow off the criticism it will be necessary to give you.  For not accepting my feedback, you lose 200 points.”


“Oh-kay!”


“Good.  Good job letting me know that you accept my status as the teacher!”


“Oh-kay!”


“Good job accepting my positive feedback.  For those two acknowledgements, you earned 200 points.”


“Oh-kay.”


This is how I used behavioral motivation with a token economy to teach English.  Students couldn’t argue with me or sit around idly, and every word I spoke was acknowledged and obeyed or else the omission earned an immediate deduction from their grade.  I modified the tallying system somewhat when working with the whole class, and as good as I was at monitoring student behavior, which was as good as anyone, I didn’t see and record everything in a class of 30 students, though that was my goal; however, every behavior, verbal and non-verbal, that went down in my classroom counted as a positive or negative consequence.


A point sheet that any one kid was keeping and I was reviewing would slow the work of the class, so most of the time I told students to record my feedback in their “Notes of the Day,” and I kept my own record in a spreadsheet program on my laptop.  Dextra Credit funny money accelerated the process in that it was easier and more motivating to hand out an immediate physical token of the student’s positive achievement  than to laboriously record every positive performance on paper.  I collected the bills at certain times before the end of the marking period.  Controlling inflation and stagnation in my token economy as carefully as Alan Greenspan at the Fed, I set the value of my circulating paper at 10,000 Dextra Credits to one grade point on the final marking period grade.


The system I used was workable, portable, and fair.  I made behavior 20% of the class grade, so losing points for knucklehead activity such as doodling, sleeping in class, or insulting the teacher negatively affected the total marking period grade.  Occasionally, I had to defend this strategy to some know-nothing parent or administrator who wanted to know what the children’s class behavior had to do with their accomplishments in English and how I could factor it into their grade.  My answer to this short-sighted view was that I wasn’t piggybacking my behavioral data on top of the English grade.  It was the way other way around: writing an essay is a behavior, reading and comprehending is a behavior, and showing concern for other scholars is a necessary behavior too.  When the elegance of this argument failed to impress, I pointed out that communication skills, listening skills, and speech are part of the Philadelphia English curriculum.  My duty to the system was to calibrate every child’s ability to hear and follow directions, respond positively to criticism, and express his needs and individuality in a way that was productive and inoffensive to the group as a whole.  Nobody––harpy parent, stodgy teacher, or imperious administrator––had ever won this argument with me about the impact of classroom comportment on kids’ English grades. If a principal had even once insisted that I abandon my diabolical method, and none ever did, I would have clandestinely cooked that cauldron of positive and negative points without an official endorsement, because it’s the right thing to do.  I can’t imagine trying to teach kids with the motivational deficits my students have unless their classroom behavior affects their grades.  Absent that leverage, the ignorance in those classes is too grossly dominating for me to budge. 


Which brings me back to LaRoger, who was finally ready to test his instruction following skills on something challenging, the essay about his personal history with language.  With not having brought any paper or pen to class figured in, LaRoger was down 500 points.  He needed to earn that plus 5,000, and I assured him he would earn points quickly when he got some ideas on paper.


“What you need to do is write down a number of ways that language has shaped who you are, and a number of ways that you have shaped language.  Do you get that, LaRoger?”


He looked uncertain.  “Li’, how I go’ my name?”


“Yes.  That’s an instance where language shaped you.  How do you relate to that moniker of yours?  It’s a doozy.  How do you feel about it?  When you approach people, coming through that LaRoger pane of glass, how do you act to back up the vibe it gives off?  Ya folla’?”


He looked as befuddled as a hippo on a ski slope.  “That’s a paragraph or two, on your name.  Then, I need you to write about the personal language you grew up with.  What were the important labels you put on your environment?  How did you describe the people in your life?  What use of language tied everything together so that you could express your essential reasons for living?  Is this clear, LaRoger?”


“What lang’age di’ I use.  I ge’ it.”


I took a mouthful of some sweet, soda confection from the Foghorn Leghorn mug on my desk.  Then I picked up my backpack out of the dust near the baseboard and removed a paper bag.  “I’m going down the hall for a few minutes.  I’ll check on your progress when I get back.  You need the main ideas of at least five paragraphs.  And for listening attentively, you earned five hundred positive points.”


“Oh-kay.”  LaRoger was writing his points down on the tally sheet as I slipped out the door.  I feared he wouldn’t be able to do what I was asking, and I admit I was frustrated by his inability.  I knew the fault was his own stubborn taciturnity and not in my presentation of the lesson.  What sentient being does not have an understanding of the words swirling around in  consciousness their whole lives and some rudimentary idea of how they got there?  Less than this is less than human, I thought.


The “teachers only” men’s room was fifty feet down the hall from my classroom, and with only this small gap between us I was reasonably assured I could safely leave LaRoger untended, so I carried my paper sack and its contents away from him.  An oddity is that an environment safe for students, the district standard, isn’t necessarily an environment safe for teachers.  The converse of this statement is also true.  I find that odd, but I’m no logician.  


The teachers’ men’s room was locked, and the message of the lock reinforced with an “out of order” sign.  Fortunately, I had a master key for every door on the floor. We had experienced a continuing problem on the third floor with security.  None of the locks was proof against student intrusion.  One day I had been all but certain that persons unknown had visited my classroom when I wasn’t in, and the eerie feeling of violation persisted.  I hate mice, but worse is the idea of a T-maze map of my stuff in the mind of a mouse who is tracking through my desk, charting the sticky residue of my business.  Dreadful.  The restroom being recently savaged was not the only sign that conditions at Rockland High had by this time reached a new low.  The door resisted, then opened, wiping my hand with a clear, gelatinous substance.  I tried to inspect the cause more closely but flicking the light switch was in vain.  


The lavatory was nothing more than a closet on the main hall, with a commode, sink, and mirror, and only a little larger than the facilities on an airliner. The solid oak door was all that separated its disheveled and vulnerable occupant from the stream of noisy and impertinent youth outside.  I never visited during class times unless the hallway was clear, and the poorly patrolled third floor hallway was rarely empty unless it were after or before school hours, as now.  Using my foot to keep the dim spot of hallway light on the situation there, I examined the broken, fetid toilet brimming with effusion and took in a roll of spongy material bunched at the base of the door.  With the thick greasy slick I had palmed getting the door open, the roll would probably form a perfect seal of the closet, undoubtedly to abet students sneaking an illegal smoke during class times.   


My next maneuver was difficult as I was all but retching at this point and spraying an aerosol from the paper sack only added to the lethal atmosphere. I did what I had to do and left the remains of the paper bag with the garbage on the floor. Then I returned to room 318. 


 In the previous fifteen minutes, LaRoger ought to have put some ideas on paper about his verbal lineage, so I walked to his desk to have a look.  His output was disappointingly miniscule and abysmally decomposed.  He showed no sign of under-standing the assignment.


I read from his paper as he continued to scribble on it.  “'It comes from my aunt.  Not pronounced that way.’ LaRoger, you have to express complete thoughts, even when you are only planning what you want to write.  What you say there doesn’t make any sense, and it won’t be any clearer when you try to do your essay from it.  The purpose of this exercise is to help you to write, not just delay the inevitable discovery that you have nothing to say.”


“How you gonna’ tell me wha’s in my head?  Dex al’ay do dat.”


“Okay, what you are doing now is not accepting my feedback.  You’ll never complete a decent essay if you don’t listen to and incorporate my characterization of your errors.  You lose 200 points.  Write it down.”


“You sa’ I wou’ ge’ poin’s by workin’.”  His tone if not his sense became sharper.  “I di’ some work.  Now you gon’ take poin’s away?”


“Okay, what you are doing now is not accepting my feedback about not accepting my feedback!  You lose 500 points.  Write it down.”  I was proud of myself thus far for not repeating the morning's thuggish behavior, but I could feel myself becoming irretrievable angry.  I should have sat with my back to LaRoger, facing the wall, crocheting a doily or something, but I didn’t.  Instead, I more or less leaned over in his scowl.


“You mi’s well give me a thousan’ negatives.”  He put his borrowed pen down on his borrowed paper and leaned away from me.


I was feigning control over myself that I did not truly have when I said, “What you are doing now is not following instructions.  For not following instructions you lose a thousand points.”


He shifted his bulk and rose out of his seat, forcing me to back up a step.  I thought he was going to hit me, but he said, “I gotta go to the can,” and started out of the room.


“What you need to do is finish this outline.  This is my time you’re wasting as well as your own.  I don’t feel obligated to offer you assistance when you keep such a leisurely schedule.”


“Loo’, Dex.  I go to the can, then I come ba’ so’s you can he’p me some mo’.”


“For Chris’ sakes, none of the third floor toilets are open!  I’ll be waiting half an hour for you to hulk back, if you get back.”


He turned and leered at me.  “Den I’ll use the teacher’s.”  And that’s where he went, brazenly to use the male teacher’s toilet, with me trailing after him like I was his lackey or something.


LaRoger looked at me and nodded, a smirk on his ham-sized face.  Then with a strong yank he pulled open the lavatory door and took a step inside.


“Holy fuck!  Stinks li’ shi’.  Yo’, Dex, is you sick or somfin’?”


The smell was indeed overpowering, and wanting only to evade it, I closed the door behind him with all my strength.  The timing of my move caught him completely by surprise.  I could feel LaRoger’s bulk bounding off the oak slab like he was a sack of cement I had swatted with a bat.


“Wha’!?”  The resultant crash of his falling carcass shook the floor.  I heard the toilet shatter and the pipe burst under him as LaRoger made indefinite sounds and animal grunts.  I tried pulling the door open as LaRoger had but could not budge it.  Although I knew water was flooding the room inside, the crude gasket the vandals had made was keeping the closet watertight. Frantically I ran to the janitor’s closet nearby, but all I could find there was a chair and one of those long-necked funnels for filling a gas tank. 


Standing on the chair, I forced open the transom above the restroom door and put my head into the semi-darkness. LaRoger was helpless as a beetle flailing on its back.  I could make out the chunks of scattered porcelain and saw a fountain spraying from the ruptured pipe.   Amazingly the seal was still holding, so that more water was rising than seeping out into the hall.  Soon, LaRoger’s twitching face and opened mouth would be submerged in the fouled toilet water and floating turds.


“I can’t open the door, LaRoger,” I said to his dazed porcine hulk. Then, I had an epiphany.  “Ah, I understand what you were getting at, now.  ‘Not pronounced that way’ refers to your name, doesn’t it?  Some kind of French affectation, yes?  La Rogay, then, like the thesaurus?  Very good.  Why didn’t you correct me all this time? Use complete sentences and there’ll be no mistaking your meaning, alright?

 
“Look, I have to go, but this mouthpiece will buy you some extra time.”  I threw the long-necked funnel into LaRoger’s gaping piehole, a perfect shot, the funnel sticking straight up.  The last I looked the water and excrement were attaining it but not yet whirling round and draining in.


The hallway was quite empty, our work having lasted for ninety minutes after the ringing of the 3 o’clock bell.  I retrieved the personal things I needed from my classroom, after placing LaRoger’s stunted work on my desk.  On the ride home, I listened to the new Elvis Costello CD and made a calculated stop at the drugstore.





           FOUR

I tried to get out of bed several times and finally did so only because I had exactly enough time to bathe, shave, dress, and drive to work. My morning consisted of a precipitous depressive down following a dizzying evening high, a cycle to which I am metabolically susceptible.   Choosing a shirt that matched my trousers was a luxury I couldn’t afford, as was getting a clean cup for my coffee.  Every thought in my head was sour, and my pessimism extended to the relative fitness of other drivers on the road as well as my own puffy face in the rear view mirror.  Why do other people’s faces seem inevitable and our own a contingent improvisation?  I sipped a tepid jumbo caffeine drink from a dirty plastic tumbler, knowing that this chemical infusion would not lift my mood; it would only stave off a crippling migraine.  When shifting gears in my foreign, economy car and steering became too much to do with one hand and my knees, I spilled coffee on my khaki slacks, sound evidence that things were just as crappy as they could possibly be.


In contrast, the night before had been an exhilirating rocket ride along the meridian of my sky.  I was reading the first drafts, so to speak, of my students’ personal language pieces. My giddiness wasn’t because they were brilliant, or even much evidence that I had stood in front of them waving my arms since September, but they did occasionally contain succinct accounts of the origins of individual consciousness.  The topic was exciting, and my mood was elevated by seeing, every ten papers or so, a student understand the problem I had set and relate to it. 


One student, Zofhya, related the pseudo-religious/mostly  improvisational method by which her parents chose her name and the mixed pride and chastisement she felt every fall when the routines of the school year introduced its idiosyncrasies of spelling and pronunciation to a new set of teachers and students.  I recalled my own attempt to read her name for the first time from the roll sheet and how the student gave me a oh-no-not-again look and corrected me.  “It’s So-fee-yah,” she said, as if the pronunciation of Zofhya was as clear and obvious as Bob or Ed.


More than any other student in the current stack, Zofhya could pinpoint certain words and characterizations she had appropriated from outside her own mind and convey how these charms and talismans shaped the young woman she had become: devout, stubborn, devious, and determined.  Her identification with my humble assignment and her care to follow each of its permutations thrilled me.  I found myself reading a line and then springing around the room in my boxer shorts, revelling in it.  A student who at least attempted to volley my serve in the pervasive and mystical game of language was exhilirating to me. 


A lunatic wife of mine had once got me to study the chakras of the body and attempt to raise the lowest deposit of anus energy up through six other chakra levels along the spine and through my cranium.  Fantasy this may be, but the top of my head reading language pieces was sunlit and opening, just like in a Terry Gilliam animation.  I devoured Zofhya’s paper and several more as if I were popping amphetamines. On the side, I had deep insights into the complex give and take of language, insights that were banal and idiotic when I found them on my notepad in the morning.


As high as I had flown the previous night was as deep as I sank the morning after.  Many teachers take the day off when they experience severe depression, a fairly common state when people have little efficacy in their work and are bombarded with daily reminders of their low worth to others.  They just call in and pull the covers over their heads, or drink and go cut donuts in the athletic field with their Toyotas.  The goldbricking, “mental health day” must be a necessity for many of my colleagues, or else how could they cope, but I couldn’t do that, stay at home depressed.  My demons were too ferocious to face alone and I didn’t drink.  Better I should go to work and scream all day at boneheaded students or maybe grab some kid by the throat and see what happens.  What punishment could there be?  Fire me?  You’ll be doing me a favor!


These were my thoughts as I arrived at Rockland, stepping through the trash strewn parking lot, walking down the stripped, dull tile floor that wouldn’t be buffed to a shine again until July.  Entering the office where teachers were supposed to sign in (as if the full-scale implosion of an untended classroom wouldn’t be a sufficient tip to the administration of a staff absence), I could sense the day was starting strangely for everyone.


“Dex, did you just get here?”  A fellow toiler in the English mines was greeting me.


“I did, Ruthie.  Can’t you see these laugh wrinkles?”


“There’s been a tragedy.  LaRoger Whalley drowned in the teacher’s toilet just down the hall from you.  The cleaning lady found the body and about a thousand gallons of sewage that swept her off her feet.”


Yippee!  The hallway’s been swept.  I mean, “That is a tragedy.”  Now we’ll have to explain to Action News reporters, mournful students, and the school board how he wanted his name pronounced.


“Classes are cancelled today until the counselors get together a crisis response, but we will have a meeting of bereaved and troubled students at eleven in the auditorium.  I was hoping you would say something comforting to everyone.  LaRoger was in your eleventh grade class, right?” 


“I’m afraid I couldn’t.  It wouldn’t be appropriate for me to speak.  His mother and I had an unpleasant conference in Oneroff’s office yesterday, and my appearance might be misunderstood.”


 “Not really,” Ruthie said in a tone full of resentment over not ending her quest for a eulogist with me.  “TV crews are already on campus.  Half of the student body will be at the bereavement assembly.”


Why not?  The other half of the student body was beached in the hall outside my room.  “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”  


Her gaze registered deep disappointment and annoyance in my answer.  I wanted to say, “Hey, give me a break!  I hated the fat bastard, but it’s not like I killed him.”  Ruthie released me, turning her shoulder away, already looking for some other worm who could mourn LaRoger’s passing with a straight face.


Then Starling, the second vice principal, waved me into his office.  He was on the phone, giving the school’s official account of things to someone in the press or maybe an administrator downtown.  His words were empty phrases to my hearing, irrelevant to LaRoger Whalley’s true impact on the school and irrelevant to the deep feelings I experienced per-sonally now that he was gone.  Starling had a bad reputation among members of the staff; they thought he was a racist who could only accept one kind of teacher standing at the chalkboard in front of our clientele, someone the same color as the majority of our students.  Reports to those wary teachers from students who worked as Starling’s aides did nothing to alleviate the atmosphere of tension and distrust.


The idea that being one color or another should change the English curriculum one iota was anathema to my thinking and rejected by me utterly.  Starling gave rough treatment to some of the creaky old-timers whose terms at Rockland began when the school only served its ethnically Irish and Polish neighborhood. However, he and I had always managed to be respectful, even friendly, in our interactions.  According to those same students who were his aides, Starling had said I was the only one of the pale-skinned staff who maintained high standards for every child equally.  And in one conversation I recall, when I tried to assure him my AP courses were legitimately stringent, he said I needn’t sell myself to him on that point.  “Every student I speak to says you’re as tough and demanding as any teacher in school.  A teacher might fool me now and then, but no teacher appears other than himself in front of his classes.”


I didn’t mind waiting for Starling to get off the phone, but it was almost physically painful to hear him sanitize school events that had had a deadly consequence. Obfuscation and prevarication: as far as I could see, these were the days of a vice-principal.  Just a couple of years prior to that time, I had actually attended a grueling accelerated program to get a masters degree in school administration, but I could never complete the final practicum, where the degree candidate follows and assists an administrator while keeping a journal of the adventure.  My motive for taking the thirty odd credits and excelling in them was to complete my education about what a school needed to run effectively.  I believed this would enhance my classroom teaching and help me make informed judgments about Rockland’s triumvirate of power and the program they administered.  I got all of that from the program, but I never did finish that damned practicuum, so I missed out on a credential that carried an automatic pay raise.  Still, as a result of the coursework, I was confident in my dealings with administrators, could be acerbically critical when they lacked direction and couldn’t build consensus, and knew that I would never want to take one of their mealy-mouthed, kiss-ass, sell-out jobs, even if both my legs were gone and my voice was croaking through a synthesizer.  Being an administrator, as nearly every teacher I knew was longing to become, had almost nothing in common with classroom teaching, and that’s why, in a nutshell, I would never be one.  


Finally Starling announced I should enter and sit as he was done suggesting the tone of the news release to the Daily News, and he wanted to inform me of the scheduled times for the detective from PPD to interview staff and students.  “You will be one of the staff questioned by the cops, Dex.  LaRoger was a student of yours.  His mother said there was bad blood between you and him, and several students say you two were into some sort of physical conflict yesterday in class.  Mrs. Oneroff showed me her notes.  If he came up to 318 for extra work last night, that makes you the last person to see LaRoger alive.”  He had a brusque manner that was always “damn the torpedoes and full speed ahead,” but in reality Starling was incapable of auth-orizing dramatic remedies for any problem.  Sowing suspicion was as far as he had gone in strengthening classroom teaching.  The little he had done to raise academic standards for all students was evidentally his entire plan.  Who would be crucified and who would walk away from the criminal investigation did not concern him.  In the same way, he didn’t seem concerned that Rockland as an institution was salvagable. Such a manner of processing events made his loyalty to teachers suspect.  Starling meant to preserve his place in a system that was clearly crumbling and to hoard his authority like those teachers who lock up reams of paper and boxes of pencils without ever assigning an essay.


“I’ll co-operate with anyone who questions me.  LaRoger stopped by and fumbled meaninglessly over a class assignment, and then he was gone.  I’ll tell that to anyone who asks to hear it, and throw in for gratis that he was a lazy student without any redeeming qualities.”


Starling motioned to me to close the door.  “Listen, Dex.  You know I think the world of you.  You are my best teacher: tough and intolerant of any b.s. from the students.  Hell, many times Oneroff or myself have come close, in matters of dis-cipline, to strangling that poor slob ourselves.  It was only a matter of time before someone actually did it.”  Here Starling gave his strange, lunatic laugh where he crinkled his eyes to-gether so he was blind as a mole, said “Ha-a-a!,” and tossed his head forward, his incisors hanging out but making no further sounds except a gaseous hiss escaping his open gob.  I was pretty good at imitating this laugh and kept friends of mine on the staff in stitches with my impersonation.


He leaned back in the leather upholstered chair he must have bought the day he made v.p. and looked at me with an attempt at an authoritarian demeanor, touching his fingertips together across his chest.  “I have no doubt of your innocence and appreciate that you haven’t even asserted it; however, you should be careful about divulging any of your negative personal feelings about LaRoger Whalley to the police detectives, to the press, or to anyone else.  Say as little as you can possibly get away with.  And in a few weeks, the whole storm will have blown over.”


“I understand completely, Mr. Starling, and you can count on me to preserve the image of our beloved Rockland High.”


“I know I can count on you, Dex.  You’re the go-to guy on my staff.  You know that’s how I feel about you.”  He smiled and raised up slightly from his seat to shake my hand and seal our bond.  “One more matter--I have approval here for the Art Museum trip you are planning for your juniors the third week of December, just over a month from now.  I’m not sure I get how seeing some art works ties into your AP American Lit curriculum.  Is it worth breaking up the class routine, Dex, when the kids are already all but useless owing to the winter break starting the week after that?”


Every school person has their own strategy for using the days just before a long break when kids’ attention is least focused.  Most of them bring out the VCR’s, and the word-finds with Christmas words, and the rebuses of cliches of the season.  Your Dex didn’t go in for much of that other than offering to show my tape from a dozen years ago of me on “Jeopardy!” My feeling was that, if we started to make the days before a holiday some kind of getting-ready-for-the-holiday holiday, pretty soon we wouldn’t have any regular school days left in which to work.  Hey, it wasn’t like we had too much time on our hands and nothing worth doing.  All dose days leading up to vacation were just like every udder day to me, jus’ Dex having fun, same as usual.


“The Philadelphia Art Museum has many treasures by African-American painters––masterpieces of Henry Ossawa Tanner, Martin Puryear, and our local genius, Horace Pippin–– that are not only a visual record of an American black experience running counterpunctually against the mainstream
but are essential to a valid distillation from the collection as a whole about what being an American means.  How can students possibly understand the paradoxes of utilitarian craft in the works of Martin Puryear, our greatest living artist, or the devious appropriation of picaresque form in Ralph Ellison, without digging into the work of their predecessors up to their elbows?  An essential trip?  I’ll say, and long overdue.”


“Okay, Dex.  Okay!  You don’t have to sell me with one of your brochures; I’m just the guy who puts his signature on the bus request.  40 students, you say, for December 22. That means you’ll be taking three or four staff?”  He signed a couple of arcane district forms of which I could never make hide nor hair, and handed them back to me.  “I’ll leave it up to you to get chaperones.  Just put the forms in the boss lady’s box and you’re all set, Picasso.”  Insert moleman laugh here.  “Only, be careful out there today!”


“Thank you.  You can be sure I will be.”  I must say the confidence Starling had in me was a great beacon by which to steer the depressive straits in which I was sailing, the more so since I knew he withheld approval for most of my pale-skinned peers.


A visit to the mail cubbies was only a bit devastating psychologically in that I retrieved from it a sealed envelop with the school’s official stamp addressed to “Mr. Matherson.”  I was reading this as I walked into the second floor corridor.


Having been the subject previously of many an official reprimand, I might have predicted every word of the terse letter in advance.  “Dear Mr. Matherson, On Wednesday, November 9, you attended a meeting with myself and the parent of LaRoger Whalley, Mrs. Castor.  In this meeting, you acknowledged that you had grabbed that student by the collar, permitted a physical assault to occur, and behaved in an unprofessional manner.


“You are hearby informed that such conduct is completely unacceptable and repeated instances of this kind may result in severe consequences for you.  Thank you for your assistance in making Rockland High School the safest and best-taught school it can be.”


It had Mrs. Oneroff’s signature and the rest of the administrative staff got copies.  I should probably have made a copy for my union representative, but I crumpled it up into a tight ball and planted it in the first wastebasket I passed, heading up to my classroom.  I wasn’t upset with the criticism and certainly the consequences for what I had done were all but nil.  I was upset with myself for losing control and exposing my   flesh to the pointy devices of the system, and I was unhappy to be part of an institution that suppressed the most basic expressions of human dignity and self-preservation while permitting the most uncultivated and animalistic behaviors to rampage as they will.


Crossing the school’s marbeled Great Hall at the second landing, I saw about a dozen students excitedly giving inter-views to local video crews and print reporters.  Mrs. Oneroff stood by to make sure the decent kids got camera time and the disgusting ones got a brush off.  A couple of my girls, Zofhya and Brittany, had given statements or were about to.  I had never seen either appear so poised and mature as when they were spouting pablum about LaRoger into a microphone.  Brittany as a writer couldn’t think of a solid factual detail to save her life, but her hackneyed, “true-life” confections as an interview subject had “Big Al” McLaughlin, the I-Witness News hack, grinning more eagerly than a lecher hiding in the locker room.


Other than the few who were hoping to jumpstart incipient careers in the entertainment industry, I didn’t see much more of the student body.  With the burgeoning number of cell phones in their possession, every one of which was illegal contraband according to district memos, most students had probably heard of the cancellation of classes this morning before ever getting on a bus.  Maybe the homes of Rockland’s students were safe sanctuaries for the bereaved.  Maybe scores of them would yet be coming to school in their funereal best, with moms and dads at their elbows, offering support, to attend the mass bereave-ment counselling scheduled for eleven.  I had no idea what moved this population or how great must be the tragedy that would compel it to finally seize control of the present day, and cease sliding towards self-deceiving oblivion and mindless frivolity.


On the third floor I recognized a member of the janitorial staff, still mopping up the closet full of water in which LaRoger had drowned.  The body had been removed, which also meant the detectives had finished gathering evidence.  The smell was pretty awful, but I saw no obvious sources and guessed the hall needed to finish drying before its regular, awful smell returned.  I had to figure the small, spindly, kind of slow-moving worker I was watching had the lowest status of any person on the custodial staff, or else why assign him this horrible duty?  I toyed with the notion of asking him a question that any of my students would have blurted out in a second: “Does this mean the bathroom is still out-of-order?”


Within the closed classroom door of 318, I had at least respite from the stink in the corridor.  I unloaded my backpack and briefcase and turned on my personal fan.  So tired I felt and unfit for work.  I rested my head in my hands, staring at the pitiful last testimony of LaRoger Whalley still on my desk.


“My condolences for the loss of your student, Mr. Matherson,” said a voice near enough to startle me.  My spine tensed to an upright position in my chair.  A well dressed, middle-aged man with a bushy mustache and wavy, short hair was flashing his service badge at me.  “Detective Guttyperch, PPD.”


I stood and shook his hand.  “Thank you.  The whole thing is surreal and shocking.  I’m not certain I’ve caught up to the  reality of it yet.”


“Figures you wouldn’t, happening so near to your room and all.  Mind if I sit?’


“Oh yes, of course, but let me offer you a proper chair.  Those are only good for torturing the students.”  I pulled a wooden, straight-backed seat from the computer carrel and handed it over my desk.


“Thank you.”  Guttyperch had an annoyingly casual manner as if all talk with him was purely a formality, and he liked to show plenty of nicotine-stained choppers.  He  flashed that tiger’s smile of his and began his questioning.  “LaRoger Whalley was a student of yours?”


“Yes, one of the juniors, though a bigger mystery than his death is how he ever passed sophomore English.”


“Oh?  You didn’t think he was a good student?  Intelligent?”


“I wonder how he manage to live to be seventeen without drowning himself in a water closet long before this.”


“I see.”  Guttyperch noticed the paper on my desk with LaRoger’s name on it, but he made no reference to it.  “Was there an incident recently between yourself and young Whalley?”


“Yesterday in class, there was.  His complete disregard for the work of the class and by extension his complete ease with his own ignorant illiteracy had me pretty steamed.  Then he called me a faggot and I swore I’d toss him out of the class.  Ended up with both of us grabbing the other around the neck.  They say he lost a button.  I’m sorry for it.  Hurts like hell when the students see how angry they can get you.  Tends to encourage whatever behavior it was you were trying to extinguish.”


“So the morning of his death, you tried to choke him.  Did you try anything else to show LaRoger you were boss?”  A big  grin flashed on the detective’s face, and then he turned it off.


“Nothing but being my typically patient self.  I did have to go to the vice principal’s office and swallow abuse from the kid’s mother.  Hearing her barely human speech and fractured logic was the only part of the whole mess that makes sense to me.  I got a stern what-have-you from Oneroff and another in writing today, warnings about my breach of professional standards, but nothing more substantial than that.”


Guttyperch paused.  I didn’t know what he was surmising about me from my answers, but I certainly wasn’t reading very much from his questions.  He smiled in an insinuating manner and looked well groomed.  His hair was especially perfect, like a musky coat.  That was all I could tell about him.  “So, yesterday’s class was the last time you saw LaRoger Whalley, or was he also present in Mrs. Oneroff’s office?”


“Neither.  The last time I saw him was when he came to my room around 3:15 to get extra help on the essay he couldn’t write during class.”


“Because you physically assaulted him?”


“Because he was too dumb to understand an ordinary essay prompt, too dumb to develop his thinking on a given topic past the grunting stage, and too dumb to get help long before November of his penultimate high school year.”


“When he appeared after class hours at 3:15, did you help him?”


“I might have justified it fairly well to myself had I turned him away, but I gave him credit for finally taking the smallest step to improve his own English.  I hooked him up with a point sheet, we set a goal for the occasion, and I monitored his progress approximating the assigned essay.”  I produced the point sheet LaRoger began and the other paper with his thin output of work.  I explained to the officer some basic things about the behavioral modification system and how it ensured a set of behaviors I deem a prerequisite before writing can take place.  I explained the essay question and as an example to compare to what LaRoger had done, asked the officer how he felt about his Christian and surnames.


“You want to know about my last name, then?”


“Well, not particularly, except to show the nature of the work I was doing with Whalley last afternoon.  What do you know about your own name, Guttyperch?”


“Let me think a second about that.  Good question.  I learned as a boy that my grandparents had dropped the two-syllable pronunciation of “per-cha,” trading that in for the pond fish instead.  I’ve always read that as a trend towards obscuring the odd and foreign and cultivating the normal and readily-explained.  Similary, my grandfather called me Robert or Bobby, while he himself was called Ro-ber’ back home in Europe.  These are small things that contribute to one’s whole outlook on being an American.”


“They do indeed, detective.  How about your choice of career?  What ways of thinking about yourself were incremental guides along the way to your ultimate career choice?” 


The grin was big and inscrutable.  “I could never tell all that.”


“Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”


“Not good to give that information out to a possible suspect.”


“I understand, Officer Guttyperch, but you can see the information could be retrieved.  This LaRoger was simply thick.  For instance, I might imagine you and a smaller brother played cops and robbers, and as you were the oldest, you generally insisted on being the copper.  It was the more conservative role and you saw yourself as being serious.”


“Oh, really.”


“Then your Dad started to drink pretty regular.  He beat your mother, and beat up on you, too--a few times.  It got so bad, you thought you’d have to run away, but Da’ fell asleep on the sidewalk during the coldest night in November exactly twenty years ago and froze to death by morning.  You always believed the prayers you said, comforting words to Ma, and the vigilance you showed for the family were policeman behaviors.  After that, whenever a copper was described to you, you compared the words they used about him to the words you knew and believed in about yourself.  Since you were 14, you knew you could be nothing but a cop .”  


I laughed.  Guttyperch did not laugh.  He paused a moment, and then that tiger’s yellow smile snuck back onto his mug.  “This is the kind of essay kids write in your English class?”


“This is the sort of probing stuff I’d have ‘em writing if I could ever once get them to stop swapping farts.”


He whistled low.  “I take it LaRoger couldn’t get anything on paper, even with tha’ point sheet to hold his feet in the fire.”


“Look at this pitiful result.  He wants to say something about the origin of his name, but he would have to write the whole thing again to divulge the kind of information I gave you in five minutes of conversation.” 


“When did your patience run out?”


“I was impatient, all right, but not to the point of calling it quits.  About 4:00, LaRoger whined he needed to use the bathroom.  As I knew none of the student lounges on this floor are usable, I complained about having to wait maybe a half hour for him to return, if he returned at all.  He got out of his chair and announced he would use the teacher’s water closet.  I knew it was locked, closed down from extensive recent vandalism, but he alluded to knowing a trick to get inside.  I said I wouldn’t do another bit of work with him if this was the way he set his priorities.  I gathered up my things, shut off the light in this room, and went down the stairs in the opposite direction from the deathtrap in which they found LaWhalley.  Then, this morning I heard the tragic consequences of our behaviors.”


“Do you know any of the vandals who use that bathroom?”


“Evidence surfaces all the time that the third floor locks are not secure against sneaky kids who sabotage the equipment --the bathroom was closed because the janitor said the stucture was undermined.  They steal what they want, engage in trysts, and for all I know live like Fagin and his troupe when the school is supposedly shut down.”


“Do you recognize this emblem?”  He produced a good color photograph of a graffito on a tile wall, a curiousity, not like the fluid and visceral work of our usual taggers, but having the look of something static with multiple, coded meanings.  A yellow, three-point crown rested on a red-hooded head, d-shaped, with the knots of the hood hanging straight down.  The plain-faced man under the crown was looking through a white crack in a large black “one.”  Next to the numeral one was an apparent number eight, only the center cross was covered with a red letter “x”.  Like I said it was odd and tortured stuff.


“I haven’t seen anything of this nature. Once I discovered  a vandal here by identifying his signature tag painted the length and depth of the number three stairwell, but this is a new one on me.”


“That calling card was painted in the broken restroom yesterday evening.  We found the three kinds of spray paint cans that were used along with the poor kid’s body.  Tends to make someone a witness to LaRoger’s death, and possibly his murderer.  Keep us posted if you remember anything you didn’t tell me.”  Guttyperch gave me his beeper number and left my classroom.


It was almost 11 o’clock.  The auditorium was packed when I showed up, and two television crews were still on hand to record the students’ conceptions of grief.  Ruthie Greenblatt from the English department was at the podium and appeared to be the mistress of ceremonies, introducing different groups and persons she had lined up to make presentations.  I wasn’t surprised that she could put together an impressive line-up on short notice, having seen her skill at blackmailing kids to participate in her debate team week after week.


At the moment, the school chorus was singing, maybe thirty souls in all.  They didn’t have a strictly religious anthem in their repertoire, so they expressed everyone’s grief with the music teacher’s own arrangement of “Frosty the Snowman,” sung with a jazz syncopation.  Next to fill the hall with music was a soloist, a very buxom girl wearing blue jeans with a fifty-inch waist and a black sweater.  Her song choice was peripherally appropriate, at least.  She did the old Diana Ross number “Missing You,” however she was missing the words to the verses.  The chorus somberly did “ohhh-ooh” in the back ground as the soloist sang, “I’m missing you;  tell me why the road turned” about ten times in succession.  The television cameras couldn’t get enough of it.


Ruthie waited until the crowd stopped screaming before bringing out the next testimonial, a rap squad called “Ace in the Hole” with which LaRoger had apparently shared french fries and milkshakes.  The group had four members and each did a bit at the mic while the others folded their arms over their chests and glowered.  The crowd noise was so loud and the acoustics in the hall so poor I could hardly hear a word of this performance to maybe appreciate something about LaRoger I didn’t know already.   Straining, I finally heard a verse near the end of the four rappers’ appearance––


“You surely loved your syrup and your pan-fried stacks


Got Delt RC to know us and our crazy whacks.


We love you, our brother, and to all we vow:


The overweight bruddah’s in da hee-ouz! Tha’s right!


The overweight bruddah’s in da hee-owz, righ’ now!”


The thundering, foot-stomping, back-slapping, and fanny-swishing outburst of grief and bereavement that followed Ace in the Hole’s keen sentiments produced pandemonium in the hall for the next fifteen minutes.  It was still going strong when I saw the rap group mugging for the cameras and doing shout-outs for “Big Al” McLaughlin and the I-Witness News camera-man.  


I was fairly confident the students were going to find their way, under skilled staff support, through the long and difficult bereavement process, so I slipped out the rear of the hall and walked through the empty building to the parking lot.  On the way home, I stopped at the drug store.







FIVE


You no doubt remember my agitation and frustration during our class’s next large unit of study, the times and words of Frederick Douglass.  His monumental and reverberant prose fills me with awe on every reading.  How I conducted the class through this glorious material is once again a matter of public record to which I need add very little; however, I’ve become so enthusiastic about Douglass’ message that I often project an emphasis or draw a comparison that my lesson plan does not predict.  I will share these embellishments with you to the best of my ability, though it is long since the relevant lecture notes were returned to their dusty file.


The humanizing power of literacy and the enslaving pall of ignorance appear in every page of Frederick Douglass’ writing.  Born a slave and raised in infancy as one might raise a colt or calf, Douglass lacks even the feeling of a son for his mother or a child for his siblings.  He is a brute.  Then a miraculous thing transforms him when a new mistress undertakes to train him in the ABC’s.


No sooner does Douglass encounter written language than he hears his master vehemently chastise the mistress for breaking the common law prohibiting the education of a slave.  It is not only against the law to give the alphabet to a slave, the master argues, but it is downright dangerous.  A man with letters cannot be a slave; he will rise up in rebellion against his masters.


Thus Douglass hears that literacy is the greatest enemy of slavery, and devotes all of his energies towards acquiring that which is forbidden.  He first continues his tutelage by acquiring books and papers in his mistress’ house.  Each time his masters spot his endeavors to read, they whip Frederick severely.  The once-kindly mistress becomes as vehemently anti-education as her husband, and Douglass attributes the perverse institution of slavery to the utter warping of her once-good nature.  His other means to learn reading seems to me the greatest and most inspirational exploit in the history of American letters.  Frederick used bread, of which his household had plenty, to trade with the little white boys in the alleys near his home, exchanging coarse food for the bread of knowledge, and in this way he completed his lessons in reading.


“I now understood,” I recited to the class, reading from the Narrative, “what had been to me a most perplexing difficulty--to wit, the white man’s power to enslave the black man.  It was a grand achievement and I prized it highly.” 


In the back of my first period class, a small disturbance erupted.  Farthwar Comfort accused Bododeo Jones of breaking wind and dared to interrupt my reading of the lesson to secure my intervention.  “Dex,” he cried out. “Make ‘im stop.  He nasty! He black nasty!”


Half of the class burst out in giggles and laughter.  “Farthwar, no amount of childish provocation by that unclean fellow justifies your interruption of the text reading.  I mean, think about it, how will you master this material by yourself, without our class discussion in reserve?  You lose 100 points.”


“Okay.” 


Among the difficulties of conducting a proper class was a chronic dearth of textbooks, so none of them were available to  go home with the scholars.  All the reading done by my students had to be finished during class.  When we did get a new textbook, we had one set of the title for four classes, 120 students.  Only the last group of the day conceivably might borrow books from afternoon to morning, but in that instance, twenty percent of the set would not return.  In giving students the time and practice at reading comprehension they needed, I was forced to devise more tricks than even Douglass had conceived.


As I recorded the penalty on the laptop’s spreadsheet, I heard chatter from Brittany Kane’s section.  She was still whispering to a seatmate when I looked up.  “Brittany, you’re another one who better listen to my description of Douglass’ words, instead of relying on your own comprehension skills.  You lose 100 points.”


“Okay, only I don’t need you to read Douglass for me to understand Douglass.  In fact, Mr. Matherson, isn’t what you’re doing exactly what the author is talking about when he searches for the means by which the black man is enslaved by the white man?  You enslave us with those stupid points!”


“Ooooooooh!” Her classmates counted what Brittany said as a telling blow against my evil, teaching empire, and responded to it with an exclamation learned from second-rate comedy. 


“And look at these words in the Note of the Days for the week, all this white people vocabulary: ‘obtained, urchins, console, unpardonable, orator, disposed, denunciation.’  Black people don’t use these words and don’t need ‘em, ‘cept the white oppressor makes us know them.”  The girl’s head was shaking back and forth in imitation of the comic stereotypes one sees in bad sit-coms on UHF.  She had certainly hit the mark with my students, who celebrated her apparent victory over me with wild applause and hooting sounds.


“What does Frederick Douglass say about it, Brittany?  We have your delusional evaluation, but what does the text of this brilliant writer and speaker actually say about the oppression of the slave?  For instance, let us regard the absurd rationale for ignorance you spout like grease from a stuck pig, saying this week’s vocabulary is the white man’s way of talking and so you are justified in ignoring it.


“Is that so Mikail? You cheered her point of view.  Is that so Abendaike?  Is this truly the case, Bododeo Jones: some words are white and some words are black?  Where did this week’s list come from? Do you think I made them up with deliberate cruelty to suppress my students’ blackness?  CAN’T ANYONE FIND THE ORIGINS OF ‘URCHINS,’ ‘DENUNCIATION,’ AND ‘CONSOLE’ IN THIS WEEK’S WORDS?”


Almost a minute went by, then Crystal spoke excitedly.  “They’re all from Douglass’ narrative, Dex.  They’re the words Douglass chose to express hisself––his own words.”


“That’s right Crystal.  For not allowing yourself to be influenced by the wrong-thinking of your ignorant peers, you earn 500 Dextra Credits.”  I slipped her a fresh bill and a big smile.  “Class, get over the destructive idea that the culture of standard English is not your birthright.  You might be forced to raise a family on a menial’s pay, made to get a substandard education, passed over for a promotion that is rightly yours, but the language of your oppressors and yourself is the same English.


“People of financial clout can and will take things from you, not hidden or slyly, but out in the open. You may find yourself a benched player in our democracy, but that doesn’t relegate you to a stoop in the ‘hood, inventing new slang for SUV’s or cheddar cheese.  Nobody owns Standard English, the language of newspapers, the law, and of a common education, despite every other cruel inequality of our system.  And Frederick Douglass, a slave, working under the constant threat of exile and the whip, taught himself this language of America unassisted, by bartering bread for knowledge with the poor white kids of the back alleyway.


“What was the cruel expedient Douglass recognized as the means by which the stinking institution of slavery was maintained?  What was the one thing that kept every person and blood kin Douglass knew in irons?”


Another pause and a frantic flipping through the text.  “Here it is, Dex!  I found it,” said Martina.  She read, “‘His master made it the law that he should not read, so Douglass be-came determined that he would be literate.  Illiteracy is the way slavery was maintained to control blacks.’”


“Bless you child, and 500 Dextra Credits for you.”


“Okay, that’s what he says, Dex, but what about this classroom? Who’s the blonde slavemaster and who’s the bound slave?’’ Brittany called out.  “These guys in the book aren’t black slaveholders, Dex, they’re white guys like you.  You should be ashamed to be talkin’ bout your own peeps like this.”


Many murmurs of agreement, but softer than before.  I was completely unflustered.  “Is that what you think, that, because the sadistic Covey in Douglass’ narrative was white, when I read the story I identify with the slaveholders?”


Brittany looked at me with triumph on her made up face, throwing her tiny chest out, actually flirting when she meant to vilify me.  She lacked the discriminating intelligence to know one effect from the other. “Well, what are you saying?  Are we in this class supposed to identify with the beaters of blacks, then, just because Dex is too chickenshit to own up to his part in history?”


I ignored the self-anointed classroom referees who de-clared me down and out in the war of words.  “Brittany, that argument has so many things wrong with it, but let me just give you a couple.  Have you yourself ever been enslaved, tied to a post, and whipped ‘til the blood flowed from the grooves, separated from your family by the movements of slaves from one plantation to another, or learned to read by any means necessary?”


“No.”


“Alright, then.  The lack of reading in your argument is no greater than your lack of experience.”


“You don’t have to get smart with me, Dex.”


“Actually I do--I came in smart.  Tell you what.  I’ll try not to get too smart.”  A few students began to demonstrate their appreciation of Brittany’s growing discomfort as before it was my embarrassment they wanted.  Classes are like this, following after the winners and hoping for blood.  “If experience of a certain kind qualifies the reader to identify with either the slaves or the cruel masters, where do you get off claiming the slaves for yourself.  You, Brittany, have never been a slave any more than I have.”


She wasn’t about to give in.  “My ancestors were slaves.  That gives me more right to identify with them than a white boy like yourself.”


“Oh really?  You think?  If you claim the dark people in the story as your own, despite never having the experience Douglass is narrating, despite no one in your family having that experience, no grandmother or great-grandmother, then your identification is purely superficial and cosmetic.  You are saying that the slaves in the story are like you because they look like you, and the slaveholders in the story are my people because they look like me.”


“Well, that’s right Dex.  I’m sorry, but you got to be the bad guy in this tale.”


“Only if we take the purely superficial, the appearance of things, as proof of character in everything else.  The logical extension of what you say Brittany is that pale-skinned students are smarter than dark ones, dark ones are better athletes, pale skinned people are better businessmen, and dark ones do better in the entertainment field.  Hell, let’s throw in dark-skinned men have bigger penises and light-skinned men make better husbands and chemists.


“Those are exactly the pernicious lies and prejudices enslaving millions of us today, though slavery as an institution ended a hundred and forty years ago.  Your world view, Brittany, so poorly conceived, perpetuates the worst injustices of race relations and stereotyping in this country.”


Having had her weak argument dismantled, Brittany tried another misapplication of logic.  “You can’t change my mind Dex just because you intimidate me.  I’m entitled to my opinion.”


“That’s true, sweetheart.  However, this is a writing class.  You will need to back up every assertion you put on paper, and I’m saying no reasonable support for your prejudiced view exists. It’s been said, ‘You are entitled to your own opinion, but you’re not entitled to your own facts.’” 


Then Bododeo Jones began fanning his book in the air and making the exaggerated gas face at Farthwar.  “Dex,” he whined, “make him stop.  He do it again.”  They giggled and enlisted much of the class in their raw enjoyment.


“The very sad fact of which I am reminded at every juncture in this class, gentleman, is that Frederick Douglass, when it was illegal for him to learn to read and write, used brains and subterfuge and enlisted his unwitting acquaintances to learn what he needed, and the literacy he cobbled together from nothing was the unshakeable core of his belief that he was a man, better than a mere workhorse.  Despite conquering unguided the pathway to literacy, Douglass’ mature writing is as moving, subtle, and valid as any document ever produced by an American.


“On the other hand, when we try to give you the tools to read Frederick Douglass, in a free public school, taught by the best English teacher in many and many a classroom, you use any paltry excuse to circumvent the lesson and are determined to remain completely ignorant, even if you have to keep your heads shoved up one another’s asses for the entire class period.  Sometimes the irony of this is enough to make me break down and weep where I stand.”


The class had ended and I was picking up trash and   abandoned work students should have turned in. I found a notebook no conscientious student would discard casually.  I was about to explore a collection of those infamous “Notes of the Day,” hoping to ascertain to whom it belonged, when Brittany Kane popped in to speak to me.


“Brittany, yes.  If you want to ask me some questions about the work, I will do my best to assist you, but I must warn you that your characterizations of me today in class are very close to personal insults, and that I feel unwilling to entertain a second such session.  So, ask what you came to ask, but do it gingerly.”


“You returned our research papers today and I only got a ‘C.’ That’s going to bring down my class grade, with me in the middle of applying to college.  I think the grade should be at least a ‘B.’ All my friends agree that I was ripped off.  You should change it.”


“Fortunately for your development into a sensible person of letters, my opinion still means more, has more clout, than the emotional blackmail you can extract from some kid who hopes to take you to the Christmas hop.  Boost my memory, Brittany.  What is the particular section of your report that you think I was too hard on?”  I remembered the assignment was to research, using a minimum of five paltry sources, the times relevant to Frederick Douglass’ career as an abolitionist.


“Here I think you were unfair, with this note.”


I read the passage that earned the note Brittany regarded as proof of her ill treatment by me.  On the Emancipation Proclamation, she wrote, “The end of the civil war [sic] and the freeing of the slaves was a great moment for African Americans.  Never again would they be forced to do anything that they didn’t want to do.  African Americans could have pride in themselves and run their lives exactly as they choose [sic] without interference from the cruel white man.”


My response to this canard was perhaps less measured than it could have been, but neither the words themselves nor the spirit of them were an inappropriate response to the sad, mangy dog of a paragraph the child was forcing to heel.  “Brittany, you seem not to have absorbed the basic truths of American life over the last century and a half.  This omission is doubly harmful to your standing as a scholar in that failure to acknowledge what the Civil War and Emancipation Proclamation did do and could not do must diminish anything else you might say about the African American experience.  I can’t give a paper that included such absurdities in the guise of research any mark higher that a ‘C’.”


“That isn’t fair, Mr. Matherson.  How you gonna tear down my entire paper on the basis of one line?”


“I know what’s wrong.  You don’t really understand my written criticism, do you?  Here, I’ll make it easier, with a stamp from the ‘Ten Commandments.’ There: ‘This Never Happened.’  I can’t explain your paper’s deficit more clearly than that.


“You happened to lose your mind at the one point of the essay that should have established your understanding of crucial issues of black and white relationships. You indicate that you know nothing about carpetbaggers, segregated schools, the poll tax, social injustice, Jim Crow, and prejudice that goes on unabated for decades.”


“You still went off on me unfairly.  I was always an ‘A’ student in English until this year. I had an ‘A’ from you in your freshman class. And now you are threatening my future.”


“Obviously, every year of English must build on the skills learned previously.  I don’t let students wallow in past success. You are earning what you deserve in a junior class that is, if anything, too lenient for credibility in any serious institution of college preparation.  Stop blaming me and get your weight up.  That’s the only way you’ll get an ‘A’ from me this year.  


“Now I want you to leave me alone with my grading.  Is that red notebook yours?  I found it at your desk.”


“It isn’t.”  She was sniffling, and in a moment out the door.  I treated myself to a foul tasting concoction of carbonation and syrup in my filthy Foghorn Leghorn mug, and then I opened the red note book to try deducing it owner.


I found no signature, but the cramped, curly shape of the letters seemed familiar.  What I read was a lengthy “freewrite,” an assignment given on Fridays when the student is permitted to discuss any matter in a minimum of two paragraphs.  Mostly the freewrite comes with a prompt I supply, but students can discuss any topical matter.  For this date, I had asked students to discuss the importance to them of acquiring English literacy in their own lives.


“I do not consider English a true language because it is impure.  English is a bastard language unlike the Muslim languages I have begun to study at the mosque.  Muslim is pure and undirtied by the filth of the white devils.  


“In literature, I cannot agree that there are any great works of English since their source is from a bastard language, influenced by every whore of a dialect on the coast of Europe.  In Shakespeare’s “Othello” the evil work of the English speakers is to steal the rightful property of a brave and true Muslim man, showing how the so-called English literature perpetuates theft, murder, and slander against persons of the true faith.  Shakespeare’s so-called masterpiece is a provocation to Allah and earns jihad against the infidels.”


I appreciated the student’s ability to coordinate succinct sentences to argue the point.  This skill by itself showed progress in the work of my class.  Nevertheless, I was downcast by the falsehoods the writer had learned under the pretense of religious instruction.  Of course, I knew that the culture and tenets of Islam had a strong attraction and appeared empowering to descendants of Africans who had only known debasement in America.  Yet what good could come from perpetuating ignorance and lies?  I had a student named Mujhahideen; I understood that his name was a signal to a cruel and bigoted world that he would fight for his freedom and humanity, but how could he fully realize his name without espousing racism and intolerance of others?  The writer of the red notebook believed in an ethnically pure language unaltered by centuries of contact with the rest of the world, a patent impossibility, a lie told by one people to assert their privileged apartheid.  This was language anthropomorphized as a whole people, resisting intrusion on the purity of their cultural practices, a figment that needed to be rubbed out for the sake of peace and learning.


I sipped from the Foghorn Leghorn mug.  The swig welled in my mouth and I didn’t swallow it, holding it there, holding it, then at last swallowing the medicinal charge.  I was all but staring at the desk when the classroom phone rang.  It was Brittany Kent’s father.  Again the ease of cell phone contact made me who refused to carry one easy for others to call.


“Mr. Matherson, I saw the note and projected grade for Brittany’s paper.  I understand what you are saying there, and I agree with it.


“My problem is she was an ‘A’ student for you in her freshman year, and I don’t understand what has changed.  You’re the teacher who told us she would be a good student.”


“Yes, I said she needed to pursue the subject with diligence and in good faith.  This paper and others like it show a lack of interest in developing the rigors of English.  She is not excluded by this latest effort, but plainly she needs to work harder in future than in years past.”


“So she could still have an ‘A’.”


“Of course.  Nothing she has done today fixes her identity permanently.”


“Well, good then.  One thing.  She was crying on the phone.  Can you not make her cry?  I’ve been there myself with her.  If I thought making her cry would bring up her level of work, I’d support you making her cry, but in my experience it doesn’t, so I wish you wouldn’t.”


“I understand, Mr. Kane.”
SIX

 
The day after my confrontation with Brittany, and the day following the request from her father that I avoid making Brittany cry as a teaching strategy, was one of my favorite points on the school calendar––on December 22, I took a busload of students to the Philadelphia Museum of Art.  Teachers of geography, history, calculus, or modern languages don’t realize the great instructional boon the exhibits at the “Parthenon on the Parkway” can be.  In English, showing a visual representation of the theme of an unillustrated text or lecture was a formidable educational boost.


Additionally, I endeavored all year long to get students to look at a story or a painting as a work thoroughly saturated with the entire culture that produced it, not just an arbitrary sliver of that culture.  My students clung to the negative viewpoint that works of literature were divorced from one another and the rest of society.  This was an artifact of the absurd manner in which literature is presented in school.  Literature was anthologized so its actual roots were obscured; or else, an individual story or poem was in a shotgun wedding with some four-flushing literary movement.  These thick-lensed glasses discourage seeing what authors produce in the context of life, or how the book fits into one’s own history as a reader.  


When I picked up Albert Camus’ The Plague in tenth grade, the lure of the book was its mysterious placement among the ranks of books I wanted to read, not as part of some arbitrary hierarchy of “existential” texts, with no relevance to my progress in the grand voyage of literature.  Thoreau’s Walden should stand on its own out by that little pond in the woods.   Either the reader appreciates Thoreau’s daft enterprise or he hates it.  Don’t depend on piteous appeals to Emerson or Transcendentalism to keep the fire going and the roof on.   Constantly referring to absurd constructs when teaching liter-ature takes all the enjoyment out of reading, the adventure and freedom of it.  What the students learn is the sinking feeling they get when the teacher tells the class, “We’re now going to read a very important work from the realist school.”  Deadly.


With my trip to the art museum, I try to counter some of the damage formal education causes by looking alternatively at the concerns of a select group of craftsmen who are completely immersed in the length and breadth of their culture and for whom the matter of the great human adventure is vitally important.  Students are ready to accept that there’s real art in painting and sculpture.  My fondest wish is that they lose some of the literature training they have had that makes writers’ work seem random and expedient, to perhaps see there is much art in literature as well.  I want them to apply to works of literature the same understanding I know they have for visual creations.  Miro, Picasso, and Van Gogh can each be grouped with other artists who may have used some of the same visual alphabet, but that isn’t what makes their paintings enjoyable to look at.  Similary, the elevation of the personal viewpoint in Walt Whitman and the suppression of the author’s life in William Shakespeare provide a handy means of categorizing their works, but it is each writer’s ability to connect with human experience that makes him worth reading.


Best of all, in this annual foray to the art museum, I know that about half of my students will be visiting for the very first time a world-reknowned museum that’s within three miles of their homes.  I don’t believe the charter of the Philadelphia Museum of Art is segregationalist or intends any economic demarcations between the persons who would benefit from a museum visit and those who would not.  I am certain the city that oversaw the writing of the Declaration of Independence and made splendorous City Hall a secular cathedral smack in the center of town never intended to shut up its great art from any segment of its citizenry. Likely, teachers have fallen into bad habits, becoming more anxious about their students’ behavior and their inability to control it, taking less of them each successive year to an institution that, in more cultivated times, was a necessary annual stop for every child in the Philadelphia district.  The saddening and very real possibility is that students benefit from the Museum of Art experience as they always have; it’s the teachers today who know less than ever about the finer aspects of culture.


I distributed permission slips to my students two weeks ahead of the big event and told them attendance on the trip was on a first-come, first-served basis.  I took only one bus, so just a third of my juniors would grab a coveted seat.  That bus money came back pretty fast, although offering the kids a full day away from classes had more than a little to do with this.  I made up my trip roster based on the order of permission slips returned, but occasionally tweaked the results when I thought an invisible hand was required.  (Once I had been a class sponsor and rigged the election for class officers.  I wasn’t going to carry those crummy prom favors myself; entry level fitness for a junior secretary was the ability to lift 45 pounds, and the actual vote tally be damned.)  So, I pretended fairness on my art museum trip, and cheated like hell when some unsavory bonehead actually came through with his money and a valid slip from home.  That’s when the iron grate dropped down.  So, call a cop.  I’m committed to taking all students to the art museum-- unless they personally annoy me.


At eight o’clock on the morning of December 22, who should come to me with money and a signed permission slip but that Brittany Kane.  “This is late in the game, Brittany,” I said.  “I’m not sure.  The trip may already be full.”


“Oh, please, Dex.  Check and see!  I’ll stand in the aisle if I have to, but I just have to go on this art trip.”  She seemed to be warming to the topic, leastways, she took off her headphones and CD player and rested them on my desk.


“Really?  An art fan, are you?  I have to warn you: I’ll be demanding that the class record notes on several painters you’ll be tempted to rebuke as sellouts to the white oppressor.  Their excellence and universality may make them seem so.”


Brittany gave me a sly look.  “I apologize for yesterday, Dex.  I was way out of line and angry about that darn research paper.  You were right.  I really blew it.”


“Oh.  Well, I appreciate your candor and your apology.  Let me check if I have any space left on the bus.”  The checking I did was so much playacting as I knew precisely how many seats were available.  “I think I can squeeze you in.”  


Brittany beamed a big smile and handed over her two-fifty plus form.  “You won’t be sorry.”


“I should say not, young woman.  Be at the reception hallway at nine o’clock to meet the bus, and don’t forget to be in school uniform.”  I supposed her father had given Brittany to know she needed to do everything she could to improve her class understanding and performance.  I respected that.  It was a refreshing change from students or parents whining about my putative excesses in grading.


Most of the students were on hand when I got to the reception area fifteen minutes before departure.  I sent one of the young men out in front of the building to tip me off when the bus arrived.


“Is it a charter or a cheese bus?”


“What possible difference does that make, Anfernee?  We’ll only be on it forty-five minutes at the outside. That’s counting both ways.”


“A cheese bus.  No videos.  I hope no one sees me taking that ghetto ride downtown.”  Anfernee dejectedly went to meet our declassé transportation.  Maybe the driver would have a small cache of bus safety videos and a single, tiny monitor; the class could maintain their plugged-in feeling with an exam-ination of pothole perils.


Inside the school, I checked all the students to make sure they were wearing Rockland’s khaki and blue uniform.  The uniform policy was never enforced uniformly.  Hardly any teachers noticed it since they couldn’t send kids to the office for dress code violations.  The office in turn made exorbitant claims of enforcement almost daily over the loudspeaker, but these were all bluster.  No student was ever busted for being out of uniform unless he personally mooned a vice principal. 


In my class, however, that good ol’ point system covered a range of anti-social and anti-school violations and no rule important to me was dependent on administrators or the deans of discipline to pack a deterring wallop.  As with following instructions and accepting feedback, not showing proper school spirit and unity accumulated negative points that affected students’ grades.  I had high compliance numbers for khaki and navy blue despite the utter disregard for the Rockland look in other duchies of the realm.


Especially on a field trip, I wanted the students to look like serious young women and men.  Left to their own devices, they could and would commit fashion blunders that would mark our group for all times in the collective memory of the museum staff.  I wanted to see no sideways “Phillies” hats (a reference to a local cigar brand called “Blunts” and not my beloved baseball team), no ten-years-out-of-fashion crotches drooping to knees, no raggedy boxers barely hidden by sweatshirts, no bare midriffs, Iverson jerseys, hoodies, doo-rags, and especially no headphones, that ubiquitous sign of advancing deafness and declining powers of language.  I found a few students nutty enough to test my will and told them they had until the bus left to get their personal style in check.  They skedaddled to their lockers, where invariably they found the outfits they ought to have worn in the first place.


To the rest of the students, I gave the museum tour study guide I had prepared.  This elicited many groans and complaints from students who were used to considering all field trips as a non-educational, free space.  “Remember with whom you are dealing, students.  This is Dex, machina deus ex, and you know my motto: work, work, work!   Though not in class, we’re taking the show on the road, and I’m the hardest working man in show business.”


Choosing between a full slate of classes or a date with Dex touring an art collection, the students soon realized they were  crazy whack with slack, even with my unprecedented demands thrown into the bargain.  My lookout announced the bus had arrived, and having dispelled the students’ notions that we were having a mobile party, I rounded ‘em up and loaded ‘em on real Rawhide-like. 


I did a bit of relationship-building with the bus driver as she joined traffic on the Ridge.  Nothing is more important on a field trip than courting the favor of this essential ally.  I made sure she had our itinerary on paper, a check for the bus company, and a twenty-dollar tip in cash, then I strode down the aisle and got to work with my students.


I explained that I wanted to see very specific information written on the study guides, which I would collect when the bus returned around one-thirty that afternoon.  “Be sure you have complete notes.  Tomorrow in class you’ll need the information you’ve gathered to write a truly awesome essay on this exploration.  When the bus drops us off at the museum, we’ll be taking a guided tour of the American collections.  Look for work by seven artists, Henry Ossawa Tanner, Thomas Eakins, Horace Pippin, Martin Puryear, Marie Hensley, Romare Bearden, and Thornton Dial.  Note that each name has a corresponding column on the study guide.  The artists’ works are spread through the American collections in several galleries, so pay attention to the docent, and I will also be on hand to help you.


“In a minute, I’ll give you the question I want you to think about for each of the seven artists.  But first, a kind of preamble:  In his “Narrative,” Frederick Douglass succeeds at authenticating himself, that is, proving his authenticity as a witness to the evils of slavery.  He is trying to abolish slavery, so his is an authentic story of one who was born into slavery and witnessed its barbarism and cruelty firsthand.  No reasonable person could refute that Douglass experienced these events.


“The authentication of Douglass has another edge to it, more universal in scope and even more amazing than the first.  His eloquence, the obvious anguish he still feels over the crime of slavery, and his self-taught brilliance as an orator all authenticate Douglass as a man, a human being, not a lump of meat to be owned and cut to pieces, not a part of the furniture in the background to be sold or wrecked.  Douglass’ possession of the human qualities of sentience and language, if they are accepted as authentic, prove he is the equal of any man, and ultimately that the institution of slavery is a crime perpetrated not only against the victims caught in its snares, but against humanity itself.


“The question I want you to address for each of the seven artists in the American collection is this:  How do these artists authenticate themselves?  How do we know each artist experienced first hand whatever they are portraying?  That’s the ‘were they really there?’ question.  


“Next, how do we know each of the seven is an authentic, honest-to-Dex artist?  This is the ‘why should we care about this person?’ question.  Now, no copping out.  Nobody is an artist ‘because I saw them at the art museum.’  The question we want answered is ‘why did you see him or her there?’  The artist is fighting as surely as Douglass did against being lumped in with the wretched human excess.  How does each authenticate his or her privileged voice above the dumb lumps of flesh?”


Thus I completed my brief directions during the short ride to the art museum.  I always look with awe upon that massive sandstone structure.  Some of my students were gawking at it too, showing that they had rarely seen this hometown landmark although passing within two miles of it daily.  I was always stymied by the self-imposed provincialism of the kids I taught.  I remembered taking a group to the opera house, the first opera house in the U.S.  A teen had asked for directions and I said it was on Broad Street, four blocks south of City Hall.  The address is a major stop, in fact, on the north-south subway line and City Hall is City Hall, literally casting its shadow on the whole downtown.  Even so, the student looked at me like I was asking her to find a particular port-a-potty somewhere in the Monongahela forest.  Her confusion wasn’t imposed by poverty or suppression; it was a willful ignorance maintained as a cultural privilege.


We gained the student entrance and quickly found where to connect with our two guides.  “After the American collections tour, we will have forty minutes, not one minute longer, in the cafeteria.  And after that will be a self-guided tour of the modern art collection including the famous Annenberg holdings.  For those works the assignment is only slightly different, but I’ll give you the details while we eat. 


“I need you to split into two groups of twenty that these knowledgeable guides will lead through the American collections.  I know you’ll miss me, so I’ll be floating between the groups, kibbitzing, showing up the docents, and generally preaching up a whirlwind.  So, Go! Do! Be!”


The students clumsily formed their two groups, leaving the school tour staging area, and acting as if nothing in the museum could ever be quite as interesting as the racks and racks of portable, canvas backed stools there. Despite these mundane lures, my toddling babes soon traipsed past the sunny, wall-sized Chagall theater mural, taking separate but equal pathways up the Great Staircase.   


I gave the tour a second to get rolling, focusing my vision and personal energy on that wonderful intergenerational gag installed by the museum curators.  The sly wink to visitors begins with a recognition of Alexander Calder’s starry mobile swimming in the blackness of the Great Hall; then without moving, looking through the windows above the entrance and a mile down the parkway, one views Alexander Stirling Calder’s lachrymose masterpiece of reclining dyads and such, his Four Rivers fountain; and finally, two miles away, but plainly visible from the art museum’s Great Hall, the viewer spots the statue of William Penn, in command of City Hall and its Second Empire order of founders, farmers, and noble savages, all orchestrated by Alexander Milne Calder during the golden age of the Philadelphia merchant class.  The concentration of very public sculptures in the hands of one dynasty of artisans spanning two centuries gives to all of Philadelphia a cozy provincialism and bespeaks the rarity of men with the actual power to commission public art, perhaps no more than a single table of diners at the Union League.  Still, these Calders had produced amazingly rich works, and it was hard to imagine anything that could replace them on our poetical parkway, modeled grandly on the Champs-Elycees, but named for homespun Ben Franklin after all. 


As I enjoyed these pleasant contemplations, my students would have found the first of the various art works I recommended to them, so I traveled my own well-worn route to the American wing and looked for one or the other groups of my explorers.  I first found the clique that included Ashley, Antoinette, and Asia, sitting primly on their portable canvas stools, listening to the docent describe the “Annunciation” of Henry Ossawa Tanner.


The guide did a workmanlike job, and nothing more.  Why will a teacher take the capsuled version of a subject and beat that into the ground without ever challenging understanding or synthesizing from different groups of facts?  Sometimes it seems the teachers have become dumber, streamlining worlds of wonder, mystery, life and death to a thin wafer that sticks on the student’s tongue.  No use in asking why Johnny can’t read.  This docent was pushing Tanner’s African-American roots and the natural, slightly ethnic scene of a woman receiving an angel.  How the hell can she trivialize a human being having contact with the Angel Gabriel?  Did Gabriel unleash his trumpet’s blare to announce his Annunciation? In our lecturer’s placid and passive version, I don’t even think he rang the doorbell.


“What kind of room is it?”


“Poor.  Ghetto,” Asia opined.


“Yes, this is a simple woman in simple rooms.  We could say that Tanner, as a Black artist, was more sensitive to the way the real Mary might have lived.”


We could not say it, too.  I mean that “reading” of the picture has more fabrications in it than Tanner used to decorate Mary’s bed chamber.  In the first place, the room is simple, but hardly a ghetto firetrap with a smoking kerosene heater. The detail of the blanket and wall hangings shows the woman in the room has the resources to purchase very fine and beautiful woven goods.  Tanner paints them brilliantly and shows nearly every thread.  That the room appears simple to modern eyes is merely because it doesn’t contain a flat LCD monitor, a PS2 and X-Box octopus, and the current issues of US and People magazines.  It is a large chamber in a house of the Arab style, with arches and collonades.  Henry Ossawa Tanner is brilliantly showing his connection to something, but it sure as shinola isn’t his affinity with a made up, down-trodden Negro.


“Now, what’s that object on the far left?”


Ashley was confused and said, “The door?”


“Yes the door, but what else?”


“A bright light?”  Yes, like in Close Encounters.



“That’s right.  What do you think the bright light represents?”  Twelve students are ready to play this guessing game.


“A ghost?” 


“A floating fire?”


“An angel?”


A brightly colored space-wedgie of inordinate size?


“It certainly could be any of those, but it’s probably the Angel Gabriel.”


The docent, I don’t remember her name, finally gets around to telling what the Annunciation stands for in the rigmarole of holy birth, but she buries the key point under my students’ guesses, forged in nearly absolute ignorance of Bible lore, a nasty side-effect of going to church every Sunday but being primer readers at best.  I have plunged into the depths of the paucity of actual Bible knowledge among my classes for years.  I still have 30 students sealed in a secret classroom, trying since 1997 to come up with the name of the biblical story that parallels Pandora’s box and slip their answer to me under the door.  Experience with this kind of total deprivation is the reason I teach my classes some parts of the Bible every year, or else how the hell will they understand Paradise Lost or The Merchant of Venice?


I asked the meekly dressed, mostly useless docent to permit me to stress a few observations of Tanner that were germane to the study guide I’d given my kids.  She yielded gratefully.


“Remember, group, our concern is authentication.  What is in the painting that authenticates Tanner’s witness to its events, and how does his work authenticate him as an artist.  Don’t speak of him as a Black artist if the point about the painting can be made in other ways.  Sharikyyrah? A thought?”


“I think he shows he know whassup wit the Bible cuz he depits the woman...”


“Mary.”


“Yeah, Mary, as she really look and wha’ she really own in dem days.”


“Very good, Sharikyyrah!  Here’s the 500 Dextra Credits you deserve.”  Unbelieveably to me, this child’s name was pronounced Shah-ki-rah.  Our relationship had only recently recovered from her outrage at my first Hooked-on-Phonics attempt at pronouncing it from the class roll sheet.  “How about the presentation of the Angel Gabriel?  How does Tanner show he knows what he’s talking about, even when he paints some otherworldly young bul’ in the mix?”


“He doesn’t show the usual guy in armor and wings.  This angel is merely a presence of pure energy.”


“Good observation, Darien. 500 Dextra Credits for you.  And who said playing Sony PSP six hours a day would atrophy your reasoning skills?  Whassup about pure energy vs. a physical angel with wings?”


“The angel shouldn’t be too real, and the orange energy vortex could be a voice from inside her head or a presence in the room, or some private experience of Mary’s. It’s abstract, and that’s more authentic than an angel in feathers and armor  because it is true to people’s known experience, not fantasy.  None of us would believe him if Tanner implied he knew what an angel looks like or where it came from.”


“First they’re in Anaheim, then they’re in Los Angeles.  Who can follow them?  Well said, Darien.  I like what you say, and I’m mailing a copy to the Pope tomorrow and giving another 500 Dexters to you today.  Okay, every one of these points authenticates Tanner’s claim that he has knowledge of what he is painting.  How does he authenticate his role as an artist?”


Asia said, “He shows on every square inch of the canvas that he can paint, those threads in the blanket authenticate him as a true fine artist.”


“Well said, Asia. 500 bills for you.  What tradition of painting is he working in, do you know?  Nobody?  It’s realism, verging on symbolism, in the academic or salon style also represented in the canvas on the right, Thomas Eakins’ laboratory masterpiece.  Does his use of mainstream forms and style invite us to set Tanner apart as an African-American?”


“He might have been a brother,” Clevon said, ”but it would be an insult to say he was a black painter.  The young bul’ could hang in there with any of those salon painters.”


“Clevon, what you say is truly wise.  You earned 500 Dextra Credit.”


This was good practice in the skill of looking at and interpreting a work of art, and transference of that skill to interpreting a work of fiction had incalculable value. What the exercise was not was the phony farts and craps of visual-based learning that suckered students into thinking they had read something, when all they had done was build a barn out of popsicle sticks and pipe cleaners. My appeal to visual learners strengthened powers of communication and comprehension that were genuinely applicable to the problem of reading an author and writing about it.  


We looked next at the Eakins operating theater and the docent all but receded into the background.  Philadelphia’s great painter authenticated his understanding of the operating theater with detail, so much detail he scandalized his squeamish contemporaries.  His virtuosity in using light to focus on the surgeon and to make the students and onlookers recede into the background was a towering challenge to his peers. He authen-ticates his painterly chops with the radical use of scientific powers of observation, a discipline referred to by the anatomist in the academy theater.  Understanding Eakins––I suggested students check out his sculling series––involves recognizing a virtuosity that suppresses the self entirely, claiming a wholly impersonal vision and method of recording.  As it turns out, Eakins was heavily influenced by the way a camera sees an image.  Comparing Eakins to his young follower Tanner, the kids predicted that since Eakins had most of the prestige in their mutual hometown of Philadelphia, Tanner’s quest would likely be to rival Eakins’ style or find a convincing and authenticating oeuvre of his own.  By this time I was amazed at what my first student group was getting into, and I left them and their guide to dazzle on other topics while I tracked the second platoon.


I caught up to the group that included Brittany, Bododeo, and Bashir in a room containing three works from the study guide, Horace Pippin’s “Mr. Prejudice,” an enamel and steel “The Tiger Cat” by Thornton Dial, and a pair of untitled Martin Puryears, one of his collosal, birdlike baskets and a wall-hanging “implement.”  The guide for this section was keenly conscious of the race of the three artists, and attributed to them the earnest concerns of artists who are dedicated to the social good.  


“Puryear’s wood constructions,” she said, “cannot be understood without reference to the agrarian past of Southern Blacks, where the identity of the slave on his master’s farm was interchangeable with the saws and scythes hanging in the barn.”

I wanted to ask her why neither of the brilliant pieces by America’s foremost sculptor had any functionality as tools.  They were reminiscent of implements of manual labor, but that was but a sweet background to their fully fanciful and purely abstract reality.  Her theory seemed overwrought, under-cooked and woefully inadequate for such subtle and marvelous material.


“Here is a construction by the outsider artist, Thornton Dial, whose habit of scavenging bits and pieces from the real world to turn them into exemplars of his own inner world recalls a practice of recycling and reuse that has long been associated with rural Southerners,” she said.


Okay, but that doesn’t explain what exactly his “outsider” art is outside of.


Then she smacked around poor Horace Pippin from Chester, Pennsylvania, and I could only wonder why she wouldn’t give the poor homie his props.  “Like Dial, Pippin was entirely self-taught, but the crudeness of his painting technique is belied by his sensitivity towards social issues.  His powerful image of oppression in “Mr. Prejudice” is striking despite his flat figures and indifferent use of light and shade.”


Pippin’s ideas were worthless except in the context of the “crude” art she slandered.  Why, take his wonderful, inventive images away, and Pippin was only marginally more interesting than this docent, whose tedious ideas stood apart from pictorial reality like biased news broadcasts from a bombed out front.  I was so sick of her entrapments and deceptions that I thought I might vomit on her Bruno Magli pumps.  Instead, I asked if I could direct the class to a few details essential to my assigned worksheet.


“Be brief, Mr. Matherson, or we’ll not have time to cover all the assigned pieces.”  She withdrew to the next gallery.


“Sure.  Of course.  Students, think again about the model of Frederick Douglass, proving he is an authentic witness to his subject, and demonstrating he is a man in three dimensions, not some farm equipment hanging in the barn.  What do you see in these works that is just like Douglass’ process of authenticating himself?”


Nothing.  “No one sees anything here that verifies the humanity of its creator?  Brittany, looking at Dial’s “Tiger”, what do you think the artist is trying to do?”


“He’s trying to make some stuff out of trash and sell it to marks like you, Dex, who see value in everything, even when it’s just stuff.”


Students laughed.  Bododeo nuzzled Brittany’s neck and wrapped his parka around her.  I was offended, but my affinity for Dial and his coevals was too great to let a pipsqueak brat make me feel effete.  “Your opinion is dismissive, not critical.  Most of the fine things in this world take work to appreciate.  They don’t blast their truths at ear-splitting decibels, strutting and pimping.  You need to dig deeper than what you have done.  Go to the art if it won’t come to you.”


“I have a right to my opinion.  You can’t make me like something if I don’t want to.”  Did she take me for a parent trying to get her to eat lima beans?


“I don’t care what you like, Brittany.  You can have some pop-gun, dollar store, wanabee thug maul you in public if you like.  But my business is to tell you what you need to understand.  These are assigned art works, and you need to know what they say as surely as if it be Invisible Man I am assigning.  Minus two thousand points, Brittany.  You can earn some of that back by getting a clue.”  I made a notation in my notebook.


Bododeo leapt to his feet, almost into my personal space.  “Why don’t you take your medicine, Dex?  I mean, what’s your problem?”


“What you are doing, Bododeo, is not showing concern for the teacher, and this paltry attempt at rebellion is also not showing concern for Brittany, who needs a positive model right now.  You lose two thousand points.  Calm yourself, and start to earn that back.”  


The couple sulked, but they brought no further embarrassment to the tour. I had made fairly clear, it seemed to me, what I demanded of the class’ analysis of the glorious art in that gallery; however, the outburst of the killer B’s took some energy out of me.  This group would just have to reach an understanding of the gaily dancing figures in the belly of Dial’s tiger without my help.  I walked in a leisurely manner past some of my favorite work in the museum, then went to the student cafeteria to await the arrival of my forty charges.

SEVEN



Depending on students’ reactions to the art, these forty-minute lunches could be the most depressing part of the PMA junket.  My group today was a decidedly mixed bag:  some students like Asia and Darien were truly inspired with the discovery of different ways of looking.  They both came to show me their study guides and to settle some difference of opinion about the collage by Romare Beardon that “lifted the tops off their heads.”  Darien especially was knocked out by what fine art was, how making a nice picture had nothing to do with it. 


“So what else is there?”


“Playing with ideas, Dex, messing with the beliefs of the viewer, pulling him into the work, finding new openings for expression.”


“You make me very proud, young man. No Dextra Credit: I’m speaking from the heart.”


The other half of the students ate their lunches and bought their toxic snack foods as if this were the most important part of the day.  Most of their food came from home since the cafeteria only offered vending machines.  Some had commercial food, hamburgers and chicken dinners, and they jumped all over the students whose lunches hinted at a funky home situation.  They loudly criticized the puny mayonnaise and relish sandwiches of the underfed, and nearly fell from laughing at the just plain disgusting staples from mom, the pickled beets, chick pea mash, pigs knuckles sandwiches, and pickled corn.


I could get very depressed with the display of inverted priorities at these lunches.  Why all the fuss over eating and blank disinterest over learning? Refocusing on the work we were here to do, I started asking students to produce study guides so I could preview their progress.  This maneuver headed off instances of students having remarkably identical personal insights into the same artifact.  I assessed negative points to people like Brittany and Bododeo who had no notes to show from their morning.  “You have time to earn back some of these negatives by doing what is needed in the afternoon.  And Bododeo, I appreciate you showing concern for myself and Brittany by listening politely to these instructions.  You earned 500 Dexters.”


At last, the time came to rally the group for our next mission.  “This morning, I structured what you saw and criticized, but now I’ll be more or less letting you go anywhere in the modern art galleries.  You will see works like those you saw by Puryear, Bearden, or Thorton Dial, and much more besides.  Some of the works will quite literally defy criticism.  Since the types of questions you worked on this morning would be cumbersome here, I am only going to ask you one:  What for you is the most positively affecting piece in the modern collections, and why do you feel strongly about it?”


“You will basically describe your favorite work of the dozens waiting to be discovered in the wing.  Not acceptable is a description of the painting or sculpture you hated the most.  If you have a confused and hostile reaction to something, it’s most likely a reflection of what you don’t know, not a case against the artist.


“Any questions on what you need to do?  Find one positively affecting work, preferably your favorite of all. With forty students and only one of me, I can’t be everywhere simultaneously, and I don’t want to be: this isn’t a regular class.  But I remind you we are in a very public place, and the management are cranky as hell if one of their million dollar pictures gets scuffed up by hooligans.”


“A million dollars, Dex,” Anfernee exclaimed.  “We’ll see million dollar paintings?  Tha’s it, now I know I’ gonna be a’ artist.”


“You’ve already seen works by Eakins that could easily attain more than a million dollars if the trustees were foolish enough to part with them.  Okay, follow me.  Stay together until I say it’s okay to split up.”  


We went through the Impressionist holdings on our way to the Moderns.  The museum has a round, luxuriantly furnished salon set up for contemplating its most famous pieces, Cezanne’s “Bathers” and Van Gogh’s “Sunflowers” among them.  A small group was having a tour and everyone in the room except my students was devout as pilgrims in the presence of a bleeding statue.


I couldn’t bring my line forward since another small group was blocking the passageway.  Unstructured kid behavior always gets too loud, and a tour guide scowled at me.   Trying to focus the attention of my queue, I stooped so low as to mention the 80-million-dollar price paid for Van Gogh’s last auctioned work.  While they cooed or expressed disbelief at the bizarre prerogatives of the rich, our pathway to see the modern art wing cleared.


“This is it, troop. You can go anywhere in this long hall, but do not retreat through the “Sunflowers” room until I say it’s time to meet the bus.”


However discouraging some parts of the day had been, the first fifteen minutes in the modern collection were a pleasant, intellectual Easter egg hunt.  The students rushed from gallery to gallery looking for just the right work for a personal study.  A few discovered as I had at their age the artist St. Petersburg, Florida, calls the world’s most famous. Posters put up by the city to promote the Dali Museum make him look like Snidely Whiplash or Victor Mature with a handlebar mustache, a bizarre transformation equal to the freakish exhibits at the resort’s Ripley’s Believe It Or Not attraction.  Dali’s outrageous and controlled masterwork,  “Premonitions of Civil War,” brims with the daring sexuality of pure surrealism, a ripeness that appealed to my newly minted and recently pubescent aficionados.  A great work it is, conveying the terrible image of a shrieking mother country milked dry.  I heard Bashir declare he had found his writing topic.   Bate beans.  ‘um.


I was surprised when Tameekah and Robert lighted upon the excellent, abstractly surreal canvas by Matta.  I had to admire their taste.  For me a painting by Matta was a rare and much appreciated sight. Of the dozen museums in three countries I had visited, none had more than one or two of Matta’s canvases, and they always had an impact on me.  I loved the odd constructions, the machine-like sketches resembling reapers and trundles, and his uncanny, multiple layering of the design.  Robert’s reaction was visceral:  he took out his cell phone and shot flashless snaps of the canvas. Here was a reaction piece in the making I especially looked forward to reading. “Whassa Matta for you, Robert?”


Tanya and Antoinette came to get some help.  They didn’t know what they liked best.  “What’s your favorite art, Dex?”


“It changes by the year, like the favorite singer in my record collection.  Today, my favorite work is this group of Cornell boxes.”


“They’re so small!”


“Modern art has no rules restricting size, no cardboard cut-out of Foghorn Leghorn with his flat palm extended, saying ‘You must be this tall to ride.’”


“Each of these boxes contains its own separate world,” Antoinette opined, “some recognizable, like the girl in the forest or the parrot on the perch, and some I can’t understand, like the rows of tiny glasses.”


“Do you see the metal rod, the ring, and the ball at the top of some of the boxes,” I asked.  “That’s a reference to the old-style bagatelle games Cornell loved.  One way to appreciate his work is as a pinball cabinet.  Now, how to activate and play the memory games these boxes suggest is something only Cornell could answer.”


Leaving the two young women to ponder the obsessions of the recluse from Utopian Parkway, I had a premonition of chaos brewing.  I estimated the kids I could see, and about six were missing.  The extreme southern end of the wing had no sightlines to where I was standing, so I headed quickly in that direction towards the Annenberg Collection.  


The closer I got, the more I could sense the tension of the guards and other patrons.  In the Brancusi gallery, just outside the near-sacred work of Duchamp, a guard vented annoyance and anger.  “Are you with those boy in theah?”


“Yes.  Is there a problem?”


“You be’ they is.  They touching wor’ and when I tol’ them a’ stop, they mouf off a’ me.”   Judging by her dialect, this rent-a-cop at the art museum could have lived on the same block as some of my students.  It was no wonder she was hyper-sensitive to their habitual swaggering and sullen buzz.


“I will remove the young men from the premises immediately,” I assured her.  She was placated a little, and I hurried to the room exhibiting Duchamp’s works, fearing the worst.


At least the bicycle-wheel ready-made wasn’t spinning.  I know I gave it a surreptitious turn the first time I saw it.  My students, about half a dozen, were in the darkened anteroom of Duchamp’s last creation, taking turns giggling and laughing at a peephole in a gothic, oak door.  They hadn’t known what to make of Duchamp’s conceptual/surrealist works such as his liter of Parisian air, or “The Bride Stripped Bare,” the shrine of Modernism in the adjacent room, but they were perfectly equipped to stare through an aperture at a naked woman holding a torch.  Despite their rawness and rowdiness, and just before I evicted the whole crew from the modern collections, I actually heard a student of mine give a plausible critical explanation for Duchamp’s enigmatic ensemble, which had been all but inexplicable to me.


Eliza Short postulated, “This is like that freaky web site for that bisected, flower-wearing chick out in Hollywood.  See, she’s like a severed woman lying in the grass, because the angle is obstructive and you can’t see the head, right?  It’s visually chopped off.  And her private parts are mutilated just like the actual victim’s.  Her jaun’ is upside down. Weird! This guy is obsessing over that famous unsolved murder.  I’d bet on it!”


“How does the peephole fit in,” I asked, enthralled.


“That’s the public’s fascination with brutality and crime, Dex; a gaper delay on the dark backstreets of our celebrity culture.”


We beat a hasty retreat from the museum dodging the suddenly hostile guards.  A uniformed woman chastened me for not having enough adult chaperones.  I felt the guards were overreacting to my students’ fever-pitched nonchalance, but I held the kids responsible for not presenting themselves as art patrons, whether they were truly disruptive to the collections or not. What could I do but unblinkingly accept feedback from the public?  I was answerable to citizens of Philadelphia just as students receiving criticism in my class were answerable to me.  


Because of the unexpectedly short museum stay, everyone was back on the bus and ready to roll about 45 minutes ahead of the plan.  Dex is always prepared with a spare lesson when the planned lesson must be jettisoned.  An extraordinary lack of student interest can scrap a lesson plan, but on the other hand, too much enthusiasm is an equally dangerous thing.  Employing my back-up, I conferred with the bus driver who was happy to go a couple blocks out of her way.  She started the orange crate rolling down the hill, and in no time we were like those fearless, racing kids in the “Our Gang” comedies.


“That we were asked to leave the museum, students, is a huge personal embarrassment.  I’ve never been thrown out of a public place in my life.  For this reason, I cannot give anyone a free pass on the afternoon assignment.  Everyone in the group, including myself, must shoulder the burden of what some of us have caused.  We are a group, responsible for each other.”  The group bitched and moaned.  


“If you were fortunate enough to collect data on your favorite piece in the modern collection, well, good for you, the rest will be easy.  If you could not get what you wanted in the modern collection because of our humiliating forced exit, you missed an opportunity I cannot salvage for you.”  Students plead their typical arguments for a teen version of fairness that is completely one-sided and spun swirling eddies of blame on everyone but themselves.


“On the other hand, I can give you one more assignment to research before we return to Rockland.  It can replace the work you missed, or you may do this instead of the assignment you’ve been working on since lunch.”


“Alright, Dex!  Good lookin’ out!”


“Right across from the museum is an annex.  Now, I’m assuming the annex hasn’t heard of our rotten behavior at the main building, so we may be permitted a very brief stop there.  In fact, here is our destination now.”  The bus pulled in front of the mausoleum-like Rodin Museum with its bronze cast of “The Thinker” out front.  We were less than half a mile from the main museum building.  Our bus driver, Mabel, knew a wonderful little cove off the steady stream of traffic and she said she could brazen it out there for about fifteen to twenty minutes before being moved along.


“This is the Rodin Museum.  Rodin was a revolutionary sculptor of over a century ago.  All the works here were made by this legendary craftsman.  To do this assignment, the rules are simple, and you don’t even need to fully enter the building. Find three works, “The Thinker,” “The Gates of Hell,” and the series of studies for the portrait of Balzac.  Then tell in rich detail what connects these works.  That they were all made by the same artist is obvious, but what is the link that binds each to the others?  Does some signature concern or gesture surface in every sculpture Rodin executes?  Get some notes together and work up a decent thesis.  


“That’s the alternative assignment.  If you choose to do it, begin now.  You can get off just to have a look if you want, and, yes, you can do all three assignments and get molte, molte extra credit.  The bus leaves in fifteen, so: Go! Do! Be!”


Mabel and I chatted about school stuff while the kids started scampering all over the grounds.  A few came back saying they couldn’t get inside the building.


“Everything you need is between here and the admission desk.  The sculptures I am talking about are incredibly accessible.”


Soon enough, mostly everyone recognized the familiar “Thinker” virtually sniffing our bus’ exhaust.  They would have i.d.-ed it sooner had they ever watched “The Dobie Gillis Show.”  That’s what I was up against: my students had never studied the classics.  “Work!”


About ten minutes in, students were realizing that the eight tons of black bronze mounted on the mausoleum’s front facade were the tortuous “Gates.”  Rodin did not share Henry Ossawa Tanner’s circumspection about giving a material form to nightmarish angels.  One student even recognized the eensy weensy version of “The Thinker” at the top of the gigantic relief.


“Is that how they’re connected, Dex?  Is this Balzac guy in the ‘Gates of Hell,’ too?”


“Not exactly, but you could work up what you’ve noticed into a useful Rodin essay.”


Finally, everyone returned to the bus.  The studies for a statue of Balzac had been spotted just inside the museum entrance.  Mabel got us rolling again while students speculated on the connections between the three sculptures.


“Dex, this is hard. Give us a clue.”


“Yeah, we know they are all by the same artist, but we don’t get anything else, style or whatever, that ties it all together.”


“A clue.  Okay, I’ll give you a clue, and let me say if you pay close attention, you’ll see an easy answer to this conundrum.”  The students were absolutely rapt.


“My clue starts this way: in 1992, I was a contestant on the show ‘Jeopardy!’


The students murmured excitedly, captivated as usual by any feat of television.  “Did you win, Dex?”


“I just started the story--you can’t wait five minutes to find out how it ends?”


“He didn’t win.”


I continued.  “I actually studied before I got on the show, especially facts about presidents and astronauts.  At the time I was an artist.  In a good year, I made about 3000 dollars selling art or giving exhibitions, so winning ‘Jeopardy!’ would change my situation in a huge way.


“I was due to tape the show on a Tuesday in Hollywood.  On the previous Thursday, I went to the Museum of Modern Art in New York as a kind of relaxation, but also to get tight with the art gods overlooking my fortunes.  I saw my very favorite statue in New York, and I stared at it for at least twenty minutes.  Maybe like the dirty idolator I am, I even asked it to give me luck as I flew off to do trivia battle.  The statue was an eight-foot tall, cloaked Balzac, the full-blown version of the little shorty they have at the Rodin Museum.


“Tuesday I was at the Hollywood studio all day.  The ‘Jeopardy!’ people taped five episodes in one day-long session.  The champion had won a game at the end of the last taping day, then he came back to start on a new pool of contestants.  His name was Dave and he was very quiet and unexpressive.  He blew past three contestants in a row without breaking into a sweat.  He stayed ahead from start to finish in every match, and no one got anywhere close to his score.  I theorized he was in league with the devil.


“My turn to face Dave was when he was going for his fifth win, after mowing down the field to earn fifty grand. In those days, they didn’t let you win more than five times, so a five-time champion was a big deal.  Just my luck, my only shot on “Jeopardy!” was against this unstoppable juggernaut. Well, at least I wouldn’t face him alone.  The church lady would be doing her part in the Battle of the Nerds.


“Church Lady was the other contestant.  Looking at her big black-framed glasses and straight, Dutch boy haircut, I knew exactly the kind of creature she was.  All that Alex Trebek got out of her in the interview was that she was a Sunday school teacher and she lived in Alaska.  She was wrapped so tight she didn’t want the makeup woman to put TV makeup on her because other faces had been done with the same kit, and she only relented when the producer said she had to use the makeup person’s makeup kit or walk.


“At the podiums, Church Lady was on my left and Dave, the demon from Hell, was on my right.  Now these two were very weak personalities for TV with no affect or energy.  Me, I had energy to spare.  During my interview, I corrected Trebek’s pronunciation of my hometown.  That was good for a studio laugh.  Then he asked about my unusual deck of playing cards.


“‘I have a deck of cards, Alex, found one at a time on the streets of Philadelphia.  I read in Ripley’s that a guy in Cleveland took 31 years to collect a full deck that way.  I got mine in under three years, so I guess Philadelphia is a trashier city.’”  


Students on the bus booed this line.  “Hey, don’t get me wrong.  I love that you can find playing cards anywhere you go on Philly’s streets.  Why do you think they call me ‘Dex?’


 “What with those other stiffs giving him nothing to work with, Alex tried to get comical with me.  He said, ‘So for two, two-and-a-half years, you walked all over Philadelphia stooped over like this, saying, “Is there a card here?”’ He actually stooped over, demonstrating.


“‘Don’t be silly, Alex,’ I grinned.  The studio audience howled at Trebek’s expense.  I just thought he looked ridiculous trying to pantomime that he was searching the ground, so I zinged him one.  Maybe just once being funny would be worth more than having money.


“The game is rolling, and I discover an interesting fact. In the time when Trebek is reading the clues, I can feel the contestants tense up on both sides of me when they’re waiting to buzz in.  I pretty much knew who had the answer, and mostly it was a race to see who was quickest on the buzzer.  I found that whenever we all three knew an answer, I was beaten on the buzzing-in component.  Disbelieve it if someone tries to tell you rampant drug and alcohol abuse don’t slow the reflexes.  Church Lady and Devil Dave had it all over me in reaction time, and in the beginning of the match, a slow buzzer shut me out of lots of cash.


“During the whole twenty-two minutes, the only questions I got right were the ones where I was the only contestant who knew the answer.  The thing is, I knew more trivia than either of those guys; they had quick buzzers and not much more.  I knew the name of Lippy the Lion’s sidekick, Hardy Har Har; I knew Howard Hughes had once owned RKO pictures; and I guessed brilliantly that the animal on the coat of arms of Peru is a llama and a ‘vorant’ animal on a coat of arms is eating something else.  By the end of the first round, Dave and I were neck and neck in money, with about five grand each.


“I really came on in the second round, where answers are tougher and I was more likely to be the only person who knew them.  I got that heavy water is a reactor coolant, even though Dave was some kind of scientist. I couldn’t believe it when Church Lady buzzed in ahead of me on the Sergio Aragones question, thinking, ‘How the hell does a Sunday school teacher know a cartoonist from Mad Magazine that I’ve idolized since I was seven?’ Fortunately, she was only guessing, floating the incorrect National Lampoon answer and leaving 800 bucks for Dex.  I answered so much stuff, I uncovered two Daily Double squares.  I bet too high for the Presidential double (despite all that studying), and I bet too low for the question about Picasso’s Guernica.  My coup de grace was sweeping the category where plays were identified by their settings. By the end of round two, I was the first person all day to take a lead into Final Jeopardy against bloodless Dave.  I had 9900 points and he had 6600 points, with Church Lady 3000 points behind him.


“Then they announced the Final Jeopardy category as they always do, just ahead of a commercial break.  The category was art.  


“I felt as if I’d been hit with a sledgehammer. Art!  Dave, the scientist from Hell, and Church Lady from Alaska, they didn’t know anything about art, whereas I lived and breathed the stuff.  ‘I’m gonna win over ten grand,’ I said to myself. ‘I have a year’s salary practically in my pocket,’ I thought.  At the same time the adrenalin surging through me when I was picking off answers (1776! Fool for Love! Diary of Anne Frank! Miracle Worker!) had cranked down during the commercial break.  I was suddenly as frazzled as someone on the downward spiral of a sugar binge.  I could barely figure what I needed to bet to stay a dollar ahead of twice Dave’s total.  They had me write my wager three times because I couldn’t handle the pen.  Still, art was the category, and I was a mortal lock to ace it and win the match.


“The show was taped-as-live, meaning the pause between game segments was the same length as the actual commercial break when the program aired.  Then, the cameras focused on Trebek, who introduced the ultimate clue: ‘Originally intended for inclusion in his “The Gates of Hell,” Rodin’s “The Thinker” is a portrait of this famous author.’


“I wrote Balzac immediately.  As that dopey answering music began the second verse, I had time to think to myself, ‘Man, this is really an obscure question.  I can’t believe they made the Final Jeopardy question so tough––too tough for these losers, heh, heh!’


“Then the answers were revealed, with Church Lady going first because she had the lowest score.  Her answer was ‘Dante’ and I had time before Alex announced his verdict to dance a mental jig because Dante was so not Balzac.


“‘“Dante” is correct,’ said Alex.  ‘We thought someone might put “Balzac” because that’s another famous author Rodin sculpted.’ I felt like the cable had snapped in my elevator.  Crashing from those skyscraper highs, I broke out in a clammy flop sweat.   


“Devil Dave of course had Dante too, admitting to me later he pulled the answer out of his ass.  Then it was my turn to reveal my shame.  The whole audience still thought  I had won.  I was trying not to look foolish, as if that were possible.


“‘“Balzac.”  We thought someone might be fooled with that.’ At least Trebek gave me some plausible deniability while I put on the motley hat with the hanging dingleberries, but who knows: maybe he manipulated a swindle on me because I showed him up in the interview with that ‘Don’t be silly’ crack.


“The worst part is I knew with every part of my brain that wasn’t answering that the best response for any question having to do with Hell was Dante.  It wasn’t even a Rodin question: sculpture is too obscure for Final Jeopardy.  I just couldn’t get my favorite statue at the MOMA out of my mind, that greenish bronze spitting image of my father guarding my fortune, saying, ‘You’ll never have money!’ Once again the false heuristic neutralized sensible thinking.


“So, class.  Tell me: where is the connection between ‘The Thinker,’ ‘The Gates of Hell,’ and the statue of Balzac?” 


When the bus pulled in at Rockland, I gave the same ohh-so-cryptic message I always give when a field trip is over but the school day continues.  “You are excused for the entire day; however, if you come into the school, you must attend your regular seventh period class.” This reminder keeps students for the most part from wandering the campus or its halls and causing havoc.


Now you’ll be wanting me to account for my knowledge about the tragic incident that occurred next.  Just think about it:  I was checked out for the day and the student was checked out for the day.  I teach English, not physics, but how can two nothings come together to make a something?  I didn’t even have a lesson plan to cover seventh period that day, thus my complete innocence of any unplanned concatenation of events.


I hung around outside to make sure the kids from the museum field trip dispersed.  After the humiliations I suffered with that group at the Museum of Art, I wasn’t about to take another black eye.  Everyone took a ride or something and left Rockland behind.  Almost everyone.


I noticed Brittany entering the school through the side door.  I thought, “Now, Miss Snippy, I’m going to drag you into a seventh period class or make out a cut slip.”  I tried to get through the same door, but it had no handle and no one would let me in.  I did find and put in my pocket a jack of spades, however. Finally I used a little technique a streetwise kid showed me once, hitting the door so it recoiled out of its frame and grabbing it before it returned.  I was in the building, but not a soul was in sight.


The best I could figure, Brittany would hit the third floor, maybe to meet some other miscreant.  Everyone hangs out on the third floor, in Dex’s hallway.  So I trudged up to my classroom, being discreet. I didn’t want to see other teachers who might want to make annoying chatter, and I certainly didn’t want to be pressed into teaching service when I was supposed to be off the clock.


What did I see at the top of the stairs but my classroom door wide open.  Tiffany is hanging out the back window, having an impossibly witty conversation with somebody on the ground.  Could it possibly be that Bododeo loser?  She’s waving a cd player and calling, “I found it on Dex’s desk, boo.  It was there all the time!  I’ll meet you at your car in half-a-minute.”


Two classroom infractions that truly gall me are people talking out the window, embarrassing me and Rockland in front of the neighbors, and people propping up a 40-pound, steel window with a broken sash by shoving a book in its edge.  Don’t they know I can replace a student in fifteen minutes, but a school district book when it’s ruined is gone forever?


Tragically, just as I was simmering in these angry thoughts, an unseen hand caused the book Literature to escape its abominable servitude.  Like a guillotine, the window dropped, but Brittany did not succumb to anything so gruesome as a decapitation.  She got what a wildebeest gets when a tiger catches it from behind, pinching the back of its neck with his powerful jaws.  Big cats suffocate their prey in that first lunging grasp.  The tiger tears meat from the bones at his leisure.


Looking at poor, clueless Brittany, suffocated, with her plaid, schoolgirl skirt lifted above her round heinie, I pondered momentarily her attractive, black thong, that personal article invented to thwart the panty line and far exceeding its mere cosmetic practicalities.  The thong has been featured in more song lyrics than vinyl boots, blue suede shoes, and high-heeled sneakers combined, becoming an endlessly enticing Moebius strip of sex, an eternal eight, in fact, like the one on the death card the school’s graffiti flogs were bootlegging.  I couldn’t just leave poor Brittany in nothing but her brazen undergarment, so I scooped from the floor a sneaker-soiled, student forgery of the crowned, red-hooded man, twisted it like a licorice whip, and slipped the thing into Brittany’s spandex strap with a parting snap.  It was the same dancer-tipping move once executed by a mannequin salesman and witnessed by myself in a “gentlemen’s club” down on Delaware Avenue.  I left both sordid sites anonymously through the wide open doors, and hurried to my car in a manner that, if not undetectable, obfuscated my guilty peeping to the debasement of the fairer sex. 


On the way home, I stopped at the drugstore.

EIGHT

Immediately after the winter break, I gave an impromptu lesson that probably started all this nonsense about me being the serial killer of my own students.  The notion is patently absurd, of course, and I’m sure none of the staff believed it.  I was barely questioned about Brittany’s terrible death, although Detective Guttyperch made another perfunctory visit to these halls.  The official record said I wasn’t even in the building on December 22, which was good enough for him.  As for the students, they’ll believe anything, especially lunatic claims about a teacher, the more preposterous, the better.  For instance, because I am often frenetic and blustery and tend to explode when provoked, one term’s freshmen started the rumor that I was a crack addict.  So powerful was the lure of this canard, I heard of students who swore outright that they saw me with a glass pipe and lighter, smoking at my desk during my prep period.   I’ve been so depressed I slept under my desk during many a prep period, sometimes spending them there for weeks at a time, but that idiosyncrasy doesn’t make me a freebasing addict.  Not that the School District of Philadelphia hasn’t fired a few.


I say the lesson that may have labeled me a murderer was impromptu because my foray into the planned subject took a sentimental detour based on student signals and signposts.  As I have told you, not everything I do is written down, only what I intend, and, allow me to reiterate, the only reason I’m permitting you this intrusion on my free time is to acknowledge accidents that can’t be predicted in a lesson plan.  


In the first part of January, I was discussing with classes the connection between language cultivation and the concept of immortality.  The ideas I had on the subject were spurred by my father’s long illness and horrible cancer death the week after Christmas.  When I mentioned my deep feelings for Dad, my eyes welling with grief, a student asked how he died.  That is why I came to tell one or two classes of my most sympathetic students how I killed my own father.  That some of them took this as literally true I equate with their lack of expertise as examiners of a text.  My students are virtually ghetto shut-ins, deprived, among many other necessities, of the story grammar conventions that help an experienced reader tell the difference between a villain and a helpless witness to tragedy.  Crudely straightforward identifications they readily make, like the primping, money-grabbing ostentations of an ex-con rapper or the slutty, hardened bump-and-grind of a gangsta’s moll.   Toss in any discordant irony between the surface of events and their interior, and my students’ lack of sophistication carries them hopelessly afield.


“With days and days between our last class and this one,” I began, “let me revisit some reasons for you to give your utmost attention and effort to your English III class.”  Students were as sluggish as I expected following a long holiday.  I confess I love cracking the lid on my mania to rouse from their stupor kerosene-heater users who lacked adequate winter clothing, their own driver’s licenses, or any other means to get out-of-doors and breathe winter’s oxygen.


“Consider the question of existence after you die.  My own opinion is that a heaven of angels with golden harps where Billy Graham plays golf with Jesus on a neverending Sunday is a feeble-minded fantasy.  People who believe their own consciousness and personhood continues after they flatline alone in the gummy and anonymous nursing home are not living in my world, where roadkill rots on the shoulder and man has never had a whisper of proof of the existence of a soul.  Besides, what possible attractions does immortal life contain?  I would do anything to avoid a heaven where my sense of self perpetuates.  I’d commune with Satan himself to avoid it, or at least canvas the Knotts-Mart with fliers for the Republican Party.  No facet of this existence is so completely satisfying or devoid of elements of hopeless longing to make me want to carry it into the future one moment longer than I need to.  But hey, that’s just me.”


“Dex, don’ you belief what Jesus say about the Kingdom of God?” asked Tameekah.  “Don’t you belief the righteous will be redeem’ at the en’ of times?”


“The nature of belief is that it focuses on that which cannot be shown.  Belief is a pile of laundry waiting in the dark while the things of this Earth that I am able to see, touch, and smell are a raging tornado that wails for my attention.  I am made for and of the medium of the empirical, and this too, too solid world overwhelms me.  


“I’d wager more heartache comes from longing for that which is absent than from the in-your-face immediacy of the world.  The most daunting roadblock to sobriety for a drug addict is the terrible prospect of staying clean until his last day on earth.  Too many presumed sunrises and sunsets crush his will to stay sober, and he’s back on the booze before a single week is up.  Thus the success A.A. has with its ‘one day at a time’ configuration.  Unwilling to live like the alcoholic who pursues as rescue the very thing that traps and makes him miserable, I would not believe in figments of the afterlife and risk perpetuating the horror of coffeepots, Adam Sandler movies, registration stickers, and the I-Witless News.  Why would I want to increase an exceedingly present existence with fantasies of life’s extra innings?”  My arms were reaching to the ceiling and my voice reverberated.  “Haven’t I got my hands full with the here and now, without believing in the figment of a hereafter?”


“Just because you be a sinner wiv’out faith doesn’t wish away Judgment Day and the Afterlife,” snorted Tameekah.  “We don’ choose to believe wha’ suits our tempahmint, and call other folk simple because they have faith in somefin’ other than themselves. Your ears are stopped up if dey don’ heah joy and rapture.”  She pronounced the last rap-cha, sounding like one of the preachers whose rhetoric she mimicked, still I admired Tameekah for organizing her ideas into a decent rebuttal of mine.


“Here’s 500 DC’s for penetrating analysis.  You are right that I am completely closed to acts of or appeals to faith, and likewise, no reference to the coldcut, deli facts of life will convince one of the faithful to separate metaphor from reality.  Today, when our work together has the feel of starting from the beginning, I only ask that you consider these differences in the context of last term’s Genesis.  (Though I can’t control what is on your mind, I can always enforce what’s on the test.)  


A theme of the course is how language is the human faculty for going backward or forward in time.  Language links the present world, a class of students, with a similar figurative world, for example, a carefully planted field a’withering in a drought.  As your teacher, I advise you never to mistake the figurative language of any testament with what is real, but I expect you’ll go your own way on this topic.  My own conviction of where to find the Kingdom of God is similarly unshakeable.”




“If your heaven, Dex, be someplace not real,” said Anfernee, whom I had thought sleeping, “den mines someplace without English.”  


The class erupted into amens at this.  I was more lenient with unsolicited interjections in my English III-AP classes than in regular ones, as it created something akin to a seminar atmosphere.  Only in my AP (or advanced placement) courses did I ever attain the spontaneous give and take I associated with an actual English class.  All other classes were like sweating through elephant dentistry just to elicit a thoughtful response. Even the AP classes fell short of what I would call a truly advanced course.  With the students’ crude speech and poor comprehension of the written word, I never knew for what these classes were advance placement, certainly not the rigors of college writing and literature.  They must exist only to create bodies for English IV.


“You hit upon the whole reason for my presentation, Anfernee.”


“Dextra Credit?”


“Don’t be precocious,” I cautioned before continuing.  “Heaven may not exist in reality, but it surely exists in English.  As I keep reiterating, language projects in every direction away from the palpable reality.  Think of a digital recording that uses numerical code to produce a simulation of original sound but is not itself real.  So, our words can reproduce any living thing, and contemplate that which has never existed, though the word is not the object of the word.  We have concepts like heaven, Duck Dodger, and the Phillies winning the World Series again because language will sustain any imaginable idea, not because any of these are real or even possible.  Yet, although language only gives us the digital version to the corresponding noun or verb in space and time, this doesn’t mean the code doesn’t seem real to our minds.  In fact, as Tameekah examples, even abstractions like love, honor, and charity seem substantive in the mind.  Why do you think that is?”


Tameekah was perplexed with the turn of conversation.  “First, Dex, you say there’s no heaven; now you say the heaven in the mind’s eye is real to us.  This seem like you contradictin’ yo’se’f.”


“The answer to my question resolves the contradiction.  I’ll restate it, but Tameekah, for showing at least that you are following the outline of my improvised argument, you earn another five hundred Dextra Credits.


“You a dog, Dex,” said Anfernee.


“What you are doing, Anfernee, is not accepting your positive consequences compared to Tameekah’s.  That makes me less likely to reward your good works in class.  For this, you earned negative 200 points.”


“Okay.”


“Good!  For accepting your negative points, and for being attentive to what passes between myself and other students, you earn 500 Dextra Credits.”


“Okay!”


As I handed a bill with a picture of Bill Cosby on it to Anfernee, I repeated my original question.  “Why do figments of language seem real in our minds?”


Darien earned the next great payout of DC’s.  “Nothing in the mind is real, so everything in the mind is the same seeming reality.  I guess you could say the same thing about consciousness itself.”


“And I do say it, Darien.  Good for you!  Rejecting the idea that consciousness is equivalent to identity gets me into even more hot water than rejecting a material afterlife.  Thinking to one’s self seems like it conjures the soul of our real personhood, doesn’t it?  We identify who we are on the planet with the voice in our head, but that stream-of-consciousness is no more our real self than some commercial jingle that’s stuck between our ears.  If what we say to ourselves in the consciousness were our real selves, we’d all be great men.”


Bashir said, “I’m going to be in the NBA.”


Calypso said, “I’m gonna lose two dress sizes for the prom.”


“I’m gonna wook hahd an’ pass Dex’s class,” Anfernee said.


Tameekah said, “What is our real se’f, then?  Everythin’ you say is ‘bout bein’ real and not bein’ real.  Make up yo’ mine.  Is this an English class or philosophy, Dex?”


“I’m sorry this all seems so metaphysical, only, I think we need to appreciate what language is before we can commit our attention to English, that’s all.”


“If the consciousness isn’t identifiable with ourselves, than where is our real person?” Darien asked.


“I don’t think we have a real person other than flesh and bone, but the enormous capacity of language makes it seem so.  Like the problem I put to you about the Rodin statues, all of the links that put together separate actions into a unified whole are figments of language.  We believe in them as real because we are used to believing in products of words.  You, Darien, are perfectly capable of any number of actions my concept of you would think out of character; you could even be Anfernee by performing the right routines of enormous complexity.  What makes me put together your separate actions into a continuous Darien, and what makes you fail to grant yourself freedom from that similar self-concept on your own, is our inertia, our long habit of seeking continuity in structures of language.”


“Dex, don’ leaf me hangin’.” Anfernee said.  “Why the hell is English the Kingdom of Hea’en?”  


“Your mental outlining of our discourse is superb, Anfernee.  Perhaps your reformation is an imitation of Darien.  A thousand Dextra Credit for you.”  He triumphantly waved his picture of the lion-maned Frederick Douglass at the class as I continued.


“Observations in my private life make me feel this is so.  I will share with you the most available example.  My father got cancer, and although it seemed like chemo-therapy had knocked it out, the cancer came back more virulent and deadly than ever.  It was non-Hodgkins lymphoma, but the ‘non’ in that phrase offered us a false hope.  This form is one of the worst and fastest spreading cancers a person can get.


“When we realized my Dad’s illness was terminal, I was filled with worry about how I was going to visit him.  The last thing I wanted––or my father would want––was for me to make a showy display of my grief.  We were used to a casual tone between us, joking and laughing, and for our last times together, I didn’t want to stain with my tears a lifetime of shared levity.  On the other hand, I wanted to visit him as often as possible, and allowing my anxiety to keep me absent from the man before his end was equally as cruel as weeping in his presence.  I was absolutely racked with anxiety and afraid of doing the selfish thing, which would be to reveal my intense sorrow over my dad’s imminent death to Dad himself. 


“Reaching deep into my experience, I realized that my father would always be near to me, not tangibly, but in the way all real and unreal possibilities are present in the human consciousness, through language.”  I got sort of choked up at this point and had to struggle with my composure, contradicting that nonsense about the ideal teacher-without-a-heart yet again.  Taking a couple of sips from the syrupy concoction in my Foghorn Leghorn mug gave me the moment I needed to proceed.


“My Dad was a funny guy and loved to talk, and his skill as a raconteur had a tremendous influence on me. This monologue that I’m churning out in reams, as you know too well, is as effortless as breathing for me and comes from my father’s influence.  Like him, I can never resist an opportunity to crack a joke whatever the consequences.  Dad will always be present in my basic facility with the English language.


“Equally important, my father and I had a sort of private language that his death will never diminish.  I’ve asked you before to consider how your personal bank of words was built.  Dad and I shared catch phrases from dozens of movies and TV shows and resorted to them compulsively whenever the circum-stances at-hand recalled the archetype.  We loved Mel Brooks movies, and at least once a week one of us would make the other snort a laugh by quoting them.  ‘He must have had an enormous vonschtüker’ was one of these catch phrases, as were ‘Lily, Lily, legs, Lily,’ ‘Bitte, baby, fifteen is my limit for schnikengrüben,’ and ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it!’  I told you it was a private language.  I never promised it would be funny to youse.

       “Some of the concepts that I most associate with my identity have my father coming through them alpha and omega.  We watched Brooks’ The Producers together and my father explained a joke to me.  Normally explaining a joke drains it of the power to produce a chuckle, but here was a faithful son eagerly learning everything that made his father laugh.  Zero Mostel, looking for the worst play ever written, reads from a script, “‘Franz woke up one morning to discover he had been turned into a giant cockroach.”  Nah, too good.’  When I remarked on the implausibility of it, Dad told me Franz was Franz Kafka, and in ‘Metamorphosis’ the main character becomes a gigantic insect.


“He told me about his reaction the first time he read this completely off-the-wall story.  I was so moved by his excitement, I crawled under our house to get to the trove of books my dad was saving from college.  I devoured that mildewed edition of Kafka short stories at least partly because they were sealed with my father’s approval, tied to his proud, semi-scholarly past.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve written about Kafka, or referred to him, and now that I teach, I’ve taught “The Metamorphosis” to kids like you.  The links in his influence stretch from Pop’s explanation of a Mel Brooks’ throwaway gag in my adolescence all the way to my professional life, its hours of grading students’ papers interpreting the parameters of Kafka as my father introduced them to me.  I only wish I knew so well the geneology of each of the scores of language artifacts I inherited from Dad.


“No make-believe realm with clouds and pearly gates could give me so much comfort in the shadow of my Dad’s death as knowing that the way he talked, what he talked about, and what was funny to him will forever shape my thoughts and voice.  I was able to gird myself with this consolation so I could continue to share the warmest part of Dad’s humor until his final hours.  I was immeasurably happier with the realization that language binds us, and I became a comfort and not a burden to my father when he needed me most.”


I took another pause and another sip of Leghorn elixir.  The students remained quiet, respectful even, and behaved with pointed pens probing and ears turned away from unnecessary noise, as if they were listening to the really real story of English.  As I have told you, they understood only the most literal communications, and a story about a death vigil, and loss, and sentimentality was surely that, with the paradoxical elements of grief and laughter giving it dimension.  They might not resolve these opposites, but they defended them and tried to make peace between them.


Tameekah asked the next question.  “Is your father dead?”


“Yes.  A week and a half ago.”


“What was the end like?”


“My father died in his house, the same one we all grew up in.  We killed him, my brother and sister and mother and me.  I swear on the Harvard Five-Foot Shelf of Books that I never intentionally harmed either of those students they blame me for.   The only one I killed was my old man.  


“My dad was near the end from cancer and I listened to my sister, who said there were known medical practices applicable to his comfortable demise. Contrary to these, my mom had busily arranged Dad's tumor-ridden carcass so it was in his usual chair, leaning forward and to the right and propped up on a stack of books. They were the great ones he loved––Kafka, Shakespeare, Thurber, Will Cuppy, Playboy magazine––the stack went on and on.  Through years of keeping in the same groove, Dad had a definite right-leaning edge to himself.  His left eye was even out of whack so that it couldn’t help the right one make a good stereo-optical postcard of life’s grand buffet.  So while he was passing away, he’d pretty much formed himself in a right-biased manner, supported on this stack of heavy, classical tomes.


“Now, when a guy’s going, a common phenomenon is that he hunches forward to take the pressure off the diaphragm and to give his lungs room to breathe, especially a corpulent personage such as my dad was.  In spite of this homespun truism, my sister insisted that we had to put Dad in a hospital-style bed, where he’d lay on his back or his side.  The big reason for imposing this regimen on my dad was the difficulty of catheterizing him in his chair, slumped forward.  My sister was right about that, at least; it was impossible for my Mom and brother and me to hold Dad up plus get his willy loose to whiz in a pail.  Our cruel attempts to get a grip on the guy by his vulturous arms and elbows, and our furtive attempts to plump his pasadillos over a bucket, were a desecration and indignity over which Noah himself would have becreed a new human variety.  That much can be taken for granite, as the student says.  Undeniably, we were handling our old fellow in a manner that condemned us forever for exploiting his shame.

     “Following an established family tradition that the person who huffs and puffs nastiest and loudest wins the argument, we yielded to my sister’s demands; furthermore, it was incumbent upon the four of us to assist the hospice worker in moving my dad into the hospital-type bed, since racking him out like a stretched bat with his privates exposed had failed.  Moving on to the next option, lifting him in unison to the bed, I was thinking of that oh-so-mystifying party trick where four or five persons put their thumbs together and levitate a seated volunteer against his will.  Houdini must have passed that gas off on the public when he was busting up séances in 1910. Suppressing our individual ideas on the matter, we followed the hospice quasi-professional and went with this hackneyed maneuver.  In my mind it was a foolish move, but to my everlasting damnation, I didn’t try to stop it. 


 “The thing is, the gang thumb-lift didn’t work so good with Dad.  We five lifters dug in and did our bit, giving it all we got, but when Dad’s upstairs parts were lifted, his basement unfolded like a crepe-paper Halloween decoration on a tack.  We were no way going to put ourselves or him through that terrible maneuver again––this attempt had to be the last––so the brilliantly agile hospice worker fell backwards, clearing the bars of the hospital-issue bed in a kind of Foosbury-flop-type move and letting Dad’s contracted husk fall on top of her.  It was all too absurd and tragical for me to endure, so I retracted from the deathbed scene.  I couldn’t bear to witness it.  My more courageous brother said Dad’s last sentient whisper was a ribald but pared down joke about being in bed once more with a pretty girl.

      “Made to uncringe himself, Dad gasped piteously for more of the nectar of life, but he just couldn’t get any into his lungs, and he gave up the ghost.  Only the hospice worker was at-hand to see the final kick he had in him, because none of us could remain long in the same room with Dad after ignominiously doing what we had done. By the time a couple of us kids had the stomach to return to the scene, the only thing left to see was the nurse’s measured, by-the-book search for any of the checklist signs of life, and by then the signs of death were obvious as a fake gorilla suit. Satisfied her soundings were in vain, she wrote the putative time of death on her official scorecard, but as a calibration of the man’s life achievement, it was bogus as an SAT score.


“Our life with Dad had been a wonderful thing, but we rushed him out of the house when it was time to say goodbye.  We didn’t have a flexible response to the new requirements his dying slide imposed. Relying instead on inapplicable routines, we killed my father.”


“So––Di’nt you luf yer ol’ head?”  Anfernee asked.


His question embarrassed me as would telling a really funny but risqué story at a formal gathering and getting nothing but murmurs at the punchline.  It was like being on a first date with a beautiful woman and using some hilarious catch phrase, cultivated over the decades by you and your pals.  The dynamite-looking babe doesn’t get it and has no idea that this is where the joke goes, and besides, she thinks having private jokes is the “heighth” of rudeness.


Overcome by my own reminiscence, I waved Anfernee out of my sight and dismissed the class.

NINE


I have already spoken of the heinous trend in education to replace skill at reading and writing with other skills that are meaningless from a scholarly perspective, like performing a skit of the minions in Paradise Lost or poking a colored pin in a road map to represent every motel in Lolita.  When students can present them as a final product, these substitutes for articulating comprehension blight English education.  On the other hand, appealing to individual styles of learning by switching up the means of transmitting instruction, from oral to pictorial or from written to recorded, makes sense when training students who are hostile towards detaching the wired masses growing from their ears, or disconnecting thumb and forefinger from KillJoy Roy: Bone-Yard 4 or what-have-you, long enough to move a pencil.


Aware that over-reliance on the lecture or the call and response format will quickly reach the point of diminishing returns, I have a vast selection of classroom pantomimes and puppet shows with which to delineate a subject and make it accessible to recalcitrant moderns.  One of the simplest and best is the so-called graphic organizer, an outline featuring visual connectivity between ideas instead of the numeral-letter-numeral notation of the classic outline.  A web of round or square categories branching out from a main topic core can demonstrate hierarchies of ideas as well as the non-visual, linear outline and is more appealing to most of my students.  


“Live by the sword, and die by the sword.”  If teachers attempt to use graphics, they become accountable for such details as spatial relationships and the scale of the design, forcing a verbally oriented teacher to use visual skills in which they may be lacking.  One must foresee how the eye will interpret the design and predict how students will cope with the purely mechanical problem of reproducing it. Another great disadvantage of the graphic organizer is that it is far less economical of board space than its staid cousin.  This deficiency rules out the use of graphics for teachers of my acquaintance whose board space is limited for all practical purposes to the distance they can reach while seated in a chair. Good intentions about employing a visually-oriented format to introduce a lessen do not guarantee its success, which depends on a modicum of artistic resourcefulness.


Perhaps the best known graphic outline shows two circles representing domains of ideas with an area of intersection between them.  Teachers use this design when encouraging students to compare and contrast two topics or ideas.  As in the Venn diagrams that came into vogue with “New Math” in the 1960’s, the intersecting circles form three subsets: at the extreme ends are ideas or characteristics that are common to one topic alone and in the convex center are ideas or characteristics that are common to both.  I am willing to take the word of others that seeing the relationship between the three is a better way to learn for many students than hearing it.


A hilarious frustration of the intersecting circles design or a web of boxes and balloons is that the depth of student insight into a subject becomes directly proportional to the size of the objects on their paper.  My students often forget that the end product of their graphics is not the picture itself, but an essay that interprets the picture.   Ashley’s work, colorful with pink, yellow, and blue markers, slavishly sticks to the one- or two-word prompts I write just to get the class going, as in that old “I, Your Name Here, do solemnly swear” comedy routine.  Alternately, Garland makes a tiny design three inches across, drowning in the blue-lined sea of an eight-and-a-half-by-eleven inch sheet of paper.  The students exhaust the area inside their drawings on the very first point of comparison.  Treating the design like an aboriginal totem, my class of shamans cannot be cajoled into writing a single word bigger than the magic circles.


I was having the usual trouble teaching Ellison’s Invisible Man this past January.  The text implies much more than its nameless narrator articulates, and my students have difficulty except with the concrete.  Actually, they have difficulty with concreteness as well, but it doesn’t make their eyes glaze over with bewilderment as Ellison does.  Secondly, my students don’t have empathy for the theme of the book, with its black circle and white circle and human part in the middle that expands and subsumes the rest.  They do believe, most of them, that black people have a different identity than white people, and they sort music, TV shows, movies, clothes, language, and academic achievement into distinct piles.  Frustratingly, when they read Invisible Man they get that it strikes against race prejudice, but they misread it as a tract espousing an affirmation of Blackness.


With the second marking period ending, I assigned a short essay based on the “college” section of Invisible Man, wanting to make it straightforward enough that students could log a good grade.  My essay prompt was “State the theme of the first chapters of Invisible Man, taking care to characterize Dr. Bledsoe, the chapel sermon, and the institution of ‘an historically Black college’ as presented by the author.”  Grading the results of this prompt turned out to be neither straightforward nor an effort that secured high scores.


Students flew past the irony Ellison attaches to each of the subjects of the essay prompt.  Dr. Bledsoe, Mel’issa said, was right to manipulate whites by feigning the appearance of submissiveness because, if Whites were conned, it was on them and “their bad.” The only fault she found in the director was that he was too strict.   Tameeka thought the long sermon was faith-affirming and inspirational.  She thought the description of the manner and voice of the bullet-headed speaker was an accurate portrayal of Black clergy.  Not one of my students understood that Ellison made a satirical target of all-Black institutions and the performance of the “black rite of Horatio Alger.”  According to my classes, the moral of the narrator being expelled from college was that white people are “shystie” and will bring low any Black who trusts them.


I hate grading essays that force me to re-read passages in the assigned text to confirm that I and my student were reading the same words.  “He said what, now?”  Or essays that require so many notes and textual references from me that I end up spending more time to grade them than they took to write.  I camped with my ponderous belly on the floor, my forward half propped up on pillows, looking like I was doing yoga’s cobra position with prosthetic assistance.  In a rack at hand were rubber stamps addressing each of the “Ten Commandments of Good Writing.”  A student wrote, “As a person who had grown up in the South, the narrator expected the North would be different,” and earned a red ink stamp that read “This Goes W/O Saying.”  What you are saying is incredibly obvious and the incredibly obvious we can do for ourselves.  We’ll get back to you if we need help on the merely obvious.  The stamps never saved enough time as compared to writing out my objections by hand, but their pre-packaged and impersonal appearance appealed to my sense of fairness and commitment to the institutional flavor of my work.  


For hours upon hours I toiled at my bitter and thankless task, fitting each essay into its precise cubbyhole on the Pennsylvania writing rubric’s one-to-twenty scale. Like Liliputians proclaiming the precise way to crack eggs, my state has legislated five component parts of all student writing, five strains collected in the acronym FOCUS, and handed down to us teachers to perpetuate. I had let a class of juniors miss two weeks of classes to paint a 250-square foot mural on my acoustic tile ceiling that personified each writing component as a superhero.  “Focus” had a laser beam of light that cut to the heart of matters.  “Organization” was a prim and perky clerk who used telekinesis to sort out reams of data suspended in air.  A cross-legged giant of enormous girth eating a huge repast of meat and dessert was “Content.”  My grammarian was based on the Bookworm character played by Roddy MacDowell in the Batman series, and this “Usage” wore a leather coat and leather, broad-brimmed hat with an attached, flexible reading lamp doubled like a crane’s neck; furthermore, he carried a magnifying glass, that error might step forward and be disrobed.  To convey “Style,” I transferred the features of a pop star who was a notoriously meretricious dresser to the ceiling.  We painted the Sistine Chapel of English education, a tableau worthy of Marvel Comics.  Students definitely learned to identify the different components of decent prose much more easily with these huge superhero embodiments at hand than in the old days, with nothing but my shrill voice reminding them.  Still, bumping up from the skill of identifying a writing quality to confident practice of that quality was a monumental labor graphics alone could not abet.  The essays I was reading showed barely a trace that learning had taken place in my classroom.  


Like a lunatic obsessively picking at invisible nits, I prodded and coaxed each essay’s five component scores until they conveyed the identical judgment of the paper’s worth in my overall judgment, the holistic score.  A written essay being all of a piece, I and most teachers I knew could come up with a overall rating that was fast and accurate, but to me, balancing out the components of the rubric so that they validly predicted the final score posed a great difficulty. That these scores were for the most part low augmented, in my view, the need for painstaking precision.


I ground my teeth on overlaps between the writing parts and my right leg was as jittery as a rat-tailed Chihuahua.  How much did weak focus on a single topic affect lapses in the essay’s content?  How much did poor overall organization evolve from a lack of focus?  These are crucial questions if the student is to get a fair score.  Style was my nemesis.  The most subjective of ratings, its influence sifted through every other domain.  Frustrated when my gut reaction to an essay was betrayed by the FOCUS sum, I gerrymandered the holistic, one-to-twenty score by dumping points into or scraping them out of style.  Besides objecting to the fundamentally flawed exercise of calibrating a subjective reaction, I often wondered whether it was reasonable to expect the incandescent deadpan of Burroughs or the loopy mannerisms of Conrad from writers who were still struggling with elementary coherence.  In the end, the possible permutations involved in grading fairly by the Pennsylvania writing rubric were so many, I came to believe that no other teacher in the state could be using it properly.


The first Invisible Man essay was a disaster: the highest grade was an 87 and the class average was a “D”.  With the marking period deadline looming ever closer, I decided to try a second time to pull the sunglasses off my students’ appreciation of Ellison, and my method this round was to use a graphic organizer to introduce the topic.  Considering I had barely escaped with my reason from the last stack of papers, inviting another agonizing exile with raw student work was worth at least an entry in the Physician’s Desk Reference, but the sacrifice seemed necessary.  I told myself that more pre-teaching on the topic would improve this new batch of essays (a classic behavioral strategy), and then I devised a graphic organizer for the new assignment.


“Class, at the core of the graphic on the board, surrounded with blue chalk, appears the subject of your final essay for the second quarter.  I’m making this assignment at least a fifth of your marking period grade, so work carefully.  I need the class to generate ideas on this topic.  As written, it says, ‘The chapter that takes place in the ______ is central to Ellison’s concerns about_______.’


“ I know some of you, at least, have done the required reading.  What works in the first blank?”


“Book,” said Asia.  “The chapter that takes place in the book.”


I tried hard not to sneer.  “Can we be even less specific?  I don’t think so.”


“The chapter that takes place in the trustee’s office.”


“That certainly fits, Mikhail.  500 Dextra Credits are winging their way to you.  Incidentally, be sure you are keeping your DC’s together.  Next week you turn them in as credit for your second marking period grade.   If the scene between the narrator and Emerson’s disowned son generates the rest of the graphic, what are the concerns of the author?”


“He wants to reveal the contents of those eight letters.”


“His young bul’ be salty, but leas’ he free of that shystie Bledsoe.”


“He wants to show that young Emerson, who’s ‘posed to be open-minded about race, still think he better than his black frien’s.”


“These are fine subtopic ideas, but what central concern do they example?”


“‘The chapter that takes place in the Trustee’s office,” Asia weighed in again,  “is central to Ellison’s concerns about the plot!’” 


“Okay, Asia,” I relented.  “Your contribution is a possibility.  A Halle Berry for Asia!”  I gave her the 100 Dexter denomination.  Despite her scatterbrained, generally useless answers, I liked calling on Asia so I could pronounce her name the way David Attenborough does on that “Living Planet” nature series, with no j underpinning the sh sound: A´-sha.  Toying with the deliveries of various television and radio announcers was one of the signal satisfactions of my job.  “Can anyone think of a main topic that’s less general than ‘the plot?’”


No response.  “Black identity” would work nicely, as would “race relations.”  My students couldn’t get over the hurdle of their own way of looking at things to see Ellison standing on the other side.


“Can no one tie all three subtopics together with a concern central to each?  Well, be sure you think about it and focus your response.  And “plot concerns” is definitely the “C” answer.  These subordinate ideas are good, however, and could easily be drawn out to essay length,” I said.  “We add to the graphic three branches and label each one.  The branches we outline in green chalk.  They are ‘Reveal Bledsoe’s intentions,’ ‘Eliminate narrator’s college ties,’ and ‘Give a portrait of a patronizing bigot.’


“Now, we want leafy boxes at the end of each branch showing the different pieces of textual evidence needed to support the category.  Do the one for the patronizing bigot.  Give me the evidence Ellison uses.”


“Emerson keep saying he want to speak frankly, but can’t since he doesn’t see the narrator man-to-man,” said Antoinette.


“An excellent observation, ‘Nette.  Frank talk is only possible between equals.  500 Dexter Credits for you!  Who else has evidence that nice young Emerson is really a patronizing bigot?”


“He say some of his bes’ frien’ is Af’ican Amer’can.  That separates the Blacks and Whites he know. He only say i’ to appeah frien’ly in conbersation with the narrator.”


“True and true. We call that ‘some of my best friends’ stuff patronizing.  How about the last hard one.  Mel’issa?”


“How you gonna say you assep’ the black man if you is only hanging out with musicians, hearing music been ennertaining Whites a hun’ed years?  Musicians aren’t a challenge or disrupt of the static quote; they asseptable to the ones wi’ power.”


“Yes!  Shrewd responses and 500 Dexter Credits to each of you.  Now from this graphic can be written a pretty strong essay.  It has main topic, subordinating topics, and supporting details in a graphically rich, aromatic blend. Arrrr!  Your problem is to render exactly the same ideas in essay form. Oh, yes.  Do try to revise that main topic idea, although ‘plot concerns’ is merely weak, not technically wrong.”  


For a few minutes, I supervised students who were copying from the board, making sure everyone understood how all the individual pieces fit into the whole hierarchy of ideas.  Having outlined one possible essay on Invisible Man, I moved to the second board to build another option.  It started from the same core prompt, and this time Zofhya supplied the subject.


“‘The chapter that takes place in Liberty Paints is central to Ellison’s concerns about race relations.’ That chapter has a lot going on in it,” Zofhya added.


“I agree completely, and 500 DC’s for you, sweetheart.   From the first mention of Optic White Paint, every reader of this novel should have considered a figurative meaning corresponding to the physical chain of events.  Who can fill in the blanks with a branching subtopic?  What interactions are clearly part of Ellison’s message about race?  Daniel?”


“The conflict between the narrator and the old head--”


“--Lucius Brockway--”


“--yeah, demonstrates the tension between the old fashioned self-image of Blacks and the new one from civil rights days.”


“Good, Daniel, and worth a whole Bill Cosby note.  To be precise, Ellison’s publication has a jump of three years on Rosa Parks, but he is definitely in the post-war intellectual group that was the harbinger of that and other protests.  What details could we use to argue Daniel’s point?”


Students supplied Brockway’s close relationship to management, with whom he identified despite his basement-only status.  Being the cog in the machine that kept the plant running was more important to him than maintaining his personal dignity, they said, citing Brockway’s grimy appearance, losing his choppers in a desperate brawl, and references to himself as “the sweeting” that keeps the boilers cooking.  Lastly they offered his homicidal hostility towards the union because of its lack of respect for the white folks who were its meal ticket.  I tried to elicit more, like the topic of Liberty Paints being a symbol of the US and its success being mounted entirely on the expertise and sweat of its underclass, but the students’ insights were adequate to pin a few paragraphs on Lucius Brockway.


“Excellent work.  What’s another strain from the paint shop chapter that assists Ellison in making his point about race relations?”


Daniel was again dazzling, noticing how the entire plant was factionalized, for instance all the other workers were suspicious of the “colored college boys,” the engineering group was suspicious of Brockway, and the union crowd mistrusted Brockway and the narrator.  “You couldn’t enter a room,” Daniel said, “without its occupant being suspicious you were after his job.”


“Very good, Daniel, and another 500 Dexter Credits.   Should you choose to follow this outline what you need to do is track down the specific words of the chapter that convey the idea of the factionalized environment of Liberty Paints.


“I’m not going to give you a third branch because I want you to develop your own ideas, but notice how easily your classmates have filled in the structure to this point.  I will say that a prominent figurative meaning in the chapter generates from the name and substance of Optic White paint.  ‘If it’s Optic White, It’s right.’  Remember that tag line and the narrator’s analysis of it.  Why was that slogan a marketing piece of genius?  Regarding another metaphor, what can you make of Brockway’s boast that you could paint a lump of coal with his product and not tell it was painted unless you cracked it open with a sledge?  Or, riddle me this Batman: why does Ellison spend so much time talking about the mixing of paint, and why does he note that all paints have the tendency to bleed?  Nail down any of these metaphorical topics with supporting details and you’ll be more beautiful than black and more writer than white.” 


I knew that a real scholar could read source materials, crack their codes, produce a detailed outline, and write an essay individually.  Unfortunately, when students are far less apt, the teacher makes adjustments to the instruction.  That maneuver is called rewarding the child for approximating instruction, or less kindly, “lowering the bar” of expectations.  Though their skill deficits pained me and comparison to other teens in the same grade would be quite unkind, repeatedly assigning my lagging children the same work I knew they couldn’t do was unconscionable.  I had to modify instruction, no doubt about it, but at least I recognized what other personnel in my school and district chose to ignore: that an “A’ in my junior classes didn’t mean the same as an “A” in any other non-urban, Pennsylvania district, and this dirty secret would continue to ooze out of the woodwork as long as Rockland students took the SAT and statewide tests.  Most galling in all of this was the attitude widespread among my students that they were in the real game, playing by the same rules as everyone else, and not getting what amounted to own-time remediation during regular school hours.  I don’t know how they meshed their excess of self-esteem with SAT results, that standardized leveler upon which my students averaged a hundred points lower than the state average, and on which kids with 1100 and 1200 combined scores were hailed as geniuses and feted at formal banquets with roast ox, fireworks, and belly dancers.  Probably, they blamed the “weirdness” of the test in the same way that, when they encountered a rigorous teacher who didn’t give failing work a passing grade, they blamed the “weirdness” of the teacher.


I sat at my desk, admiring the extent to which my instruction had set the class clockwork in motion.  I accepted much noise and conversation, as long as students were communing for the sake of their new Ellison paper, but I growled like a chained mastiff at the first sign of a hair pick or a woman’s compact.  I did not have, nor did I expect, any heartache from kid petulance, not with the halfway point for the year nearly attained.  Dexter credits and debits were a fast-acting, anti-anxiety drug that suppressed all classroom froth and burbling.


The presence of Daniel and Mikhail at my desk brushed aside these thoughts. Their concerns were decidedly unrelated to my assignment.  Since Mikhail, and especially Daniel, had made the class’s preplanning of the essay that much easier with their positive participation, I indulged their impertinent questions, even after our conversation attracted listeners across the class. 


“Dex, you know everything about interpreting graphics, don’t you?” Daniel asked.  “You must, or you couldn’t ask us to write an essay from one.”



“Untrue!  I’d ask you anyway, but yes I can interpret graphics.  Miro and Tanguy are often deliberately obscure, and I once had some trouble with a traffic circle sign in St. Petersburg that looked like a gargoyle with three tails, but mostly I can interpret graphics.”


“Alright!  See, I told you he could do it, Mikhail.  Dex is the man!  We want you to help us interpret this design.”  He produced the three-color calling card associated by nearly everyone in school with the recent, untimely deaths of LaRoger Whalley and Brittany Kane.


“Where did you guys get this?”  It was a crisp and accurate copy of the version spray-painted in the third floor men’s teacher’s lounge, which, incidentally, was still out of order.


“I made it,” Mikhail said.


“You did a very workmanlike job.  A darn near perfect copy.”


“C’mon, Dex, tell us what it means.”


“Beats the heck out of me.”  This irritated both men at my desk.  Mikhail made a truncated effort to retrieve his work.  “I can identify the objects, but spinning the right story using all of them, I couldn’t be confident.”


“So whassup with the guy in the red hood?”


“Yes, that ‘D’ does make a red hood for the smiling face, there.  The figure might be some kind of inquisitor, Spanish judges of the Inquisition who sentenced non-Christians to torture and death.”


“Cool,” said Mikhail.


“Bangin’,” said Daniel. “He’s red and made of a big red ‘D’.  I thought it must stand for the devil.”


“Maybe, but the iconography is all wrong, as he is hornless but with a hood.  See, it’s definitely a hood because the colorless ear emerges from the opening, the hole in the ‘D’, and drawstrings dangle from the chin.  Too many of the details rule out the hooded man being the devil.”  I pushed back from my desk and put my hands behind my head.


“What about the gold crown he’s wearing?”


“You mean that ‘w’?”


“Holy shit,” Daniel exclaimed.  “It is a ‘w’ ain’t it? I didn’t notice.  I thought the crown was for the diabolical Prince of Darkness.”


“Well, it has dual significance, a crown and an initial.  But a Spanish inquisitor is also consistent with a crown.  Think of those towering bonnets the Pope wears and his ceremonial crown representing power over the universal church.  A crowned inquisitor is consistent with that.  


“More to the point, it seems to me, is who is close to this case that has the initials WD, or their reverse, DW.  The graphic certainly points towards that interpretation.”


“Walter Donoghue!”  Called a voice from across the room, naming a teacher in the history department.  “Yo, copy-the-notes-on-the-board Donoghue is a murderer, y’all!”


“Pardon my frankness, but Mr. Donaghue shows three movies a week and hasn’t updated those copy notes in twenty years.  Seems to me he hasn’t quite the spark to be an inquisitive avenger.  I see him eating bran cereal, but not becoming a serial killer.” 


“Dr. Wimple! It’s Dr. Wimple, I bet,” said another student.  Everyone in the classroom was now involved in the guessing game, and no one attended their Ellison assignment.


“Dr. Wimple?  The principal?  Does she even still work here?  Several factors work against that hypothesis, but how about the fact that Wimple’s about four-foot five, which is not a height that generally offers overpowering leverage? The student ‘accidents’ were all on the third floor, and everyone knows the principal never comes up here. Also, women are extremely unlikely to become serial murderers.  Most important, I would bet my airline mileage points she wasn’t in the building on any of these key dates.  Out at a conference, nursing a case of whiplash, visiting the Ice Show––the lady’s somewhere but, in the words of the immortal Harry Kalas, ‘outta here.’” 


I broke off the stimulating discussion with Mikhail and Daniel and addressed the class.  Why did students always insist on packing up and calling it quits eight minutes before the buzzer sounded?  “Look, class is nearly over, but I want you to commit your ideas to paper while they’re still fresh in your heads.  Don’t forget, this all-important essay is due by Monday. Words discriminate living men from the dead. Start discriminating people, and enjoy a safe weekend.”


I heard a sound like a penitent’s electrocution, the heavy classroom door sucking then swinging wide, students yammering at a fever pitch about tomorrow and tomorrow, and I watched a brand new group burst into my room from no place, having pressed their noses impatiently to the glass in that shapeless elsewhere all students crave, then waiting impatiently for the time in this place to expire.

TEN


The Monday the essay was due on selected parts of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man was a bad day all around, and I take my share of responsibility.  I’ll tell why I was responsible, I will, but first may I express my gratitude that this interview has graciously omitted my private life and focused on my lesson plans, the only recorded evidence anyone needs to determine whether I improperly conveyed ideas to a class or was napping under or on top of my desk.  If you press, I will supplement the documentation you have with a few personal accents that may have been added in the commotion of battle to make the lesson more personal and compelling.


The thing is, and I’m embarrassed to acknowledge this, I don’t have the lesson plan for Monday, January 24, or for Tuesday, January 25.  I know precisely the substance of what I taught and the assignments involved and so on, but nothing is documented.  Why do you make that worried face, crease your brow like that?  This omission is completely excusable, hardly a cause of dread on my behalf.  My administrators can only impugn me from written records.  The fanciful speeches that spill from my brain disqualify me as a witness to malfeasance, even against myself.


Monday the twenty-fourth, I intended to collect the essays and redistribute them in class, to let the students be each other’s editor.  Peers reviewing each other’s work is a powerful means of building writing skills.  I would have to spend a week writing myself the criticism the students could deliver by themselves in an hour, and they were far less likely to respond creatively to me than to another student. When the process goes smoothly, I often orchestrate it so students earn credit as editors, so long as their critiques are accurate and insightful.  What I hadn’t planned for on this day was an appalling number of unprepared students who played havoc with my daily schedule.


In every class it was the same story: at least two-thirds of the students hadn’t done their work.  They came to the class that would boost their essay-writing more than any other, but they came to class without their essays.  I was livid, a terrible scold, and, let me be frank, at times during the day, a real jerk.  250 points was deducted for every absent paper, then, breaking out the digital video camera that was kept under lock and key in the classroom, I went from student to student, visiting every happy little work station and interviewing the derelict shirkers, putting their sorry excuses and blank notebook papers on tape. 


“Franck, did you do your essay on a key chapter of Ellison, the one we practically wrote for you last Friday, the one that I announced was worth twenty percent of your grade?”


“No, I did not,” he said haughtily.  “Is you tapin’ dis?”


“You’re damn right, I am,” shouted I, brazen inches from a working microphone.  “When you fail English for the single most important marking period of your high school career, and I get the inevitable complaint from your irate mommy, I want to show her this miserable exchange in a digitized, little window on my computer screen, right next to the window with the spreadsheet containing all my grades.”


“C’mon, Dex.  You never show dat to my moms, no’ wid you cussin’ on it.”


“The hell I freaking won’t!” says me, ranting.  “Do you think I give a damn if your mom––or the school principal––hears my heartfelt anguish over your carelessness in regards to graduation and a future college career?  Do you?  Because I don’t frigging care.  I am a teacher.  All I care about is whether you can write or not.  And nothing I’ve said is nearly so caustic and offensive as what you’ll hear back at the ranch, after Mom sees this tape.”


How’s that for metacognitive irony?  And every word of it was sincere.  I don’t care a fig for the job of teaching.  It doesn’t pay anything, students and administrators treat you like shit, and to do it effectively requires round-the-clock toil.  The only thing that mattered to me was collecting thirty-three papers on Invisible Man so I could proceed with the struggle to make practically illiterate juniors into fully evolved humans, with the capacity to think and communicate in depth and color.  Slang words and grunts cannot reckon with Ellison’s prose.  He can’t be expressed with a vocabulary of 100 words that is not only paltry and clumsy but grammatically incorrect.  Let anyone still believing in the absurd fiction of Ebonics write their entire argument on the back of a postage stamp and send it to me, or else kiss my shiny, pale heinie.


“Stephanie, you don’t have a paper in front of you.  You don’t even have a few hastily written lines to give the appearance that you started a paper.”  Stephanie was laconic and passive even when the attention of the class wasn’t on her.  I knew that poking her with the lens of my camera was excruciating agony for this child.  “Since you aren’t even making a sheepish and half-assed attempt to amend the terrible mistake of blowing off a major assignment, tell us your excuse.”


I watched Stephanie’s face in the LCD display of the camcorder.  Motion photography was more technology than the subject required: I could have stared at a still photo for sixty seconds, timing it with my watch.  She was doing the passive-aggressive routine the folks at home and thirty teachers had taught her, but remaining immobile as a nigrous alligator in the sun wasn’t going to frustrate me or get me to move along.


“For not following instructions to explain your error, you lose 500 points.  You can earn back some of those points by following instructions.  What you need to do now, Stephanie, is explain why your homework is missing.”


After a few seconds more, Stephanie offered her dramatic testimony: “I didn’t hear when it was due.”


 “Good,” I said. “For following instructions, you earned 250 Dexter Credits.  That’s for giving me your entirely facile explanation for why your paper is late.”


I fussed around with the camcorder some more, shooting more acknowledgements and playing some back so that the interview subjects were barely heard over the device’s tiny speaker.  Mumbled this way, the pace and cast of the video seemed all the world like the television interviews of the neighbors after some “quiet man” next door has destroyed himself or half a dozen souls were lost in a fire.  From staring at me then suddenly jerking back to the assignment, students indicated they were getting the message that I actually had tape in the camera and wasn’t afraid to pull from my archives at some particularly useful moment in the future.


My heart was racing and I had dew of perspiration on my face and a wet ring around my collar.  I stood in the doorway, looking at the light traffic passing in the hall.  A girl out of school uniform momentarily hooked her gaze on mine and turned back to her friend to finish a joke that goes, “Because a pizza can feed a family of four.”  My half-full Foghorn Leghorn beckoned me from the old oak desk, and the eight-inch personal fan cooled my empty seat.  In seconds, I was reunited with each, holding a sip of a noxious syrup and soda mix in my mouth for a long while until a pupil interrupted me.  Ashley was one of the handful of students who had actually finished the requirement for the day, and I was adequately in possession of myself to speak civilly to her.  I pulled her paper off the undernourished stack and glanced at its curly ink scrawling.            


“Dex, are you, like, super-smart, a genius or somefin?” Ashley asked quietly.  “I never saw a teacher videotape student alibis before.  Or use points and fake dollars. What’s your IQ? How did you know to do all that, unless you are a genius?”                                            


“I and the sum of what I know are products of my environment, just as what you are is a product of yours.  When the kids in my neighborhood wanted to build forts, I wanted to put in bookshelves. 


“Look, kid, IQ scores are bunk, a ruse foisted upon the rest of us by stupid people looking for a good excuse to slough off.  All standardized tests, like IQ tests, test the skill of taking tests and familiarity with the three-card monte routines of the test-maker.  These are bogus constructs that invalidate the instrument of measurement.  In the worst case, a student might know something valuable and make the wrong choice from not knowing test etiquette.  (Balzac!)  The test and the test-taker are in a complicated social tangle where recognizing what the test wants is often absurdly obscured, like predicting when a groundhog is going to waddle out of his hole.  Understanding the peculiar mannerisms of multiple choice tests takes a pitch perfect application of past experience, and is all but impossible to learn. 


 “I taught SAT-prep for five full years in addition to bringing glory to myself in this venerated position, and I used to tell the students who paid me thirty-three dollars an hour that I could raise everyone’s score as high as they wanted to go, if only the students followed my instructions exactly.  Can you believe it?  Despite my challenge, most of them didn’t even memorize their list of the most-tested vocabulary words.  I only ever had one or two kids who studied as they should.  Those two earned greater than 1350, while the failures and low scores of all the rest perpetuate the sham that human ability is locked in the flesh and permanent.


“We all have the same brain.  The only difference between the intelligence of two different people is the books and interesting stories the one guy has been exposed to that the other hasn’t.  The immeasurable capacity of individuals to know is much less restricted by nature than by the experiences they have had and the persons and ideas with which they have been engaged.  That’s why my work isn’t to make anyone smarter, but to put some rewards in place for reading and knowing and penalties for doing the opposite.  Stupid kids is unmotivated, that’s all.  I’m not overcoming physical deficits.  I’m overcoming an unmotivated, uncurious kid culture that scoffs at mastery of details and instead exhorts big pimping.”


“Yeah but, you had money comin’ up, di’nt you, Dex?”


I laughed. “My parents never had an extra quarter until all five of their kids were grown.  They themselves grew up in the Great Depression, when most people had nothing.  My grandmother scrubbed floors for a living; on the other side, my grandfather drove a bread truck.  Those aren’t elite jobs.  But both of my parents learned about classical literature and music and art from their parents.  My mom still has an assignment on Chaucer from her elementary school, a public school in one of the most hard-scrabble towns in Pennsylvania.  The fragile, yellowed paper still has the corrections my grandmother wrote on it.  She may have been a washerwoman, but she knew her Chaucer.  


“Lack of money is a poor excuse for remaining ignorant and even less defensible when folks ignore the only practical remedy to poverty and the most egalitarian of privileges.  Maybe your family couldn’t go to the Grand Opera House or dine in the Legionnaire Room at the Park-Stratford Bellevue hotel, but  libraries and schools are available to everyone.  Sure, Ben Franklin set up Philadelphia’s first library, but he didn’t start the only one.  Now, I’m the last person to tell you that the economic differences between people can be erased by self-motivation and grit; that pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps bit is a lying, Republican fantasy.  But economic deficits need not prevent you, if you are determined, from becoming a master of your own language; that much is true.  The list of men and women who have done it is inexhaustible.


“All kidding aside, want to hear the difference between smart people and dumb people?  No truly intelligent person ever says, ‘I’m smart.’  It never happens.  And dumb guys are always saying, ‘Don’ treat me like a dummy! I’m not stupit. I’m smart.’  This is a hundred percent accurate, tell-tale sign of niff-nodness.  Ashley, you should listen to what I say––I’m smart!”


I conducted myself in about this same manner all morning and afternoon.  During my free periods, third and fourth, I started applying the Pennsylvania Writing Rubric to the miniscule number of papers I had received.  As it was my most capable students, by and large, who got the assignment into me on time, the work from them was generally good, showing adequate understanding of the social implications and complexities of Ralph Ellison’s use of language.  Their proof of ability pumped me up, fueled my high spirits and spurred my adventurousness.  The unusual stance I had taken in the morning, interviewing students for evidence of academic dereliction, seemed now to be a huge breakthrough against the dumb-staring wall of student indifference.  I couldn’t wait to upend the rest of my day’s classes with the same procedure.


When I finally got the chance to assess their output, the last three sections proved to be a festering sewer of late and incomplete work, and so, like Det. Guttyperch himself, I recorded the statements of every nogoodnik that floated by.  My tone became sneering at times, so angry was I at the thick complacency of students who were literally throwing their grade away.  


Daniel came to my desk trumpeting his difference from the laggard leftovers of his class.  “Here’s my paper Dex, so you don’t have to videotape me––unless it’s to give me my Student of the Quarter Award.  That jaun’ is righteous.  Not a mistake in it (I used spellcheck).  You mi’ as well, gi’ me a “A,” right now.”


“Well.  Hmm.  This looks as if it’s to the point of the assignment, but you’ll let me give it a thorough going over before I join your throng of admirers.”


“Anything you say, Dex.  You can take your time with that one.”  He returned to his seat, slapping palms as he went.


I was all set with a hilarious, improvisational lesson to cover the inevitable missing work and wasted time of seventh period.  I chose Felicia, one of the students who had aspirations to be an actress, to help me.  “Write down three different complaints an administrator could have about the way I teach class.  Ask other students to help if you feel you need suggestions.  I want you to be an administrator, for instance the principal, who has just seen me teach a class and comes back during my free period to discuss her notes with me.”  


I used the video camera on a few kids, while Felicia gathered material for our skit.  With no other work to do, the classroom fell silent as the performance began.  Felicia was in the hallway, waiting to enter.  I mimed pushing a broom and I put into rows some disorderly desks.


“Mr. Matherson,” Felicia chimed as she entered.


“Principal Felicia.  Thanks for coming back.  I know the class today was fairly rocky.”


“It definitely has some rough spots you need to work on, but there were many positives.  What was the lesson about?”


“I was trying to lead a student discussion about the climactic scene in The Miracle Worker.”


“Good, Mr. Matherson.  Very appropriate.  As the teacher, what do you think was wrong with the lesson?”


“The students were so ill-prepared; they hadn’t read the text.  And the attention to the discussion was very poor.  I mean, if they’re not going to read the book, they should at least listen to the class’s discussion of it.”


My choice of confederate was paying off enormously. Felicia began to refocus the conversation on areas in need of improvement.  “One thing I’ve noticed, Mr. Matherson, is your tendency to step on students’ feelings when giving criticism.”


The actual students at hand rustled clothing, signaling agreement here.


“Okay.  I do let my humorous impulses get the better of me.  I can shave off those annoying burrs.”


“Also, the question your students were assigned was buried so deeply in other anecdotes and material, many in the class might have been confused.”


“Okay.  Even for a simple conversation about a text, I should be careful to map the discourse with a graphic.


“And finally, the students seem to feel that your expectations are too high and the work too hard.”


Plenty of classroom noise accompanied this statement.


“Okay.  I’m too hard.  I don’t know what to do about this.  I could tell the meaning of the text directly to students who obviously can’t read it, but if I do that, I’m no longer developing their analytical skills, I’m fostering their ability to regurgitate facts.  This is a problem.”


 Felicia considered the options.  “Why don’t we role play teaching The Miracle Worker to your class, only I’ll be you and you will be the one of the students?”


“Good idea!” I went to the locker and scrounged for a couple of items and when I returned, I was wearing a doo-rag and a baseball cap pulled low over my eyes.  Headphones clogged both of my ears with noise from a CD player.  I sat next to where Felicia was standing, slumped down low, one leg extended and arms folded.  The students approved of my transformation.


“Dex, we’re going to discuss the climax of The Miracle Worker, today.  This play brings to life the moment when a part-animal girl is liberated from the cage of raw sensation, undifferentiated touch and smell, and released into the world of language.”


I remained completely passive.


“Where does Helen’s remarkable transformation from a wild girl to a human being take place?”


I twitched and dropped one arm limp, but gave no other signs of intelligence.


“Where did Helen discover that everything in our world has a name to signify it?  It happened at the water pump.”  She grabbed my limply hanging arm and pumped it like a handle.  I remained mute, my face covered by the bill of my cap.


“What were the very first words that Helen understood?  What were the first words she used to communicate her thoughts to others?”


I dangled my arm, but this time raised three fingers.


“That’s right, Dex, wuh, wuh, wa-ter!”  She grabbed my extended hand and spelled the letters in my palm. I grunted, and acted as if I was drinking from the pump.  Felicia put an object in my hands.  “Cup, Dex! C-U-P spells cup!”


Our performance earned the praise of the rest of the class. Some students wanted to know why they weren’t allowed to wear earphones or use coded hand gestures to signal their answers. One group begged that one of their number should play the student role tomorrow, and another group had a plan to bring in a new administrator.  I gave 1000 Dexter Credits to my confederate and went hurriedly to a scheduled meeting with Mr. Starling.


ELEVEN


A parent was waiting for me in the vice principal’s office.  I said to myself she was visiting to make tangible her profound appreciation for everything I had done to improve her child’s reading and writing this year and to offer her unqualified support.  Then, I told myself I was worthy of this parent’s yet-to-be demonstrated gratitude.


She was Franck’s mom, Mardestine Griffon, and though she greeted me politely in Mr. Starling’s office, I felt that unkind words about my English program had already been expressed.  Did word of the video duet by her son and myself reach the vice principal already?  I sat in the remaining chair well aware that I and Ms. Griffon were equal supplicants for the justice meted out by vice principal Starling.  The geography of the room made us so.  Preparing for the argument to follow, I listened to the smoothly turning engine of my being and wondered, am I running too fast or too slow for this contest?


Mr. Starling began, “Ms. Griffon has come because she is concerned about Franck’s preparation for the second marking period.  I understand, Mr. Matherson, that you are collecting your last assignment for the junior grade this week?”


“That is correct, sir.”  I noticed myself sounding like the second banana on a late-night, talk show panel.  “The marking period is virtually over.  Heigh-oh!”  Giddy and careless, I was barely within acceptable, professional limits.


Mr. Starling regarded me with a humorless gaze. “Ms. Griffon comes to us with what I consider to be a perfectly legitimate request, and that is to know in advance of the report card what her son can expect to earn in English.”


The parent was scowling at me, trying to influence the way I answered, which was of course absurd. My grades were entirely based on data.  I plugged scores into my laptop and set up formulae for calculating the final marking period percentage, and then I hit the computer’s return button.  I had no more personal influence on the results than she or Starling.


I reached inside my jacket and pulled out a square of folded paper.  I put the open side to my mouth and blew on it, peering at the contents dramatically.  “A seven and a zero,” I said, as in a mind reader parody.


“A seventy?” Ms. Griffon asked.


“That’s right.  There’s no way Franck can get as high as a seventy.”


She gasped and Starling registered his disappointment.  I felt as if I had a restaurant bill in front of me and was turning over a pair of singles in my wallet.


“How is it possible Franck isn’t getting higher than a ‘D’ this marking period, Mr. Matherson?  All our hopes was on you!”


“Undoubtedly they were.  You would be foolish to count on Franck to do anything.  Just today he failed to turn in an essay I assigned as one-fifth of his final grade.”


“Oh, no.  Now tha’s just wrong.  I saw him working on tha’ papah all weekend.  Saturday night I made him show me his finis’ed work before I let him go to the movies.  So, I know he got that essay done.”


“What was in the essay?  Was it about Ellison’s Invisible Man?”


“You bes’ believe it was.  He knew tha’ story fron’ to back.  He read me a summary of the whole thing.  No one can tell me Franck didn’ do his wo’k.”  She leaned back in her chair and held her Louis Vuitton purse over her knees.


“I will tell you exactly that.  I didn’t assign a summary of the novel.  I wanted an analysis of a particular chapter telling how it fit in with the ideas of the whole.  Franck didn’t produce that and he knows he didn’t, or he would have turned in his work.”


Called upon to decide between two opposite versions of reality, Mr. Starling performed the dubious service of repeating what had just been said.  “Franck did an essay this weekend, but not exactly the essay that was assigned.”  Then he asked was there anything Franck could do to turn his work in late but still earn credit.  “The kid’s work is late, but it’s not as if we plan to hang him by his thumbs.”  His lower jaw slackened, exposing all the teeth in the upper one.  Starling threw back his head, then brought it forward with his weird aspirating laugh that was like steam coming out of an iron.


“Is it excessively cruel of me to set a deadline for student work and then carry out that deadline to the letter?” I rebutted.  “Go into any other teacher’s classroom and see if work of any kind is still being collected this close to the second marking period reckoning. I assigned this essay as a benefit to my students who did poorly on every written assignment up to this point. I’m prepared to evaluate it, but I ought to be able to name a time beyond which no work will be accepted.”


“Why did you let my Franck fail, Mr. Matherson?  You is the teacher.  You is supposed to teach these chil’en what they needs to know to pass.  I want to know, why di’nt you do what you paid to do?”


This line of questioning might have caused me to implode on a day when I was feeling less, er, buoyant.  My mind was racing so fast I had time to plan a more balanced response.  “Ms. Griffon, I created models and supports in the class that were more than adequate to complete the assignment.  The work I asked for is completely in line with the expectations for every other junior in the city of Philadelphia.  No one told me Franck was special in that regard.”  I knew the word “special” was a particularly loaded one in the context of school expectations.


The mother looked at me coldly, then said. “I’s just as I al’ays tell my boy.  Some teachers got a bad attitude ‘bout workin’ with these kids.  They already got theirs; now you all gotta get yours.  You understan’, Mr. Starling?  Them teachers already got theirs; now the kids’s got to get theirs.”


Mr. Starling treated me leniently over my failure to get Franck’s “C” paper into me on time.  I agreed to take the student’s work at the next class and only penalize it ten percent of its value, not the usual twenty.  Just to be free of the suspicion and rancor of the hideous Griffon woman recharged my high spirits.  Between the school building and my car I turned up a queen of clubs waiting in a thicket of weeds.  Scooting down the road, I listened to Lou Reed’s “Rock and Roll Animal,” and then I stopped at the drugstore before heading home.


A question presumes the single reply that best fits it.  The shape of the question implies an ideal answer like a peel stripped from an orange contains the design of the original fruit.    Oblique, thoughtful questions project more of an essay’s DNA than would a mere command to demonstrate knowledge, and everyone knows that a perfect essay always engenders the gesture that inspired it.  An essay and the question that gives rise to it are inarguably of the same piece.  Only pedagogical rituals support the illusion that one exists apart from the other.


On this heady concoction I feasted as one by one the  student papers in my latest batch trumpeted past my sturdy bandstand.  They had a quality that was beyond good essay writing and mere slavish conformity to a right answer.  Most of them, but no more than the expected number, were completely out of step with Ellison’s intentions in Invisible Man.  Nothing in them had to do with the individual rejecting societal covenants that gangs of men tried to shove down his throat.  They had nothing to do with the elastic and pervasive quality of race.  Yet, these essays had an odd symmetry to the essay prompt.  With a sort of elegant ignorance that was nearly daring and sophisticated, they were true to their own idiosyncratic causes.  They veered away from sound scholarship to an alarming degree but seemed splendidly well mannered.  I had registered so many kinds of student error in my years of observation and cataloguing.  How surprising to find in this stack an entirely new and pleasant concentration of a mutant strain.


I read a paper with hardly any sense of irony, devoid of the ability to appreciate intangible meaning.  The Liberty Paint factory with its foundation product, Optic White, represented nothing more than one of the kinds of industrial employment a worker might encounter in the marketplace. Ellison and his creative scheme disappeared from relevance; the setting may as well have been chosen from listings in the want ads.  The essay carefully evaluated the pros and cons of working in this factory and admitted that the absence of information about the hourly wage was a terrible oversight by the author.  The student’s work had an absurd loopiness, like a document from another planet, with an eerily consistent, internal logic.  Mechanically, the writer of the essay was nearly flawless and transmitted its pointless observations in a briskly straighforward manner.  Like the Gerber babies, the essay was a grotesque freak but cute and soothing in its own way.


The subsequent hospital chapter in Invisible Man was the source of another paradoxically false and charming treatment.  Its student author spent several paragraphs accounting for the narrator’s hallucinatory experience.  Positing possible explanations for the testimonial that seemed to come from the small end of a telescope, the essayist ignored what the episode meant in the grand scheme of the novel and focused on the physical causes of the narrator’s difficulty in communicating with his interrogators.  Pain-killing drugs and their side effects earned a lengthy description, as did every conceivable symptom of a concussion.  It was appalling literary interpretation, yet it had undeniable merit as a scientific analysis of the narrator’s symptoms.


I found no basis for criticizing essays whose flaws originated with holes in the experience of their authors and not errors of logic and mechanics.  Wielding the FOCUS rubric to invent devaluations in student writing was grossly unfair.  How finely should I sift through the pieces of an essay to demonstrate the differences between the life experiences of a callow teenager and myself?  These were solidly expressed voices that were wide of the mark in terms of literary criticism, but had their own goofy internal validity.  It was inexcusably callous of me to condemn the authors because their experience was provincial, even impoverished.


When I set aside my cultural constructs, the wisdom of these greenhorn authors was truly rather stunning.  Suddenly, I was reminded of the lessons to be learned from the life of Frederick Douglass.  He taught himself to read by bartering pieces of bread with neighborhood boys in return for their daily schooling in letters.  Was Douglass a genius with superhuman ability to accumulate essential knowledge?  No, I told myself emphatically.  (When had I thought last about Douglass, and did I see quite so insightfully on that occasion?)  He was developing what is an essential human attribute, as basic to our humanity as walking upright!  The real lesson of Douglass’ narrative was obscured if one believed his ability to cobble together an education was extraordinary; young Frederick proved that literacy was a natural condition.


How could I apply this knowledge in my classroom, I wondered.  In part, it was a matter of embracing the natural-born potential for self-expression of every student.  I should always acknowledge the profoundly human message coming through the insignificant errors borne of a crabbed, ghetto life.  Furthermore, I could rely upon the community of learners to teach one another, to sense what the group was lacking and deploy themselves in a manner that hurdled over immediate obstacles.  I was all but ecstatic imagining the learning that would take place in my classroom, inevitable as a haircut or white baby ridges giving way to adult wisdom teeth.


All of a sudden, I became aware of an outrageous and improbable, tapped-into-the-psychic-overmind phenomenon.  I had been contemplating the virtue of random acts of language, and utilizing the collaborative consciousness of a whole class to direct the English program.  I had the conviction that cultivating a class’s deep-down awareness, in their muscles and tissues, would be exponentially superior as a source of direction than all the rationales I could give them for learning one skill or another.  What was my behavioral training for except to teach the axiom that no one acts because of acts of consciousness?  The efficacy of mind as a source of motivation was an illusion.


Then I became aware for the first time of the amazing song playing in the background, unnoticed by my consciousness, but clearly registering in my physical awareness.  On Elvis Costello’s King of America CD (major significance in that album title!) was the song “Our Little Angel” (another curiously potent title!).  The climactic lyrical couplet was the words



“You want to love her, but she’s too contrary,



Like a chainsaw running through a dictionary.”

How uncannily appropriate was that as emblem of the use-lessness of stream-of-consciousness as a determinant of being?  I could barely believe what I was hearing.  I hit the repeat button and listened to “Our Little Angel” at least a half-dozen times in succession.  It seemed such an portentous message, by the sixth repetition, I was dialing the number of my ex-wife, Cathy, thinking what the hell, twelve-thirty wasn’t that late.  We used to party much later than that.


“Cathy, it’s Dex.  I just had the very strong feeling you’ve been expecting me to ring you up.  Just something in the air tonight.  I’m having mad revelations and insight, and you’re the only one I can really share this stuff with.”


Cathy made half-asleep sounds and tiny gasps indicating she hadn’t been trolling through the cosmic realm hoping to hook up with a fellow traveler.  But I was inclined to brazen it out, establish a beachhead, share her insight and intelligence.  


“Dex,” she said with a patronizing upturn, “did you happen to notice the time before calling to disturb my beauty sleep?”


“You fine, baby.  You foin and you always will be.”  


“What is it, about one a.m.?  Listen, sweetie, I care about you.  You’re practically my favorite goofy white guy.  If I wasn’t hooking up with some NBA guard with a baby mama and an Escalade, well then I’d be hanging out with you.”


I had to wonder if she wasn’t a little bit put out. “You call me, Dex, and your words jump from topic to topic like a crazy basketball drill.  Not to mention, you have no sense of timing, goin’ out of your way to jack me up when I’m chillin’.”


“What can I do, Cathy, I miss you.  I got the vibe across the continuum that you were waiting to hear from me.   Do you deny that you’re waiting to hear from me?”


“Have you got the ten grand I loaned you?”


“Money?  Loan?  That’s so tawdry.”


“Then, no, I’m not trying to talk to you.”


“We were together for ten years, and I never stopped caring for you.  I forgave you when you told me to pack up my Johnny Cash records and my baseball memorabilia and exiled me to Delaware.  I lived among boxes of stuff from our house that I couldn’t unpack and had a horrible longing for you that I couldn’t put away.  Why did you hurt me like that?  I know it wasn’t the race thing.  That was never a barrier to us. C’mon, Cathy.  What was it?  I know I was depressed much of the time.  Maybe I had undue expectations that my lawfully wedded wife would be a bit nicer to me.  I guess I punished you for not making more of a display of your love for me.  Crying, pounding the floor, threatening to kill myself--it was a bit much, I guess.


“But if there weren’t some other reason I disappointed you, I bet you would have hung in there with me, offered some help instead of the door.  What was it?  Why did you close down your feelings for me?”


“This is a pointless conversation, Dex.  That was two years ago.  What’s the use talking now about how disappointed I was way back then?”


“Wait, Cathy.  Can you hear what’s playing in my background?  Elvis Costello singing an old Animals tune.  ‘I’m just a soul who’s intentions are good.  Oh Lord, please don’t let me be misunderstood.  Baby, sometimes I’m so carefree, with a joy that’s hard to hide.  Other times it seems that all I have to do is worry.  I know you’re bound to see my other side.’”


“So what, Dex?  Really.  That’s a recording by your over-bearing idol, singing a song that nobody remembers but you and Elvis.”


“I doubt it!  The Animals were huge in 1965, as big as the Stones.”


“Yeah, well I wasn’t even born until ‘64.”


“This is why you became disenchanted with me, isn’t it?  You couldn’t stand all the great stuff I dig that predates you.  That seven years I have on you wore you down.  You got sick to death of The Man from U.N.C.L.E. and Clay Dalrymple baseball cards on loaves of Bond bread.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.  I mean, your trivia obsessions can be annoying, but that’s not why I lost interest in you.”


“Lost interest.  That still stings, Cathy.  Why?  Why did you reach the end of us?”


“This will hurt, but I’ll say it.   You should already know, and you probably do if you are honest with yourself.  You told me you were going to be a famous writer, and then you weren’t.  That’s why I gave up on you.  You said we’d have millions of dollars and meet lots of celebrities, and then ...nothing.”


“I’m a big-time, local English teacher.  Somehow I think this should count as a fair approximation of what I promised you.”


“No, it doesn’t.”


“I guess I’ll get back to you on this.”


“No hurry.  I mean, it’ll keep overnight.”


“Good night, Cathy.  Sorry to get you up.”


“Good night, Dex.  Sorry to find you up.”


“Yeah.  I appreciate it.”


Cathy’s disclosure touched me for a few minutes.  Maybe it was true, in so far as any rationale for human behavior can be true.  Although she had offered me a meaty scrap from her plate to chew over, obsessing on Cathy’s statement wasn’t in the cards.  I was too psyched at the moment being a plain, old underpaid phenomenon of the classroom with gnarly powers to express my every whim.  I read a few more student papers, discovering one really bad apple in the bunch, then for most of the night I schemed a very special presentation to go with the next day’s lesson.

TWELVE


The first period class was attentive, though without knowing the attractions I had in store.  My lesson plan for the day, which is on file with the all the others for official perusal, makes no mention of the prop I was concealing behind my desk.  The students had some inkling of it, kids having an uncanny ability to sense the new and dangerous, but the identity of the object was uncertain, a special guest billed anonymously alongside the advertised headliner.  My written outline for the lesson had as its objective that students would demonstrate knowledge of the nature of literacy.  Now, I don’t know if the breadth of that topic would make it ridiculous to other teachers, but the scale of it seemed completely sensible to me. 


Besides having a knockout visual aid in concealment, waiting for the perfect moment to spring it on the class, I was magnetizing students with that zip-zap electric charge that was the hallmark of English with Dex.  My personal energy ought to have failed me at around eight o’clock; after all, I had been up most of the night, pacing and ruminating, fearing to sleep because I might come down from the mountain top of overweening self-confidence I had built.  I should have passed out the worksheets and then passed out on the desktop until the buzzer sounded.  Instead, I drove the class and myself onward, ever onward.  Any student who kept up the pace would see a sky full of blooming fireworks as a reward.


I knew that being so wired as I was might precipitate dire consequences, yet I refused to pull myself out of the class. Strange how I clung to my cranked up states in the middle of them, but generally recognized from a neutral vantage the danger of metabolic agitation. When I wasn’t already reaping the lightning bolt, I did all I could to avoid antagonizing my delicate endocrine system.  Releasing the psyched-up forces of my dark and nasty Hyde side compromised my peas of mine, as the student said, and setting a classroom tone beyond the regular rules was sure to backfire with students. The literature has a source of ready wisdom on this topic: in the chronicles of super teens who laid low in high school, awaiting their majority before whipping out the mutant light beams or animal claws and coiffure.  Stay chill, Inferno dude and nix the pickled jalapenos.  


A balanced metabolism tries to maintain, but manic energy propagates itself, zeroing in on exactly that which will cause the quickest pulse and the most harm.  Regrettably, during a giddy run a defense against outsized actions had never become my second nature, so to speak.  In a full-blown, vertigo-inducing spiral, I became too fond of my own classroom glibness and dynamism.  My rhythmic gush and jive made teaching class so easy, and despite their chronic boredom and deprivations, I was a match for the thickest, most sluggish kids in town.  That I was also ten times as likely to say or do something to compromise my professional standing simply wasn’t a warning my revved-up self would heed.


Answering a plea to go slowly or listening to an admonition about the dangers of shifting through my gears in class was all but impossible when my heart and mind were already racing.  Knowing my Ed-Wynn-on-the-ceiling-with-Mary-Poppins routine so well as she did, Cathy was probably pretty upset about the previous night’s call.  She certainly knew the precipice over which I was leaning. In the worst case, she would cut me off completely and not even her friendship would remain. Once, late in our marriage, her terror at my behavior––an exaggerated self-confidence, a Moses-on-Mount-Sinai glow emanating from my craggy brow, my rude defiance toward herself––convinced Cathy to take me to the emergency room. She begged me to admit myself to the psych ward for a forty-eight hour observation.  The strategy was sound and reasonable, but I couldn’t see past my own hubris. Instead of being grateful, I wondered why she wanted to penalize me for feeling good.  In fact, I felt so good I was having a heart attack.  My thoughts were so lucid, my vision could penetrate solid objects.  I had one tiny, self-betraying irrationality, which was that God had given me special instructions in our bed during the previous evening.  To me, this seemed not a particularly telling mark in favor of Cathy’s plan.  The divine’s interests were simple, clean-cut, and hardly so much trouble as “Leadeth that other men may follow” or “Buildeth that they might come.”  Does God lisp, whaddya think?  In the emergency room, the stares and tongue-clucking of other patients and staff baffled me.  On the whole I seemed sharper and more in the moment than the drag-ass people flopping around me.  Chosen of God (or at least someone with a voice like Harry Kalas hovering over my bed), I was too convinced of my own transcendency to cede any authority to the green emergency room.


Late as prescribed by his training, the attending E.R. doctor finally appeared through a thin curtain and asked, “Do you understand why you are sitting here?”


“I do.”


“Tell me why.”


I considered carefully.  “Excessive smugness.”


I lost patience with Cathy’s scheme after that, the upshot being that I refused to become a voluntary, psycho-ward admit. She drove me home in the car and I felt like a mutt so ugly you couldn’t give me away. 


As I prepared to dazzle the class with my special prop performance, I thought about the students who were my only comfort after Cathy and I split up.  One thing I knew about them was that they didn’t give a damn about having a safe and sanitized room; as the lesson yawned to its far-off conclusion, they wanted a class that provided a bit of adventure.  My students put the performance in perspective when I was whirling my dervish, and certainly never condemned me for being too energetic or entertaining.  One time I interjected the English lesson with a frank discussion of my recently expired romantic life.  While I had gone much further than was appropriate, that same transgressive verbal behavior earned me the fervent loyalty of several students, like Darien and Zofhya. I guess the key to my popularity was that all teens love a rebel, or a wreck. 


I set up my prop comedy by transporting the thoughts of students to an unusual, exotic locale, several acres of wilderness in a remote Eastern forest.


“A few weekends ago, I visited land I own in a forest of West Virginia.”


“You lookin’ fo’ Daisy Maes and moonshine, Dex?”


“I’m not even going to dignify that remark with a response, Jarbeer.  Shaddup and listen.  Deep in those woods some say are haunted by witches, I was concentrating on the overview of this course, its main themes and relationships.  Not far from my thoughts was how Frederick Douglass took command of his literacy, turned his back on slavery, and eloquently addressed tens of thousands.


 “Our job, it seems, is to find the literacy we have in this class, commodify it if we can, mine it like gold, and create a vehicle for students to hook up with others, to give or to get assistance.”  


One moment, I seemed to be calculating the odds of my students’ becoming a scholarly community, and in the next I was putting my fingertips theatrically to my forehead, like a fellow who was remembering something very important. 


“Wait, I can show you much better than I can tell it.”  I pulled the chain saw from behind my desk and dramatically dropped it on the tabletop.  The class was hooting and hollering, incredulous that I had made it to school with such an admirable piece of hardware.  Mikhail was effusive in his praise of my smuggling contraband past the school police and the metal detector. 


“How’d you do it, Dex?” Mikhail asked.  “Everyone in the distric’ is outrage a’ weapons, and you pull dis stun’.”


“It was easy.  I kept it in my pants.”


My chainsaw had a peculiarity, which was its absolute refusal to start with the choke all the way out.  This feature assisted me in creating an atmosphere of tension and unrest.


“You’ve got to understand,” I said.  “This chainsaw is a defining and illuminating tool, not an instrument of bloody carnage from some cheap cinematic exploitation.”  I pulled sharply on the starter cord.  The saw was loudly not doing anything. It produced no work, but made a very nice puff of blue smoke.  To my senses, the smell of gasoline in a classroom with the windows closed is the very aroma of education.


As quickly as I had joined it, I abandoned the chainsaw to build upon my chain of words.  Again I acted as if a powerful memory was calling me back.  This off-kilter and slightly addled delivery worked spectacularly on my listeners.  Students were congratulating themselves on having the good fortune to be in room 318 that day.  I had to wait until they were finished talking about the class before I could continue it.


“The morning at my campsite was very damp.  Between the bare trunks on such a day, a separate plane of air in the middle distance speaks of water rising from the earth to seek the sun.  I was chopping up ten-foot logs into 18-inch drums, for a planned cordwood house.  A lot of wood dust accumulates when the same saw horses are used continuously.  I was on my knees, sinking in sawdust and wrestling with a twenty-five-pound drum, when I saw something profoundly moving. Without a warning, a salamander surfaced from the sawdust.  It was eighteen-inches long and jet black with a slightly bluish iridescence. I had no idea a species like a giant gummy lizard existed in those parts, and since unexpected woodland encounters give me the heebie-jeebies, I was very still.  Mainly, I wanted to make sure the creature wasn’t going down my collar or up my pant’s leg.


 “Then, with the same masterful poise as its twin, a second salamander appeared from nowhere.  His monstrous size, gooey black color and iridescence were exactly like the first one.  I don’t have much experience with wildlife in nature, especially up close.  Despite my being a squeamish camper and more comfortable meeting the local fauna in a zoo, I was elated to be on hand when these mysterious creatures torpedoed out of the dust.  I have since found out the species has the oddly appropriate name of hellbinder, and from that it’s no wonder that the two I saw were completely untroubled by my presence.  In fact, my duty seemed clear cut, and that was to stay out of their way until the royal entourage decided to move on.


“A natural if not logical conclusion for a man in West Virginia, compulsively thinking about English classes, who is interrupted by two giant salamanders, is that they were trying to communicate with me. Wasn’t their strange appearance enough to make the whole encounter auspicious?  Perhaps there is some human pheromone the salamander craves, though not more often than once a year.  I wondered if, for some unfathomable reason, I was good medicine for the two hellbinders, improbably turning them to the right path.  I struggle to give words to my fanciful thoughts, but we have some heavy machinery on hand today, and can avail ourselves of its witness.”


I plunked at the starter cable, getting the Husqvarna to cough.  The  students were psyched to watch me cut a desk in two, but that wasn’t what I was saving the saw for.


I asked students what would join individuals of different species together, and their interesting responses proved they were engaged in the lesson.  “Men can learn survival skills from animals.”  I confirmed that many cases exist where tribal hunters study their prey and emulate it in other hunts. “Exotic creatures were often a source of valuable substances.” True.  Every creature of skin and bone has some zoochemical value.  The aesthetic attraction of that alien and dignified hellbinder was more difficult to explain.  I was mesmerized by the outrageous possibilities contained in that slimy enigma.


Putting all of our statements together we said that random circumstance puts us in the same space with noble animals and we benefitted from knowing and observing their placid focus and dignity.  Undoubtedly if we got something from them, they got something essential from us, but none of us could be sure what that was.


And so we came to the point where the narrative of Frederick Douglass is pertinent.  He represents the necessity of contact with a society of readers, thinkers, and scholars.  We needn’t put causes on actions where none is necessary, but imagine what might have happened in US history had Douglass never met the good kids who assisted his education.  The event is a microcosm of the forces that founded all black colleges, the defining cultural value of climbing the un-crystal stairs of hardship through study and communion.  Paradoxically, these are the same values and icons that for Ralph Ellison evolved into a threat to personal identity and freedom.


“Lastly..”


“You’re goin’ to spark up that turkey carver, or else wha’ di’ you bring it fo’?” pleaded Jarbeer.


I strolled over to the chain saw, reset the choke, yanked the starter cable, and had her running full out within five seconds.  The Husky is a notoriously loud machine and I enjoyed not being able to hear any other voices. The room had many old dictionaries, coverless victims of student atrocities.  I picked up a pre-selected one and put it on my desk. I gave the class a bloodthirsty leer for effect, then ripped the saw blade straight through, from ear to ear, or more specifically from aerial to zero.


“Doing violence to the text is really not my thing, but the bloodless deed is complete.  We’ve had random encounters with nature, and Frederick Douglass’ random encounters with friendly young tutors.  Now consider what random encounter is represented by this gutting of a broken down dictionary.”



The air of the class was choking with carbon monoxide and gas fumes, but inexplicably the students treated me with Catholic school deference.  My judgment was not so addled by internal and external complex molecules that I failed to consider the students’ quietness was intimidation from the threat of actual, physical violence.


 I quoted the Costello lyric about Miss Contrary in “Our Little Angel,” and I told them how Costello picked up the phrase.  A critic had tagged him with it to describe the verbosity of his songs, those multiple syllables so difficult to work one’s teeth around.  I wanted students to see the collaboration with chance inside the core of another collaboration with chance.


Time had arrived for me to get something back for my investment. “What do we get when we chop through a dictionary?”


“Random words fused together or spun into sawdust.”


“Very good Ashley. Five hundred Dexes to you. Follow the cut in the book and note every word surrounding the wound.  After you do, look for bigger samples that stayed close to the red zone but flitted free.  What’s this a metaphor for?”


Eliza’s comments were always welcome. “This means having a mindless, random encounter with language. Or, couldn’t it be, a ground zero dispersing small and large doses of knowledge?”


“That’s a particularly horrifying image, but I can’t refute the idea behind it.  500 Dexters for you.  Everyone’s experience with language is a frenzied, random affair.  And language is a contaminant that changes the fertile ground inside our heads.  William S. Burroughs wrote famously that ‘Language is a virus.’  It gets into the human system and thereafter can never be purged.  Language resembles the most elementary structures, the DNA of cells, because it is also strings of coded messages.  And the letters or building blocks create many more words and sentences than there are blocks or letters. You absolutely must challenge yourself to seek the epicenter of language events.  Forget about your young bul’ who can say everything he will ever need to say with a vocabulary of 300 or 400 words.


“The theme today was collaboration with randomness, in the wilds of nature, with strange new peers walking your way, and with language, that churning entity embodied by the fortune-bearing ‘Eight Ball,’ which gives understanding and as often snatches it back.


“Tomorrow, everyone in class should bring in the lyrics to a song they love.  We will generate a vocabulary list from them and meditate on opportunities to be blown away by collaborators of whom we may know little.  I hope class was fun.  Goodnight, everybody!  Miami Beach audiences are the greatest audiences in the world!”


Not a bad send off for 9:15 on a Monday morning.


Before class, I passed out the essays I’d graded over the last few days.  I expected Daniel would want to speak to me about his feedback, and after class he waited for everyone to leave before approaching me.


“Dex,” he said, “I don’t understand the note on my paper. It doesn’t even have a grade on it.”


I bristled from the likely prospect of Daniel arguing about the value of his paper, instead of faithfully taking my feedback.  “What does the note say?”


“You wrote, ‘See me about this.’  And this isn’t even my cover page.  You handwrote what I had typed in mines.”


“The reason for the spurious cover page is that I wrote a grade and then I reconsidered it.  I had to toss the original.  Now I’ve explained the mystery of the bogus title page; the ‘see me’ instruction is not so readily got out of the way.”


Daniel’s expression was absolutely blank; his eyes had died.  His face showed not a single sign that he knew what I was talking about.  “You write ‘They couldn’t enter a room without its occupant being suspicious they were trying to get his job.’  That was a key sentence for me.   Also, you write, ‘The trouble between the narrator and Brockway demonstrates the tension between the old-fashioned self-image of Blacks and the new one from civil rights days.’  Do you remember those statements?  They’re strong points.  Where did I hear them before?”


Daniel may have felt by this time he was going to preserve his dignity.  “I know!  In the class with the graphics, I used both those statements--and you gave me about 1000 Dextra Credit.  So that’s why you heard the words before.”


“I see.  I’m going very slowly here, Daniel, because whatever happens we should be very clear with each other.  The problem with these two quotes is that they are transparent copies of material that is available on the Internet.”


Daniel was indignant.  “Dex, you’re saying I plagiarized my assignment?  I did not steal someone else’s words.  You’re being totally unfair!  I can’t believe it!  And you were my favorite teacher.”


Had I known the conditions necessary to remain Daniel’s favorite teacher, of course I would have been far less concerned with the conditions necessary to be fair and ethical.  “Daniel, you have a distorted view of plagiarism, which means stealing someone’s ideas not just copying from them word for word.  The outline of your presentation is identical to this published online article by F. A. Dreen on the Ellison website.  You haven’t even got a good facsimile of his entire argument; it’s more of a pseudo-F. A. Dreen.  I need to give an appropriate consequence for what you’ve done.  I must tell you, some behaviors you indulge in now will make things very bad for you.  On the other hand, you could behave in such a way that will minimize the damage to your marking period grade.  The choice is entirely yours.”


“You can’t penalize me for something I didn’t do,” the student said, petulantly.


“Well, very good, then.  I can’t reward you for something you didn’t do either.  For failing to write your own essay on Ellison, you receive zero credit.  Good morning.”


Daniel whined for another minute, and when I had enough of it, I went down the hall.  He was fortunately not in the room when I returned, but he had punched a pencil into a bulletin board and written “Murderer!” under it.  A quick scan of my memory assured me I had never killed anyone with a writing implement.  Satisfied, I went back to grading papers.


Fourth period I was enjoying lunch at my desk, and vice-principal Starling got a call through.  “I’d like to talk to you about the growing situation with Daniel Spaniel.”


I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that in addition to being a liar and thief, he’d stopped growing.  “Okay, if you must.”


“I don’t want to keep you from your lunch.  Is this a good time to talk?”


Well, not really.  I’m having alligator nuggets, and when they’re cold, the damn things make me gag.  “Now is as good a time as any.”


In the comically small conference office, “Daniel says you are falsely accusing him of plagiarizing an important paper.”


“I don’t see how he could make the statement that my accusation was false, since he wasn’t civil or rational long enough to see the evidence.  Incidentally, I have all the proof I need to support my argument.  Expect a copy on your desk.”


“He says none of the white kids were accused and is determined to have you answer for that.”


“Gee, well.  Daniel’s is the single case of theft in this latest batch of papers.  Ethnicity is irrelevant, and you know that I’m as colorblind as a sphygmomanometer.  Am I supposed to make up a claim against a light-skinned student just so Daniel’s sense of fairness is met and his illusion of racial identity maintained?  The argument is absurd!  I won’t permit a high school junior to besmirch my motives or extort me.”


“Of course.  Just a kid.  The whole brouhaha is ridi-culous.”  He dispensed a breathy laugh apropos of nothing.  “I have absolute confidence in you, Mr. Matherson.  I only wanted to keep you informed of what others are saying.”


“And now that you’ve heard the account of a tenured professional with years of grading integrity affixed to the record, you’ll clobber the libelous jerk with a suspension, right?”


Another hissing interruption, rather like the blast from a whoopee cushion.  “If only I could, Matherson.  If only I could.  But the way I must play things in this job is this: you have your story, and Daniel has his.”


The third maddening interview over Daniel’s case was a seventh-period phone call from his mother, Dhanyella Furst.  I was out of unstructured time for the afternoon, so Starling forced me to give an ear to her accusations and rancor in the middle of my chainsaw lesson.  The intrusion shot my oratorical timing all to hell.   I looked up from the phone call at the seventh period class to see nothing but confusion where in the morning had been smiles and inspiration.  I was losing my edge such that my carefully built triad of randomness was falling apart.  The Furst woman wouldn’t beg my pardon for the havoc she created.  Just as her son saw a judgment of plagiarism as a mandate to defend himself, the mother took every word I said about a particular paper and a particular breech of scholarship and turned it into a universal attack on her skills as a parent.  


This heinous interruption wouldn’t have happened if everyone just got off the phone.  I wished for the second time in recent history that I could send a remote signal to every cell phone in the district and cause them all to meltdown.  Only then would the integral passage of school days be restored and the overlapping confusion between teacher, gesture, and family reaction be eradicated.


She began by giving some irrelevant details about herself so I would know she was a substantive person.


“Mr. Matherson, I’m at my office right now––I’m a manager at PECO––so I only have a few minutes to talk.”


  “I’m a high school teacher in the District of Philadelphia, so I can talk until Frank Rizzo comes out of the crapper.”


My flippancy only whetted her outrage.  “That’s an unkind, insensitive, and ill-mannered remark, Mr. Matherson!”


“Really?  You think that was ill-mannered?  Thanks for the feedback.”


“I can see why my Danny has such a difficult time in your class.”


“A difficult time?  Why, only five hours ago he was telling me I was his favorite teacher.  Then he made me a lovely conceptual art sculpture with a provocative subtitle, referring, I am sure, to the way I eliminate boredom in the classroom.”  My seventh period class was following the impromptu presentation gleefully, which was just as well since the “chainsaw” lesson plan was now kindling.  Students love any destructive fight, but fights between teachers and parents are especially savored. 


“I am not happy with what you do because you are bored in your class.  Am I understood, sir?  A chainsaw is not the thing a responsible adult takes into a classroom.  I have already informed Mr. Starling of your horrifying behavior today.  My son said he was scared and felt racially intimidated.”


“You’ve lost me.  Where was the cause of fear?  Where was there even remotely an anti-Black bias?”


“You know that white, country-dwelling, redneck psychos use them chainsaws to hack up innocent city kids.”


I had some difficulty not laughing.  “I don’t know what you use a chainsaw for, ma’m, but I use one to chop lumber.  Unless you’re an advocate for innocent trees, we have nothing left to say on this topic.”  Why get all white-knuckled over a chainsaw in the class when I bet many more schoolday injuries result from pencils, yardsticks, or the quart-sized coffee mug? 


“Mrs. Furst, I don’t think you’ve even delivered your main idea, and I do have a class of students waiting to see me sever an object in two.  What is really on your mind?”


“Daniel cannot get a zero on this paper.  At twenty per-cent of his grade, he probably won’t pass.”


“His work was plagiarized and I am following the letter of school policy.”


“How can you stand there and tell me you know what Daniel wrote out of his head and didn’t write?”


“Two ways.  A simple Google search turned up an online source that makes the same points in precisely the same order as in Daniel’s paper.  The development and use of the ideas is identical to Daniel’s paper.  Furthermore, his work has a ‘ripped out of context’ feel to it, with an especially weak introduction and conclusion, typical of work by someone who is trying to stitch together an argument made from the arms and torso of another work.  I would say, finally, that every writer establishes their own voice.  In the field of psycholinguistics, the sharp demarcation between the two writers who did Daniel’s paper is as plain as the snout on the Phillie Phanatic’s face.”  


Having established my knowledge of student essays, I tried to persuade Mrs. Furst of a basis for mutual partnership.  “If you stop insulting me or using thuggish leverage to move me, I would gladly negotiate with you as Daniel’s parent a remedy to this crisis.” 


“My son is not a failing student.  Before he had you he never got less that a ‘B’ in English.  Now he say you wrote another cover page and threw the first one away.  I consider the grade on that page to be the grade Daniel really deserves.”


“In the five months I’ve worked with him, I’ve seen no evidence of ‘C’ work, and nothing certainly that deserves higher; however, if he produces a new essay for me overnight, I will consider this score in its rightful place among the other quarterly assignments.”


“Well, I’m just going to have to go back to Mr. Starling and explain how you are harassing Daniel.  He deserves a ‘B,’ it’s your job to give him one, and that is all we’ll settle for. And he can’t do no work for you tonight.  He taking SEPTA down to Parkside to visit his brother, Gabreel.”


“So, Daniel is leaving tonight on a train?  He can choose not to attempt to raise his grade.  That’s his prerogative.  Mrs. Furst, I have to ask you something.  You do realize that Daniel isn’t a ‘B’ student until he actually produces ‘B’ work?  He has deficits as a writer that he tried to candy-coat with this transparent subterfuge.  Even should many of my colleagues hand out grades of a ‘B’ as if they were worthless lollipops, that is not going to confer upon him the ability to do what a high school junior or average SAT test-taker can do.  The only improvement he’ll ever see is from working honestly and sincerely with me.”


She hung up.


Then seventh period ended, the bored and restless students a counterpoint to my own disposition.  I looked at the chainsaw, the blackboards, the notes in front of me. What was I trying to say?  What did all the smoke and confetti mean?


I had some details to attend to hastily.  First, I drained the gasoline from the chainsaw’s tank.  I was superstitious about leaving gas in an unused power tool, especially when I was going to share my economy car with it.  I had a plastic gas can like the ones gas stations charge stranded motorists fifteen bucks for.  The darn things only hold enough juice to get you back to the same, crummy station.  I drained the Husqvarna into one of those.


Then I hurried to the exit and to my car.  Despite what my students believed, nothing prohibits a teacher from carrying a chainsaw through the halls, and teachers aren’t required to pass through metal detectors or searches.  My chainsaw barely drew notice coming into Rockland that morning and was even less galvanizing in the afternoon.  I soon dropped it into the trunk of my car and concentrated on disposing of the fuel.


A very large dumpster where the whole day’s trash is collected was just the thing.  Maintenance men wouldn’t be dumping there any more, and neither did anyone else have a reason to use it.  The top part of the dumpster was locked up tight.  At first it seemed the side opening was also locked, but it merely had a strange release system.  I unscrewed the gas can cap, and poured the contents over the cardboard and classroom refuse inside.  I also had a piece of paper in my pocket that belonged in the heap, and I quickly divested myself of it.


I had almost finished my tidying up.  All I needed was to retrieve my backpack and briefcase, so back to 318 I went.  Imagine my despair when Daniel was waiting for me.  I was getting sick of thinking about him, and here was going to be the fourth conflict of the day over his stupid, chimerical paper.


“Daniel, I suppose you are here to badger me some more.”


“Yes, because you are unfair.  Also, I wanted to show you a paper that confirms you are the killer who preys on Rockland’s student body.”


“Fer Crissakes, kid.  Anyone can make doodles on a paper and anonymously pick someone as the fall guy.  We’ve had two horrible accidents and detectives cleared me of both.  Alright, come in.”


I sat at my desk while Daniel flattened the unusual rebus-like diagram so much in circulation of late.


“Exhibit one..”


“Daniel, I’m listening, but stow that phony courtroom stuff.”


“Oh, sorry.  The first thing to notice is that the drawing is meant to be flipped.  It has an upright and a reverse position, like a playing card.  This is symbolized by the red ‘x’ breaking up the partial oval.  When you flip it, two interesting things come out.  The smiling inquisitor becomes a frowning joker.    The ties of a hood in the upright position become a noose on perfect gallows in the reverse.” 


“And all that points to me, you think?”


He nodded dramatically.


“This is as bad as your essays.  Lots of points to be made but eventually nothing to say in conclusion.”


“Not so fast.  When the upright view is...viewed, the initials are ‘W.D.’  But in reverse they become ‘D.M.’ and those are your initials, Mr. Dexter Matherson.”


“Very good.  What do you expect me to do about this?  How am I supposed to react?”


“I want you to restore my essay points.”


I looked closely at the would-be blackmailer and wondered if he even understood the criminal he was becoming to cover up his laziness and error.  I was tired of the whole conversation.


“Okay, Daniel.  You recall that your paper had an original cover that I got rid of when I realized the work was plagiarized. I will assist you in retrieving that paper, and the only catch is you have to get it yourself, and it’s not in a particularly pleasant location.  When you find that paper and attach it to the rest, my conscience will be clean and I’ll restore your grade.”



“Bet.  Where do I have to go?”



“I just put it in the main maintenance dumpster.  Only it's dark inside.  Do you have any illumination?”


“Don’t worry about me.  You won’t regret it.”  Daniel skedaddled.


“I won’t regret a thing.” I said.


I got my belongings together in a slow and deliberate way, and then I walked casually out of the building.  As soon as I walked down the stairs to where teachers park, I knew something was dreadfully wrong.  I heard agonized screams from the green behemoth on the edge of the lot.  Running closer, I saw thick, black smoke leaking from the dumpster’s top.  A colleague, Mrs. Baker, was hysterical.  She had both hands over her ears.  Other teachers raced from either end of the lot to help.


I knew how to get the side door of the receptacle open.  The door had a peculiarity of banging closed on its own, and this is what had happened.  On the inside it had no handle, so the trapped person could not help himself.  I stripped off my coat and used it as a potholder to get the tricky door open.  By this time I only hoped my efforts were not in vain.


The inferno in the metal box reminded me of the inside of pizza ovens I’d tended in college.  A boy who must have been Daniel was standing on a blazing pile of trash, and he was burning before my eyes.  Again I used my coat as a giant oven mitt.  I grabbed Daniel under his arm, where he wasn’t yet incinerating, and pulled him ungently through the narrow opening to the outside.  I know I was rough, but I didn’t have the personal strength to move him carefully.  Doctors said some digits and flesh crumbled off Daniel like a burnt crust when he hit the ground where I tossed him.  The invaluable coat with its faux fleece smoking I used to smother the remaining flames on the victim.  I shuddered to see what had been Daniel’s track suit commingling in molten pools with his frying skin.


The longest moments in the year were the minutes until the ambulance drove up.  It was a relief to see professionals who could deal with Spaniel properly.  I felt unqualified and useless, though I knew I had prevented the boy’s immediate demise.  The other teachers acclaimed me and made a fuss.  A reporter came in to photograph and interview me.  


Next morning, we learned that Daniel had burns over three-quarters of his body.  A police investigator declared an accident, supporting what I already knew to be true.  The grade-obsessed kid was looking for something in the dumpster, lit his lighter, and ignited a volatile liquid, probably gasoline.  Oddly, they found among the burnt litter a nearly intact copy of the red-hooded inquisitor, which, of course, roused wild speculation.  My fame as a sort of hero, excruciatingly difficult to bear, lasted nearly five days.  On the sixth day after the fire, Daniel Spaniel died.

THIRTEEN


The week following Daniel’s dumpster inferno was one of the most grueling and stressful of the school year.  Even the mandatory December degradation of becoming a door-to-door poinsettia salesman was not so hard to endure, and for that I nearly always composed bristling broadsides to the school office plus memos to my union office, expressing rage that a teacher should be made a huckster of tropical hothouse spurge, insincerely boosting seasonal cheer to raise paltry school funds.  Inevitably I bought an entire allotment of plants from myself and left them in the parking lot of the Acme Market.  Rockland’s Christmas meant packages of humiliation and quackery, but the early March after Daniel’s terrible accident was undoubtedly more stressful.


I would say the most taxing part of the aftermath of Daniel’s accident was sorting his life from his death.  At no point during those crisis days could I say with any confidence, “Up to this event he lives; thereafter, he is dead.”  I could not do it though making the distinction between the dead and the living is as old as consciousness or, at a minimum, as old as the Bible lesson I taught in November.  At the school we knew from the very first hospital bulletin that the kid had just about a zero percent chance of recovery.  I had stood close enough to Daniel roasting in that oven to smell the fatty smoke and feel the heat coming from him as if he were a bundle of student essays burning, not a person.  I had no doubt about the accuracy of the hospital odds.  Yet there was nagging anxiety for me not knowing when the inevitable, but unpredictable, announcement would come.  Someone––Starling, Oneroff, a guidance counselor (but not Principal Wimple, who was away at a conference)––was bound to break into my thoughts at any moment to make the death announcement.  What would be the form of the announcement, I wondered.  I anticipated for too many hours the schedule of classes we would follow when Daniel’s death was announced, how we would carry out the regular slate of classes for the day or whether we would form an enormous, weeping and hugging mass, consoling itself and moving through the veins of the floor plan like a stream from a blue syringe.




The unrevealed details of the school’s planned response to his expiration caused me anxiety, but worst of all was not knowing the exact time Daniel would expire.  It flawed conversations, because although we knew the boy was definitely dying, no one knew if he was dead now, in the past, or sometime later. All efforts to speak in euphemism or use past or present tense were corrupted by this lack of clarity, and neither I nor anyone else could say when the whole problem would be solved.


Another insurmountable barrier to my balance of mind was the constant caterwauling by groups of Daniel’s friends, and believe me when I say everyone in school had become Daniel’s friend. They were bemoaning his innocence (present or past), and his right to be on this Earth (present or past), and his right to be with the dawg posse that loved him (living or embalmed).  Because I had such a prominent role in the way Daniel’s story blew up big, these different mourning bands would look to me to make a pronouncement of some kind or offer comfort.  “Isn’t it a sheisty deal that Daniel is gone (or nearly gone) and he ain’t done nuf’n’, and meanwhiles lots that do di’ty, or even nasty things be running around without their entire bodies graf’ed together like a mel’ed Sugar Daddy.  So, Dex, you a learn’d man.  How could such and such happen to our friend Daniel in a jus’ and perfec’ universe?” 


I didn’t want to swim against the lachrymose flow of sincere friends and vigil keepers (or mourners), but it seemed to me Daniel’s appearance in winding cloth atop the pyre was completely predictable and logical. Only in the presence of less impressionable persons would I connect Daniel’s immoral cruddiness to his hideous  demise.  Despite the ache of knowing that which it is socially inappropriate to express, when students wanted me to join their grief and float a couple of meaningless platitudes, I obliged them, although in as few words as possible.  Mumbling formal words that had no connection to my own perceptions didn’t make me a liar; it only confirmed me as the teacher.  


Then Mikhail and Me’lissa approached me for solace, and the course of that conversation exposed my most puritanical denunciations on the Daniel tragedy.  Mikhail was perhaps Daniel’s best friend in school and Melissa was in the same circle.  Mikhail’s appearance was stoical but his bloodshot eyes and the way he gazed without focus on the middle ground of the room hinted at the pain within.  I commented that losing (or being near to losing) a friend must be very difficult.


“Associate, no’ frien’.  We tigh’ and all, but we associates, no’ frien’s.”


What diabolical world view did this distinction preview?  I felt I could be talking to the surviving partner in some un-savory, under-the-table business enterprise.  Mikhail had to be abnormally afraid of demonstrating emotional vulnerability or attachment.   Associates wear the same dark suits, are ranked by the money they earn, and take care of business.  Having no friends, only associates, means avoiding every exuberant part of the human experience. One invested in an associate without projecting all the sticky, ickiness of warmth, appreciation, and gladness requited to friends.  His discrimination between two words made me feel I didn’t know who Mikhail was.  Since he shunned signs of fellow-feeling, why was he talking to me about sitting vigil (or beginning the grieving process).  Maybe having associates instead of friends was part of some unfathomable but harmless teenage craze, like tying squirrels and dogs together, but I was not very confident of that.


“Dan’el like to lis’en to West Coast bangers.  He follow the Lakers, even when Philly fans played him over that.  He love them gangsta’ video games set in L. A. and knew all the chea’ codes so he had limi’less weapons and limi’less cash.  I be thingin’ on it Dex, and I thin’ wha’ happen to Daniel was a way to ge’ his spirit Wes’,” Mikhail said. I saw his lips barely speak an ‘amen.’


Me’lissa nodded affirmation.  “He never came to see his son.  I never axed him fo’ money, but he could of seen little DeWayne.  Now what I think is that DeWayne can see his daddy like a burning star or a comet.  He can see his daddy’s blazes in glory.”


Melissa sniffed a bit.  Despite their slack delivery and circumscribed view of the world, I could appreciate the feeling the students had for the deceased (or his comatose body), however,  I was flabbergasted that Melissa and Daniel had a child.  They saw each other in class everyday with hardly a word passing between them.  It was all but incomprehensible to me.


When I spoke it was from the part of me that was moved by what the children had said.   “I’m relieved you’re processing through your grief constructively.  Both of you have developed a story about Daniel and on that abstract idea you are pinning your fondest hope for a future where he is not a living presence.”


Melissa asked, “Where will he go when he’s not among us?”


“In a very literal and concrete way, Daniel remains among us in the words he said or wrote, the language he shared with all of us, and in the tales we tell of him.  Though I’m afraid, my memory of him will be darker and leaner than yours.”


“Because he was your student and you pulled him from the flames?”


I ought to have assented or just nodded my head.  Instead, my own perspective on the connection between causes and effects in Spaniel’s case burst out of me.  “No.  I will remember those words he put forward as his own that were stolen from another source.  I will remember that he behaved as if he never lived among other people, since he had nothing to say about fundamental matters which are important to everyone.  And most terrible of all, I will remember the way he was frantic and determined to use any foolish lie or subterfuge to secure a good grade for a fraudulent document, even after the lie had been exposed.  He believed the superficial mark was everything and refused to cultivate the content of the palimpsest living inside himself, until it rotted like garbage.  That terrible fire took Daniel’s life because his treatment of the best parts of life was abominable, careless.   If he weren’t content to throw away his honor, friendship, and fatherhood to get what he had not earned, Spaniel would still live among us.  His walk through fire was biblical, epicly terse, and a just death, swift and unequivocal.”


Mikhail and Melissa were speechless.  They looked at me like I had been speaking pig-Latin in St. Peter’s square and took leave of my presence without further ceremony.  I guessed I had done a poor job as a grief counselor, but consoled myself that every word was true.  I pulled up behind my desk and poured a tall, tepid glass of S & S.  On my desktop was the red inquisitor graphic Daniel had shown me and the dimly insightful details he had cobbled together without illuminating the Rockland murder puzzle. 


After only a few minutes, Detective Guttyperch came across my threshold.  “I expected a hard-working man like you, Matherson, to have found a better use of his days by now than this teaching hoodwink.”


“Collecting the change that drops to the bottom of the sculls, measuring the distance between pizza shops, dusting the Brancusi: Philadelphia has a great many jobs but their openings don’t necessarily coincide with my freedom to do them.”

     Guttyperch gave me a knowing look, gesturing to the array of masks and puppets. “You could put on quite a show with all of this stuff.  It that your story, Matherson?  Frustrated performer.”


“I would be laughably bad in theater or as a singer.  What I am is a frustrated teacher forced to make many artistic performances.”


The police detective snorted derisively and continued in a needling tone.  “Congratulations, Matherson, on your heroic rescue of that kid from the dumpster fire.  I wanted to make sure the city made a big deal out of it, so I went to the fire marshall and got you this, the ‘Eagle Eye on Danger’ plaque. That’s some eagle’s eye.  Seems like it’s looking for the dangling thread everywhere. My sincere ‘Job well done’ to you.”


“I’m grateful that your manner relieves me from having to posture a sincere acceptance of this honor, Detective.  All I can say is that, since my first day at Rockland, I have hoped for nothing more than the safety of my students.  I don’t ask to be a hero, but I think I can at least maintain my dignity during a grave situation.”


“Here’s your grave situation, pal.  Daniel Spaniel died at 9:10 this morning.  That means you committed a homicide, Dex.”


“What?  Because I pulled him out of a dumpster and threw him on the ground, I am also his murderer?


“We know that you had a chainsaw in class on the day of the murder.”


“He was killed in a fire!  What does that have to do with a chainsaw?”


Guttyperch read from a table he had prepared, “The propellant of the dumpster fire was gasoline.  Of this we are ninety percent certain.  Other than the school groundskeeper’s seven pieces of equipment, your chainsaw contained the only gas on campus.” 


“Why didn’t the gas come from one of the grounds-keeper’s machines?  When were they used?” I said, feeling ridiculous.

“They had four mowers.  It being April, only two mowers were in use.”


“How much of the gas set aside for use by the mowers was not used and thrown out in the dumpster?”


“I have ‘none,’” Guttyperch said.


“So your figure for gas not used in mowers and not returned to the main tank is zero.  In this, the most suspicious category of inflammables, decanted but unused, the one from which you hope to build a murder case, your record is zero.  Don’t you think Mom and Dad up yonder eating griddlecakes and bacon would be awfully darned dissatisfied if they knew that all you could come up with was zero? Finding zero is the same as finding nothing!  Do you know, Detective, that by choosing zero and excluding one in this category, you also   exclude point-nine!  And point-eight and point-seven!  Is this the nihilism with which you intend to mock the solid citizens of Ridge Avenue?”


“For the school’s remaining gas-powered machines, unused gasoline after pumping was less than one percent.


“‘The school’s remaining gas-powered machines’!  How do you have the unmitigated audacity to slough off the potential for spilt inflammables with a garden-club, silver-tureen category like that?  ‘The school’s remaining gas-powered machines.’  Couldn’t we at least hear a list of the individual members of this super clean, no-drip group?”



“Rockland High School employs a weed whacker, a leaf blower, and a goat trash muncher” said Guttyperch.


“Quick, which one of those hombres coughed up his lunch?” 


“The operator of the weed whacker says he poured gaso-line on a rag that he used to clean the machine.”


“Where did the operator, dripping with petrol, dispose of this gasoline-saturated cloth?” 


“He put it in the big dumpster,” Guttyperch said.


“The big dump–ster!” I rumbled.


“I can tell you as a known fact, sir, the moms and dads of Ridge Avenue can well tell the difference between a piddling, pat of petrol on a polyester pad,” said Guttyperch, “ and a quart of glugging gas gushing from a glass.”


“Ah, but can you produce the polyester pad the lad threw in the dumpster, produce it to be examined by Mister and Missus O’Boygin?  Who’s to say to Mister and Missus Allyosski it wasn’t truly a generous jerk of jacketing jersey?  Can you produce either of these clots of gas-spattered cloth?”


“No,” said Guttyperch.  His long pause indicated his contempt for my objection.  “Mr. Matherson, did you not engage in several heated battles with Daniel Spaniel and his mother, Mrs. Furst?  In these arguments did you not express your intention of failing Daniel?”


“As if the boy’s failure to forcefully express his own ideas warrants a death sentence.” I paused and sipped from my Foghorn Leghorn mug.  “Daniel submitted a plagiarized document and I flatly relayed to mother and son the consequences of his action, which was an ‘F’ on the assignment.”


“As a result of this failing grade did Daniel Spaniel attempt to blackmail you on the afternoon of his hideous immolation?”


“He never made a credible threat against me,” I said coolly.  “His paper was fake.  Even his blackmail was fake!”


“Did he show you a copy of this graphic,” Guttyperch demanded, indicating the inquisitor’s card.  “What did Daniel tell you about this picture that is incriminating?”


“It doesn’t incriminate me.  This is indiscriminating hallway detritus that happens to have my initials on it upside down.  The office secretary has the same thing on the paper I sign to pick up my checks.  The inquisitor’s card is as random and enigmatic as a card picked up in the street or a lightning strike.”


“Yet it captures some of your distinguishing features so well.  The red-hooded inquisitor could be Dexter Matherson, that most Socratic and evocative of teachers.  His red hot hood might refer to the man with a fan, his tendency to shvitz.”


I sneered.  “These are open-ended interpretations depen-dent on the larger question of who made the graphic.  Without that you have nothing.”


“Nonsense,” Guttyperch rejoined.  “Without that I have a press release!  Regardez-vous the gold crown, which also becomes the three in ‘318,’ your classroom number.  In the card’s reverse position the frowning man sits on the overturned crown as a chair.  That chair has the exact number of wheels on its metal base as the one you now sit upon, and both sets are in the claw style.  This is a telling coincidence, yes?  Not a similar chair to yours exists in the entire building.”


“You are attempting to give meaning, Detective, to conversations heard in the roar of the shower nozzle,” I said.  “Anyone can play this game, for it presents no risk to the participant.”


“By all means, Dexter Matherson.  Without risk, what do you see in the inquisitor’s card?”


I was weary of the game, but not so tired as to fall into one of Guttyperch’s obvious snares.  “I see a man, jester and interviewer, swinging between two personae, one affable and the other threatening.  He tries to see, to penetrate that which is closed to him, and through all his travails, that which he is seeking and that which most obscures his vision are one and the same.  Detective Guttyperch, the person I see is––you!”

FOURTEEN

The end of March was full upon the Rockland Institute of Carpet Etiquette and Worming, and despite my usual cynicism, I was actually starting to see some progress from class to class.  The year had definite nuggets of goodness buried in the dross.  I hadn’t been arrested for any capital crimes; that was a plus.  I wasn’t fired for gripping up any bonehead students or for carefully delineating to a visiting mom the intellectual difference between her bonehead son and a fungo bat.  It was a year to build on, and I said, “What the fuck!  Go for it!”


I had never seen such earnest compliance in the learning process as I was witnessing in my English sections.  March is the longest month on the calendar, the month with the most actual teaching days, and I wondered if the sustained daily effort weren’t finally getting my troops to dig in and get to it.  One thing I knew about my clientele was the absolute need for regularity and structure.  Let them out for a half day because somebody’s stoop was frozen or dismiss early on account of the submergence of the Manayunk towpath, and my kids acted like those missed hours were new but dependable features of the school week.  They might never come back to class on time or prepared to work.  How it rankled to drag the class back into a routine again after a snow day and find that all of my classes were going to the health room for a presentation on Chlamydia and to pee in a cup.  I remember missing a single day in the whole year from illness and on the next day back having twenty kids cut my class.  When I asked why, they said they figured I was going to be out sick again. In yet another of life’s crucial wagers, the false heuristic takes the pot.


I observed this new, aberrant scholarly concentration and decided it couldn’t be attributed to a solid daily structure alone. Students listened carefully to directions and actually wrote down what they heard.  They attempted to answer complex questions about the current essay or short stories, and when they were clueless, they plugged away at it and improved their reading anyway.  On days when I provided an organized resource for peer editing, not only did nearly every student come to class with a first draft, but they scrambled to get their papers into the hands of the students who were best able to criticize them.


For lack of a better representative of the class, I finally asked Bododeo Jones why he had taken such a sudden turn onto the scholarly straight and narrow.  “In fact,” I said, “suddenly every student in class is acting like they’re applying for the Kopy Kredit Scholarship.  Any reason for that as far as you know?”


Bododeo was too simple to attempt to circumvent a direct question or soft soap his answer.  Without looking up from his paper he said, “We all be afraid of you since you the Rockland Eraser.”


This was an unexpected reply and my face must have betrayed a pattern of creases.  Around the room students came to life, sharing and correlating their skewed data on the matter.


Clevon said, “I don’t think you a serial killer, Mr. Matherson.”


Bododeo ripped Clevon.  “That is so joe! I don’t think you a killer, Mr. Matherson,” he sing-songed.  “Why you got to be so joe, Cee?”


“What you are doing now, Bododeo, is not showing concern for Clevon’s feelings.”  Uproar disturbed the smooth glass surface of classroom focus, but an application of a few hundred negatives and about double that amount in positives restored the poise of the room.  Of course, the interruption in the class routine was entirely my fault.  I asked a student a question for which I didn’t already know the answer, a fatal error for lawyers, reporters, and teachers (and that’s a fairly complete list of the most despised professions in America).  In an ideal classroom, the bouncing ball of group focus could go wherever student inquiry pointed.  Then, there’s Rockland.  A retiring colleague once encapsulated a quarter-century of wisdom about Rockland class management for me, and while I didn’t necessarily follow what he prescribed, I appreciated its clean lines and Zen simplicity: Do the same thing every day, and don’t spook the herd.


By the time my students were again demonstrating un-canny attention to their work, the phone rang to wipe away every fragile tendril of focused perception.  


My rant was familiar to everyone in the room and not particularly stimulating or distracting.  “Why do people call me?  Don’t they know I hate everybody?  Call one of those classes where all they do is make jump shots on the wastebasket.  Don’t they know we do real work in here?”  Inevitably I picked up.  “Dex,” I said flatly.


“Mr. Matherson, this is Ruthie Greenblatt.”  It was beyond comprehension how my section chairperson had the audacity to interrupt my class.  I expected persons from outside the English department to intrude and annoy––that was their job––but how could Ruthie not know I was teaching or that every time the phone rang I lost ground?


“Yes.  What can I do for you?” I said, struggling to blunt the edge of outrage in my over-expressive voice.


“Is this a bad time?  Am I bothering you?”


“Go ahead.  Your timing couldn’t be better.”  


Ruthie’s reward for being department chair was that she taught two classes a day, not the standard five.  Also, she taught only the most able students with the least behavioral problems.  She stocked publisher-prepared sets of worksheets and a teacher’s guide for nearly every book on the district reading list.  I never begrudged or belittled the easier work schedule that was a perk of her status, but I admit I felt superior to the blemish of commercially prepared classroom materials, not to mention superior to the chairperson.  


I never once read a teacher’s guide, considering them a form of Cliff Notes for the unstudied graduate. Alternately, Ruthie exalted having a complete set of copyrighted finals for The Crucible.  Her satisfaction over having a larder stuffed with sweet teacher’s editions oozing the answers in red was similar, I suppose, to the way I got juiced deciphering the kabalistic mumbo-jumbo in William Blake.  We each believed we were in the front row of literary study.  Ruthie was all the time trying to give me a fresh carton of some author or another.  She never caught on that it was a point of honor with me to make all my own tests, handouts, and lesson plans––in fact, to form all my own opinions––a point that indicates the meager value she placed on my pedagogical purity.


“I called to tell you we both have to meet with Mrs. Oneroff during your prep period.”  Ruthie had an unattractively nasal voice that students easily and accurately imitated.  I myself only indulged in this impersonation privately, to my bathroom mirror, with an  accompaniment of Lon Chaney faces.


“What’s this about, then?”


“Dex, I warned you that the administration was going to follow district guidelines for standardized test preparedness.  In your lesson plans, you don’t mention the use of any of the PSSY or LSR preparation materials I gave you.”


“Right.  I told you I was allergic to test-prep books, but I’ll get the students ready for the big dates next month.  See, I hate interrupting the real work of the class to teach piecemeal for the test.”


“I know.  We all hate it, but that’s what they want us to do.  Anyway, I was under the impression you were using the books authorized by the district.  Oneroff wants to talk to you, Dex.  But don’t worry.  I’ll be there to back you up.   I’ll see you in the conference room after the buzzer rings.”


“Okay then.” I hung up the phone and swore a mild oath.  “Bloody Hell!”


“Did she burn you, Dex?” Bododeo asked snidely.  Several students laughed.


My agitated state erased the presence of mind to realize Bododeo couldn’t have heard the other voice in my telephone conversation, no more than he could hear the snippet of song playing in my head.  Instead of giving him an appropriate negative consequence, I played into his rude teasing.  I thought if I used even more expressive language I could release my anxiety and maybe gain some sympathy from the class.  “Yes, she burned me.  And it’s getting to be a royal pain in the ass.”


Now, most of the class was laughing heartily, though somehow I still felt like the silent film clown who finally mounts the picture on the nail as the house falls to ruin around him.


The final minutes of the class peeled off the ripe clock, curling uselessly past samples of student work to the raw, wooden floor.  Productivity staggered to an institutional grade of sluggishness.  Student progress was as frozen as the pre-served works on the wall, but I was too preoccupied to police or prod anyone.  Just a few minutes before, the zest of students for my assignments gave me the first hope of the year that my teaching and wheedling had a positive result, and now that illusion was faded as the ribbons in Dr. Wimple’s trophy case. A pleasant young woman came to my desk and dropped off a piece of paper I surmised she had picked up from the floor. It read: “It’s STD’s.” I thanked her and waved her back to her chair, thinking only of the conference room downstairs, standardized testing, images of different professors who taught me at Temple University and the different arrangements of their classroom furniture.  In my head I was playing the dramatic chorus part of Graham Parker’s recording of “I’m Gonna Tear Your Playhouse Down.”


Mrs. Oneroff and Mrs. Greenblatt were talking about the kill limit on Pennsylvania’s deer hunting season when I took my place at the long table with the red oak veneer.  I wondered at Ruthie’s facility for casually chatting up the vice principal, whose waxworks stiffness was too off-putting for me.  Whew, that pudding was off.  Here they were discussing the relative advantages of the roof or the trunk tie-down like average, bloodthirsty citizens, while I knew my own conversation, casual or not, encompassed too wide an area and excluded me from indulging in small talk.


“Mr. Matherson, Ruthie indicates to me that you are having trouble using the study materials for the PSSY and LSR exams.  We need to come to a solution that will get your classes caught up.  Maybe we can help you hack out fifty-minute sized chunks of the material?”


Was she kidding and how was I supposed to know if she were?  Her face was a wooden mask.  “I’m not having trouble arranging the sequence of lessons.  The thing is I’m not using the lesson books at all.”


Both women looked at me as if I had confessed to teaching pantless.  Mrs. Oneroff managed to say, “The school district mandates the use of this text.  Since last summer, I’ve been to I don’t know how many meetings, hearing what the curriculum is, hearing how it should be presented.”


“That’s my problem––the curriculum.  I’m hung up on what skills the test is testing for, what’s the construct it’s designed to measure.”


Ruthie came into the discussion.  Their plan was to gang-scold me into submission.  “I’ve always looked at it this way:  If something’s worth putting on a test, then it’s worth studying.  Look, hon, it’s very simple.  The workbooks prepare students in reading comprehension, vocabulary recognition, and writing for all of the primary purposes.  That’s what they teach, see?  And that’s what you ought to deliver.  I have faith in you.  I know you can do it.”


I was realizing that condescension was my department chair’s natural tone and the petty ranking of Ruthie’s subalterns was no better concealed than the gray hair under her hennaed mop.  When she prepared me for this meeting, she purposely misrepresented it as an administrative initiative, though obviously Ruthie was depending on Oneroff’s help to get me in shape because it was what she, the department chair, wanted.    By now I saw clearly that Ruthie felt she was lowering herself to deal with me despite the patina of worldliness and wisdom I had accumulated in my ten Rockland seasons.  I could feel all my thoughts of superiority towards Ruthie congealing inside little blackheads on my ripe, red nose.


“Mrs. Oneroff, Ruthie, the itty bitty problem with what you say is that these same cognitive skills of reading, writing, and recognizing vocabulary, are taught by me every day, when we read Ellison, when we read Douglass, when we analyze the Book of Genesis or a Charles Chesnutt short story.  Tearing up those marvelous books of literature into individual, abstract sen-tences for the sake of filling in a blank, or replacing these great works with dry paragraphs about acoustic tile or a squirrel learning a valuable lesson about power equipment seems like a scandal and a hoodwink of my students.”


“Oh, no,” Mrs. Oneroff said.  “The workbooks concentrate instruction on the skills the testmakers test.  Students do better with help from these workbooks than without.  A hoodwink?  Oh, my no.”


I was uncertain whether I need a good argument or a wooden stake to deal with these two.  In any case, I wasn’t nearly finished.  “Studies show that schools that service the disadvantaged are many times more likely than schools in affluent areas to teach specifically to standardized tests.  In some schools––and now apparently Rockland––the test-preparation book is the only book the students will use all year.  These are English classes without texts of literature!  Think of the deprivation of those students, to whom we are avowed to offer a ‘rich, educational experience.’”


“Dex, I know what you are saying.  When Mrs. Oneroff and I were at these meetings we felt like you do.  We did!  I put my voice in with those who resisted change.  But this is the way the district is going to go. We’ve got to get our way-below-average test scores higher.”  This was arguing with my mother when I was seventeen all over again:  while I made my compassionate case, Ruthie was wondering if I sent my shirts out or fucked them up by myself.


“I taught test preparation for the SAT and the GRE for five years.” I trudged on.  “I worked for one of the biggest companies and my tutoring fee was over thirty bucks an hour.  The bulk of the preparation work I did with students was to teach them the habits of the test, the format, the rules of etiquette.  The kids mostly owned the content.  They were only getting their weight up to deal with test-specific skills that aren’t a part of any academic curriculum.  What I’m saying is, if we didn’t have the standardized tests, there would be no reason, no reason at all, to practice the insidious skills it measures.”


“I don’t understand what you’re saying, Mr. Matherson.  If we didn’t have the tests of course we wouldn’t need to practice for them.  That’s obvious.  You are getting too excited, raising your voice.  Are you hot?  Ruthie, doesn’t he look overheated?”


“Dex, I better get you back upstairs.  Thanks for your help, Mrs. Oneroff.  If we haven’t convinced Dexter with our argument, at least he’s smart enough to realize has no choice.”


Ruthie and I were side by side in the hall, passing the plaque dedicating the Gerald Fahey memorial.  The memorial had been vandalized several times as it was a thorny, abstract production made of fiberglass whose status as an artwork was not obvious.  For whatever reason, kids repeatedly delivered a blow that knocked the piece off its base.  When I was class sponsor, I personally repaired the art work with some of that commercial, two-stage epoxy, but vandals kept beating on it.  Finally, nothing was in place to memorialize veteran Gerald Fahey, and no one had the energy or pride to fix his memorial anymore.  All there was a plaque suggesting this is where a memorial had once been.  In recent times, I even saw the statue itself propping open a door to the parking lot by the gym.


“I’m glad we got this issue squared away today,” Ruthie said.  “I’m going to north central P.A. for a long weekend and I’d hate to have this matter staring at me when I return.”


I didn’t know what measure Ruthie was using to say that the test preparation matter was settled.  It certainly wasn’t determined to my satisfaction.  Still, out of the pressure of the meeting with Oneroff, I felt conciliatory.


“I don’t have any test prep materials,” I said.


“How can that be?  I told you to get them from the book gym a month ago.”


“As I’ve explained, I was dead-set against the whole enterprise.  I didn’t get my materials.”


“Dex!  That is so unprofessional.  I’m surprised at you.  Really, I am.”


“Well, let me make up for it by getting the things now.  With a little bit of help from you finding my way through the stacks, I’ll have the whole set in my class before fifth period, and you’ll go on your weekend with nothing hanging over your head.”


“Okay, I’ll help you,” Ruthie said, with a touch of flir-tiness or at least motherliness sprinkled in.  “First, I’ll go down to the book gym and start looking through shipping boxes.  You can be a dear by going back up to the third floor and printing a copy of the ‘text list for test prep’ from the desktop of my computer.  Can you do that?”


“No problem.  I’ll meet you in the book gym in ten minutes.”


I all but bounded up the stairs to reach Ruthie’s office and used my third floor key to get inside.  I found the document without trouble on her hard drive, but some frustrating nonsense about the printer cost me a step or two.  Finally, I hit the right sequence of buttons and heard the clicking and throat clearing that signals printing coming down the chute.  I got the document, and for who-knows-what reason I also picked up Ruthie’s purse and coat.  Then I leapt to the staircase and bounded down the stairs, the very picture of a spring buck.


Years back a smallish gym, built apart from the cavernous, main gymnasium, was converted from its original design to a massive depository for schoolbooks.  Books from every department were stored there, some new and up-to-date textbooks and others that contained a glimpse into the fifties and mid-sixties.  Looking for materials to use in class, I’d once found a volume of life observations, intended as practice in the essay form, that linked menial laborers and ‘coloreds.’  I don’t know what outrageous anachronisms would turn up in the history texts, which were also forty years old, but doubtless God was on our side on every page of them.  The individual department chairs were supposed to throw out the useless books, stock the incoming volumes and order whatever our five-hundred-dollar yearly budget might procure.  Lately, hundreds of new books with highly programmed curriculae, like the test prep materials, were augmenting our supply.  Budgets were irrelevant to those volumes, as they were the largesse of the highest of the high.


“There you are!  I’d thought you ratted out on me.”


I read from the computer printout the titles assigned to my eleventh grades as Ruthie was undoing hefty boxes on the floor.  


“Good.  I’ve got half a set of Page-Long Journeys of a Lifetime in this group.  All the new books are on the top shelves of the English rank.  You try to find Adventures in Vocabulary.”


“Dr. Livingston, ‘brouhaha,’ I presume.”


The shelves in the book gym were of the antique style that characterized much of Rockland High.  We were blessed with a grand staircase laid out entirely in white and gray marble, and the masonry facade of the building had several molded details, including birds of prey and a coat of arms.  Similarly, the book shelves were ornate iron units with real welds, made all of a piece.  They were massive and solid.  No school in the district could afford such craftsmanship nowadays.  Book shelving from any modern catalog is of the cheapest sheet metal and stays together with skimpy bolts and a lattice of flimsy struts.  I could collapse an entire unit by putting my weight on the center of a single shelf.  On the contrary, I scampered up and down these arcane, massively heavy, iron devices like a muralist on a scaffold.


On the opposite side of the bank of shelves from Ruthie, I climbed to the top and found ten aged copies of Hamlet.  The volumes suffered somewhat from dryness, but they were bound with care and worthy of becoming a send-off to college for any promising scholar.  On the inside cover, I noted the last time the book had been used, a date fifteen years in the past. Nearly four presidencies.  I shuddered to imagine the reading that was taking the place of challenging books like Hamlet. Sadly, a complete 

class set of a Shakespeare play, or Woolfe, or Faulkner, or Bronte was not to be disinterred from any section of the dusty book gym.  All we had in abundance were these ridiculous test preparation slabs.


“Oh, Mr. Matherson!  This Journeys has the most moti-vational story, and your students will love it.  It’s about a conure with clipped wings who walks twelve miles to reunite with the little boy who raised him.”


“Oh, Mrs. Greenblatt!  This vocabulary text contains a neat word hunt using necrosis and fermentation!”  I pushed away from the cache of Hamlet copies and with my foot searched for the next shelf unit behind me.  I must have pushed and searched too hard because I knocked over the top-heavy unit.  It crashed into the top-heavy unit behind it, which crashed into the unit behind it, and the whole book gym fell domino-style on top of Ruthie Greenblatt.


My experience during the year told me not to hold out hope for the English Department chairperson. Maybe she would be replaced; maybe the system would decide her position was superfluous.  I prepared to leave the book gym, noting Ruthie’s purse by the door.  It only took a moment to borrow her keys, make sure the entrance would lock once I had left, and return the keys to Ruthie’s purse.  At the very least, she should expect a long weekend before being found.  But I wondered if she ever would be.  What reason on Earth would compel a high school teacher in Philadelphia to visit a book room?

FIFTEEN


It is a contradictory curiosity that the teachers who shep-herd a class through the rubbing and chafing of the school year to attain the highest order of pedogogical achievement are the ones who seek to eliminate themselves as the stern leaders of the classroom.  The goal of any relationship between teachers and students is for the former, as a result of months of stressful and strenuous labor, to train the latter to teach themselves.  What other profession seriously pursues the goal of trying to make itself unnecessary? Costumed crimefighters? Members of the U.N. Security Council? Installers of permanent synthetic seals to the interior of sewage pipes?  I’s no’ the same, is i’?

You witnessed first hand the way my classes were run in the first part of April, so I don’t have to tell you how primed my groups were for scholarly independence.  The Golden Mean of my curriculum is station work where students practice self- management, and my rumbling and erupting voice is quietly moderated.  Neither every class nor every year culminates in a relationship between teacher and students that assumes human proportions, but this year’s group of kids was so classically well ordered, I put into action early in the spring a lesson plan that usually waits until May. To be sure, my preparation was ceaseless.  I had cracked the whip over the disorderly instincts of the mob for half a year, and when they were finally ready for the big advance, I planned the workday down to single staples and tacks.  All my hard work brought a positive result.  The classes dove into the challenge smoothly and demonstrated they could continue to year’s end in a scheme that required only the loftiest gestures and acts of refinement from me. 


A station is a folder that is a kind of do-it-yourself kit,  explaining a particular lesson and giving guidance toward some product of learning.  The important feature is independence from the teacher; the student learns at his own pace as self-sufficiency severs the cord between the student and the overbearing mother at the front of the room.  Almost always, a reading assignment is the object of the early directions.  After reading, the students do exercises that require them to think in a particular way about what they have read and record their responses.  The final directions are guidelines elucidating the project that completes the station.  The culminating project may be something simple like preparing a paper and printer essay, or it might involve making something in three dimensions, like a game, a detailed model, or a play with student actors.


The wonderful thing about station work from your teacher’s perspective is that nothing is given to the student; the student acquires all the knowledge she needs independently.  No pre-masticated pabulum gets forced into any stubbornly closed mouths.  Merely by explaining the directions for a task in the conventional classroom, the teacher frames a remarkable amount of work for the scholar and presupposes to a large extent the shape of the final product.  Not so in a well designed station assignment where the creative points of view of the student are unstamped by the teacher’s prejudices.


For the station format, I may design as many as twenty different stations and require that the students choose to complete five or six of them within a given span of time, usually two or three weeks.  I deny the students access to one of their favorite avoidance ploys by making multiple copies of each station, so several learners are going at the same materials simultaneously.  Suddenly, bountiful course materials become the backdrop for learning, not the Dickensian impoverishment Philadelphia scholars are trained to accept.  


As with so much of course accountability, points are the currency I use for grading station work.  I will tell the students that 200 points are required for a perfect score on the station unit, and then they must manage their time and effort to accumulate that goal.  Some projects will be worth 25 points and others will be worth 50.  If a student likes tiny increments of exertion, they might complete eight small assignments to accomplish the goal.  On the other hand, a student who prefers large and sweeping gestures might knock off the entire station unit in three or four projects.


For me, the most exciting feature of working in this way is the appointment of classroom managers.  Station work has the drawback of generating much paper and paper mâché for me to evaluate, a truly exhausting amount, but this is offset by the thrill and relief I experience watching student managers hand out positive and negative points to their deserving classmates.  I give them Dexter Credits that they distribute exactly as I do, tokens that the positively-behaving student cash in just before the end of the marking period.  I also give the managers a two-headed, negative chit upon which the offending student’s name is writ twice, with one half going to the student and one half coming to me for recording in my running record. 


Being an effective classroom manager requires specific skills, and not one in five students exhibits them satisfactorily.  Foremost among a manager’s skills is an eagle-eye for the activity of the class, which kid is talking about unrelated nonsense, who’s staring into space, who’s helping a peer to make sense of complicated station directions, who’s working diligently and attentively.  For the motivation of positive and negative points to work, the optimum situation is for every behavior to earn a citation, plus or minus.  Though this is more the ideal than the reality, it is certainly true that my best classroom managers hand out far more feedback than I do when I’m preoccupied with presenting a lesson.


The second attribute of a strong student manager is to be absolutely blind and deaf to the cajolery of peers to whom they are giving a consequence.  If a student complains about some negative points they have earned, those points need to be followed up with another negative consequence for not accepting feedback.  If a student treats the manager ungra-ciously for any points they receive, even if it’s a positive Dexter Credit they are ignoring, the manager needs to slap them with points for not showing concern for the bearer of tidings.  The student who can tackle unrighteous behavior among her peers is rare, because she is swimming against the tide of a kid moré that demands everyone to cover up the evils of everyone else.


Considering the demands I make on students in the coveted manager position, it might be predicted that not many students would want the job.  This is an erroneous conclusion, for students clamor to be chosen by me to carry out these duties.  They have the impression that being in charge of the class eliminates the need to work for a grade.  The appearance that no English skills are necessary is another attractive perk of the position.  Both of these are categorically false misconceptions of course, as I give a grade evaluation of the managers according to their effectiveness, and the job demands exacting powers of communication.  Nevertheless, it is difficult to disavow a chronic goldbricker of the idea that being class manager is a ticket to a cozy, untroubled sinecure in Brando-On-the-Water-front style.


Attending my every word like this, it must be clear to you that I believe ability is a fluid quality, relative to the life experience of the individual and only in cases of statistical outliers having to do with a permanent natural giftedness.  Neither intelligent nor ignoramus behavior is fixed for all times.  Nevertheless, a single day in class turns up several students whose infernal habit of intractability binds their intelligence to the limbic minimum and likely will continue to do so.   Equally unjust from the democratic point of view is how few possess a curiosity and social grace that erases the limits on what they know and can put into practice.  In my second period class, that Zofhya Mahmoud was one of these standout persons, qualified by her intense concentration and interest in what was going on around her and elsewhere on the planet.  She was the student I was most anxious to try in the rôle of class manager.


The choice of Zofhya to monitor and modify the behavior of her classmates proved auspicious.  Never had I seen a stu-dent so devoted to preserving the order and routines of my pro-gram.  Her voice was clear and stern and her delivery unflappable, regardless of the folly of peers.  I risk being disrespectful by insisting that her Muslim burka and kamidja suited Zofhya as a class manager, encouraging those of us under her purview to attribute to her office a religious sanctity and to herself the fervor of the devout.


I recall a day early in April.  Most of the class was following instructions, working on one folder or another.  I liked the station that said, “Relying on the Charles Chesnutt stories we have read, map the layout of the old farm and its surroundings.  Supplement your drawing with three-dimensional constructions for extra points.”  Somehow I had in mind that a student would manage to apply miniature recorder technology to produce a talking tree or a goobered vine, but these embellishments never made it to the finished works. What was produced tended to employ non-descript globs of Play-Duh plasticine or swaths of crayon helter skelter and neglected the opportunity for stunning special effects.


The supremely shrewed Charles Chesnutt provides in his marvelous tales a model for the assimilation of opposing dialects that took place in my classroom during independent-work times.  In his short stories, a born Southerner, educated in the north and from the middle class, returns to the land of his childhood and buys a farm.  The ramshackle estate he purchases was built before the Civil War, and most of the workers on it, epitomized by the earthy and superstitious Uncle Julius, began their lives on the farm as slaves.  


One of the facets of genius in his story collection is Chesnutt’s bold, phonetic rendering of the speech of illiterate plantation folk.  The excised letters and syllables in the coarse speech of Uncle Julius confounded my students against expectations.  One might guess Chesnutt’s disregard for spelling and attention to the sound that smacks the ear would make the dialect in his stories easier to understand for a beginning reader than a work of standard English with its oddball spellings influenced by Angles, Norwegians, and the French.  My students were annoyed at Chesnutt’s non-standard English, preferring to phonetic logic the traditions of sweet, whoring English.  Chesnutt’s rendering of Southern, laboring class dialect was no more explicable to them than the speech of a Shakespearean drab.  The theme of the short stories of Chesnutt always has to do with this clash of language, exemplified by the cultured narrator and the sluggish, unlettered Uncle Julius, and how quickly discrepancies in language reveal distinctly different understandings of reality.


Zofhya was working the room like she had done it for years.  I taught her to use an initial praise statement when delivering negative points, although it was a nicety that I eschewed myself by about September 30 of any given year.


Farthwar, that reputed sniffer and manufacturer of farts, was pursuing his unsavory occupation with flared nostrils when the class manager spotted his inactivity.  


“We appreciate that you are not disturbing those around you with calculable movement, Farthwar, but what you are doing now is not working on the assignment,” Zofhya said.  “For not staying on task, you lose 200 points.”


“Who da fuck is you ‘pose’ to be, Misser Madderson?”


“I am satisfied that you choose to remain physically non-threatening, but for not accepting my feedback, you lose 400 points.  You can earn back some of those points by choosing a station folder and pursuing a useful activity.”


Wasn’t that grander than a foot of new snow on a Sunday evening?  I swear, Zofhya could be mayor of Philadelphia someday, or even make an honest success of herself.  This was how well she applied what she had learned from watching me conduct the class.  I hadn’t needed to do a single thing more to transform her into a tiger.  To say she was a natural would be to  adopt a determinist view of the world that I reject under any circumstances, but not one kid in a hundred could control a class as she did.


She was relentless, unflinching, the heat-seeking missile of class managers.  Overseeing the way she made students pay for not heeding her criticism the first time, I felt ten years younger.  Wait. I was teaching, then.  Make it earlier.  Most of the class realized in short order that Zofhya was not a four-foot, ten-inch person they could mess with.  Of course there are always a couple of knuckleheads who are no more likely to learn this lesson than they were to absorb my “Ten Commandments of Good Writing.”  They racked up Zofhya’s negative points like clangety-clanging pinball machines, making the same dumb-ass, self-defeating moves over and over.  My dad used to say there was one redeeming thing about hitting yourself over the head with a hammer: it felt good when you stopped.


With my new class manager on the job, I could actually circulate among my students and interact with them as I might with persons in the real world.  As in the superbly ironic Chesnutt stories, the influence of one cultural viewpoint on the other was the chief benefit of these informal times.  With Zofhya steering the ship, I was excused from correcting grammar and teenage misapprehensions, free from modeling any manner of being except the human one.  I could listen to my students’ language go where it wanted to go, without declaiming a standard, and I could talk back to them as I wanted to, civilly of course, because I am a civil person, but unaffected by the responsibilities imposed upon a teacher by the institutional apparatus. 


“Yo, Dex.  Whassup wit’ yo’ gear?” Malcolm asked, as I casually nosed around the room.


“Malcolm.  What do you mean?”


“N’ah’mean, I can see your nipples in that shirt, n’ah’mean?”


Malcolm’s squad fell out over this, but the source of humor wasn’t yet clear to me.


“I don’t get it, Malcolm.  Why are you fascinated by my secondary sex characteristics?”


“You be so gay sometimes.”


“Gay?!  What does any of this have to do with gayness?  Don’t be so phobic.  I bet you’re the kind of kid who goes to the movies with his young bul’ and keeps a seat free between you out of a morbid fear of illicit elbow touching.”


“More gay bullshi’.  And you Missah Tigh’ Pan’s, too.”


“Tight pants?  You go too far, sir.  What am I, Lance Armstrong?”  Self-consciously, I wondered if he was harping on my recent weight gain.  “In any case, I don’t think I’m comfortable having a student study my trousers too closely.”


Malcolm demurred from pursuing the questionable matter further while I feared I had won no better than a draw in our encounter.  Zofhya came to back me up, and began assigning negative points to my antagonist for not showing concern for the teacher’s feelings.


“Superb watchfulness and equally fine perception of opportunities to teach, manager, but you can let Malcolm off the hook on this one.  We use the point system in place of the normal social consequences, and I guess I already delivered those.  At least until report card time, eh Malcolm?”


“C’mon, Dex.  I know you won’t do me dirty.”


“As the normal social consequence of criticizing your teacher’s clothes and morphology, I could eliminate certain discretionary positive points in your class grade.  Fortunately, we don’t use normal social consequences at the Rock.  This is a public school.”


Another tour of the class found Kneisha, all three syllables of her, avoiding labor by studying one of my station direction sheets and inking in all the letters with circles.  As always seemed to happen, I was more angry and reckless in my criticism of the student when articles of my own manufacture were defaced.


“Young woman, you come to me with a seventh-grade reading level––at best––and I rack my brains trying to devise cute little activities to coax you into maturity, and this is the end result: indulging your OCB’s by tagging every p, g, d, and o in my study materials.  I’m appalled!  How do you expect to function outside of school when you are so clearly accustomed to the cruddy institutional behaviors of the inside?”


“If I be so unfunctional, how come I just got me a job at the Knotts-Mart?”


“A cashier?  Dragging UPC’s through a laser and reading the exact change from an LCD?  Ignoring every rule of human manners, cultivating a permanently bored expression, and making the bone-weary sources of your 175-dollar-a-week income feel like turds overflowing the bowl?  This is not a job!  It is a transfer from one institution to another.”


I sang, I actually sang.  “I see by your name tag that you are K-neisha.  You see by my name tag that I’m a cashier, too.  We see by our name tags that we are both cashiers.  If you get a name tag you can be a cashier, too!”


The brothers smothered me with huzzahs.


Anfernee’s work production was another profound disappointment to me.  “Every word of your answers comes from Robert’s paper.  I remember it precisely.  You’ve even copied the errors, which I indicated with red ink that they might be corrected.”


“My paper’s not the same as Robert’s.  See, his says, ‘Chestnutt’s short stories,’ and mines is ‘Chestnutt’s long stories.’  They different!”


“Just because they seemed long to you doesn’t make them different from short stories, and for the hundreth time, mines is not a word.  Anfernee, you’ve failed every quarter.  You need an eighty percent or higher in the last term to pass the year.  Think ahead, kiddo: copying the mistakes of others will not distinguish you or achieve your goals.  Can you think ahead?  Do you possess the rudiments of abstract thinking?”


What bluster and puffery it was to threaten the child with failure of the class.  The principal had called me into her office every term to have me explain my excessive failure rate, and I had grueling bargaining sessions with every parent whose child got lower than a sixty.  Alas, I didn’t have the strength any longer to fail any but the chronically absent.  It was inevitable I would accept the child’s failure to put in an honest hour’s work as my own failure to properly motivate him.  I was encouraged to pass every malingerer and fraud in the class just to avoid scrutiny of my skills.  In this way, like Anfernee, I began copying the grievous errors of my peers.


Anfernee was determined to prove to me that he had goals and a vision of the future.  “I see myself as a pro baller in two years.  So, you don’t have to worry about me, Dex.”


“My fears are assuaged.  You’ve discovered a profession where a lack of the ability to communicate in your mother tongue is no handicap.  When the College of Georgetown com-mends its illiterate basketballers, why should a humble high school teacher behave differently?”  Perhaps I ought to teach a manual of plausible post-game clichés for the language deficient.  “I had no idea I was in the presence of a one-in-a-million talent...”


“...with no jump shot or passing game,” said Robert.


“No skills, Anfernee?  You won’t accomplish the lofty goal of NBA stardom that way.  Besides, I don’t really see you driving your Hummer to pick up Chinese food because the roads are slick with drizzle.  You know where I see you, idea thief, Gameboy athlete?”


“Uh-uh.”


“I see you wearing a fluorescent vest and carrying a sky blue trash bag on I-95.  Maybe you’ll get a chance to swish your ball of refuse into the back of a state-owned truck.”


I don’t know why such tirades never effectively motivated any of my classroom laggards.  Maybe I should have been more upbeat, but I believed some student behaviors were so low and depraved they mocked an initial praise statement.  My real trouble is when I’m depressed I disregard my own well-being, and when I’m manic I ignore what’s best for everyone else.  Worst of all, I had manically depressed days, and depressively manic ones.  A complete helplessness about one’s continuity from day-to-day is the reason folks with this malady self-medicate with booze.  The ironclad results of drinking a quart of vodka before noon console the freak who otherwise would not be able to predict which of his extreme temperaments will fill the day’s lineup card.  Some choose to deal with this problem of personality discontinuity by appealing to alcohol to depress their senses completely.  Me, I stopped at the drugstore on the way home, sat in the parking lot, indulging the CD player until ELO’s brilliant “Can’t Get It Out Of My Head” reached its whirlwind conclusion, then turned off the ignition. Afterwards, I 

went directly to aisle five to fake a first-time reading of a product label whose subsidiary effects I knew all too well.  

SIXTEEN


Later in the day I had the honor of being the keynote speaker at Rockland’s pro-safety assembly.  As three students had died in terrible mishaps since September, kids and their parents organized a presentation calling for major improve-ments to the school plant.  The assembly was a big deal, with officials from the main district office and the school board in attendance.  “Hey mister, I saw the ho’ thing.  Them dawgs kilt that plant.  They pissed it away.”


Of course, things at Rockland High were even worse than could be perceived by a visitor.  For instance, no one was con-cerned by the prolonged absence of Ruthie Greenblatt, the English section chair.  How long would Rockland’s outrage at her hideous fate be stayed?  I was the only one who knew she was rotting under a moldy mattress of unused textbooks in the Book Gym.  When she hadn’t shown up for school, the information was immediately absorbed and normalized by the attendance secretary as an unplanned extension in Ruthie’s deer hunting trip in middle Pennsylvania.   Maybe she called to notify the school and the answering machine jammed.  In a couple of days, someone was signing in for Ruthie, and it was as if she had never gone, which tells us much about the necessity of her position.


She did have two classes to teach: college prep courses they were.  When Ruthie failed to show the first time, the kids quietly slipped away, and they began cutting thereafter without even checking her room.  Intermittently, the administration assigned substitutes to teach Ruthie’s classes, but these menials were more than happy to keep mum about the dearth of students as they read the paper or napped.  I was the only person on the staff who knew or cared where Ruthie was, and I had a rather dark interest in seeing that her body wasn’t found.  If by some perversion of chance someone dug up Ruthie’s corpse from under that pile of test preparation books, I knew it would be only a matter of time before the administration pressured me to teach from them, and I silently contrived to delay that atrocity for as long as possible.


The organizers of the safety assembly tapped me as its keynote speaker because of my ultimately useless effort on behalf of poor, broiled Daniel on the blacktop.  Despite my overwhelming embarrassment, members of the Rockland com-munity identified me from these sham heroics as a champion of safe schools in which to learn and work.  I made a few statements on the public record describing my outrage at the physical state of Rockland High, and some few who saw or read these remarks mistook me for a safety zealot.  Probably my pristine grammar exaggerated my potency.  Likewise, the only reason the TV crews had aimed their lights and microphones at me was because my fumbling reflexive actions bore the appearance of a Walt Whitman, a raving titan with the power to fully express an emotional reaction in the face of useless human waste.  In reality I was only another pasty shnook caught in the glare of headlights while taking out the trash.  


My becoming a spokesman for the safety concerns of parents is probably ironic, considering the contentious relationship between myself and parents all year.  Nevertheless, I accepted their confidence with modestly and a small measure of satisfaction.  No one was more concerned about managing a safe environment at Rockland High School than I.  In just the last few years I had been punched, robbed, throttled, threatened, and poisoned (at any rate, somebody put something foul in my coffee other than the foul stuff I put there. Fortunately, I didn’t drink it).  Most egregious, once when I was trying to break up a fight, with all of my typical tact and wisdom, a young thuggee bonked me on the head with a truncheon, causing me to drop unconscious to the floor.  Luckily, my impact with the scabrous hall tile brought me back to my senses before I could suffer any more involuntary humiliations or injuries.  Incidents like these are tolerable in wards for the insane and abused but do not make for a school staff’s comfort.  I can’t understand why the Governor didn’t deploy the National Guard to safeguard our hallways, bathrooms and cafeteria.  Truly, what clearer sign of the destruction of a society’s values is the refusal of legislators to batten down the hatches and seal the buildings of education against scruffy card players, habitual truants, slutty girls, dopers and smokers, rapists, assassins, mountebanks, and students in the hall without a pass?  And from what do they want to protect us?  Bare-breasted statues and foods with the word “French” in them.  Maybe I see the world differently from lawmakers, parents, and students, but this safety eagle’s eyes are on either side of my schnoz, not on both sides of my head.


The assembly was a wild one.  The parents had organized demonstrations with drill teams and girls with pom-poms strutting hither and yon, down and up the aisles.  They shouted catchy slogans that were inarguable as matters of fact and quite beneath any logical response from the school administration or its honored guests. “Wimple is a Wimp,” “We Deserve Better,” “We Shall Overcome,” and “Students are not Slaves” were some of the choicer bombasts chanted by teams of twirling and flipping girls.  As I always say, it’s nice to have skills.  I kept looking at the line-up of school personnel on the stage, expecting a ripple of disgust or animosity or any sign of life, but Oneroff, Starling and the boys from downtown were posed like a frieze of the Seige of Rock Hill.  Dr. Wimple, we had been informed, was at an important, prior engagement and would not be attending.


Following an exuberant exhibition of red, white, and blue bloomers, a preacher from the Germantown area took the mic, and it seemed as if the sight of the drill teams doing their instigating best had at least worked him, if not the school reps, into a fighting froth.  Reverend Mobley wore an immaculate, powder blue suit with matching tie and seemed unbothered by the dry and stifling radiator heat in the auditorium.  His hair was processed into a handsome wave, at least the real parts of it, for he wore an obvious toupeé, a pile of fibers as out of place atop his noble pate as a bird nest would be on a bust of Lincoln.


My shock over the full picture of the man obscured the first few sentences that rolled oratorically from his Windsor-knotted throat, but I soon caught up to the sense of what was technically my own introduction.


“What will prevail, the Teflon rhetoric of honorless men or words that stick from a man of honor?  What will prevail, the budgetary connivances of politicians, or a populace that contrives not to budge?”


Many amens from the crowd punctuated these lines so that I felt I should add something as well. “Rarig!” I cried, because that’s what I always say in this circumstance.


“We are tonight in a school––and in a great hall in that school––that is under the custodianship of the entire com-mu-ni-ty.”  Mobley punctuated his words with broad gesticulations.  “No one can tell us the community’s children have to die because the school maintenance staff is half what it was five years ago!”


“That’s right!” “Amen!”  “Rarig!”


“No one can tell us that the average time to fix a broken window sash is two whole years because the community budget will only pay for part-time contractors!”


“Mm-hmm!”


“No one can tell us fatal visits to the little boys’ room are to be expected in this community!  WE are the community and this is OUR school!”


Wild hurrahs and shrieking agreement met this bombast, and, at first, I was screaming and stamping my feet like everyone else.  For a few more minutes, the reverend milked applause with obvious ploys and sentimentality, and shortly I started to get antsy and bored, even though I continued to add my voice to the crowd’s.  By the time Mobley was decon-structing the phrase “Jesus loved the little children,” I was beginning to think I would never get my introduction.


To be technical about it, I never did.  Reverend Mobley called heroic citizen and teacher Chester Masterson to the podium, but I went up anyway.  I felt the energy and elation of the crowd, and my own chemistry was soaring.  In retrospect, this was the worst possible time for me to speak extemporaneously, but that’s exactly what I attempted to do, having not put a single, solid note on paper.  The worst thing about my condition is the inability to project how the excesses, the unbridled optimism of the present will appear in a future review, by me as well as by others.  The crowd’s exuberance had me deciding on the spot to start out my speech with a little joke.  You never go wrong when you start out your speech with a little joke.


“The clean-up man for the ball club, Buck Greenberg, is having an oddball season and his manager is fed up.  Buck is doing great during home games, hitting .400 and fielding like a golden glove.  The problem is on the road.  Away from home, his batting slumps below the Mendoza Line and he plays the outfield like he’s got lead in his shoes and a hole in his mitt.  A nine-game road trip is coming up, so Cappy, the manager, finally approaches the big, superstitious galoot.


“‘Buck,’ says Cappy, ‘We’re all amazed by yer play at the plate, but you have to figure out this weird road trip thing where you can’t field or hit.  What is it?  What’s the trouble?’


“Buck thinks a minute––or at least his eyes seem more vacant than usual––then he confides in Cappy. ‘Trouble is, Cap, 

I think my wife, Natalie, isn’t interested in me any more, and I’m afraid it’s because she is having an affair.  When we go on the road I get nervous and superstitious because, with all that time apart, she must be spending time with her lover.’


“All Cappy can think about is the ballclub.  ‘That’s tough, guy, but you can’t let it affect yer game.  You are married to yer wife, but you also owe an effort to the boys on the team. Don’t let magical thinking screw with yer baseball, son.  Superstition is the belief that two completely separate events are connected, like not changing yer socks during a win streak, and all a’ that’s hoodoo balderdash.  The reality is, if yer lousy play on the road gives the guys cause, you’ll suffer the effect of all a’ them voting you the standard, five-thousand-dollar fine.’


“Now, baseball men are the most superstitious in sports.  Even old Cappy was a sucker for superstition: he got his name from refusing to take off his team cap for the entire baseball season, whether playing or not playing.  Even so, Buck under-stood the difference between wishing for a team win and actually and physically getting in the way of victory.


“‘Alright, I get the message,’ Buck says dejectedly.”


I scanned the audience, which was following my every nuance.  With this encouragement, I continued.


“For the first few innings of the first road game, Buck is playing great, same as at home.  Then in the eighth inning, he lets an easy pop-up drop untouched just a yard from where he is standing like a rooted oak.  When he gets back to the dugout, Cappy is steamed.


“‘What the hell was that all about?  You let the tying run drop at your feet!’


“Looking at his glove, Buck says, ‘Natalie can’t have sex unless her perfect, ball-shaped breasts are cupped in leather.’


“‘Yer letting the game fall to a load of crappy super-stitiousness!  Don’t do it, son.  Go get yer head screwed on right for yer next at-bat!’


“In the ninth, Buck comes to bat with the winning run on third and two outs.  Instead of at least trying to get a hit, he never takes the bat from his shoulders, again standing like an oak on a breezeless afternoon.


“When he returns to the dugout the whole team is steamed at him.  Darn near apoplectic, Cappy asks, ‘What the hell was that all about?  The pitcher threw three straight fastballs right through the heart of the plate!’


“‘I know you’ll be mad,’ Buck says, ‘But Natalie can’t have sex unless I waggle my woodie around first.’


“‘Aw, hell,’ says Cappy.  ‘More superstitious crap about you wife.  Now I suppose you’ll be missing the team meeting   that’s fining you five thousand dollars.’


“‘Why do you say that?’ Buck asks.


“His face red with fury, Cappy barks, ‘Because Natalie won’t have sex unless we get all the guys together first!’”


Many of my students who were used to laughing freely at my risqué material cut loose here, a few adults guffawed or snickered, but mostly the punchline of my joke earned a sickening, shocked silence.


“I really put the low end of the Earth Shoe in the brown squishee, this time.  Quick!  Flop on the stage like a fish and fake delirium!”  This would have been the plan of a sane person, while I, on the other hand, remained confident I could somehow finesse my way out of the disaster.  I had told my joke without ever considering its appropriateness to the gathering, less so its usefulness to a speech about safety.  The general atmosphere of the hall, with its pom-pom girls, flashes of young buttocks, oratorical caricatures, and frozen-faced establishment types, brought out that strain of recklessness in me that had kept me youthful and blonde while my graying peers bought luxury SUV’s and fashionable real estate with money earned at their respectable, corporate jobs.  Mine was a paradoxical recklessness where the familiar became treacherous and that which the many called “safe” was to be shunned, its very ease and predictability a guarantee of grave danger to my person.


“I had your same stunned reaction,” I said to the assembly, “when Principal Wimple told me that story.”


My bit of sneaky legerdemain made all the difference in the crowd’s reaction.  I could feel them breathing easier.  A few bursts of relieved laughter sounded.  A dirty story attributed to someone who wasn’t in the room gave them permission to laugh without being in complicity with the speaker.


“We can condemn the looseness of the anecdote, but we should take its positive message to heart.”  Some faint amens came my way.  “In the first place, this tale cautions against in-dulging in superstitious wish fulfillment as a means of accom-plishing good.  Just like brother Stevie Wonder sings, ‘When you believe in things that you don’t understand, superstition’s in the way.’”


“Yeah, thas righ’!  Stevie knowed it!”


“And the second positive message Dr. Wimple’s raunchy-but-wise corker reveals is, ‘Don’t waste your time with half-understood signs and charms when the devil is feasting in your own home!’”


“Tell us, brother!”  


I suddenly felt like I was recapitulating an old comedy piece from the best years of The National Lampoon.  They published an arch and ironic series called “Dr. Kennelworth Explains the Joke,” in which an over-schooled egghead dryly extrapolates from various crude jokes, restrained by critical form from making a true insight and running that dead horse right into the ground.  The language of comedy, with all its jarring opposites, is blunt, visceral, and with effects that can’t be conveyed in any other mode of speech.  I chuckled at the podium, remembering old Kennelworth before flexing his pointer myself.


“Not a thing in this lifetime was ever accomplished by will, or luck, or rubbing a rabbi’s foot.  We ought to give up on magical thinking, the belief that people can percolate inside their being some kind of luck or special power that makes things happen for them on the outside.  Ours is a physical realm governed by scientific principles.  No one ever won the lottery because they used their lucky number, or their kids’ birthdays.  If luck were real, we could predict it, and sweepstakes winners would hit the jackpot every time they bet.


“And we won’t get a safe school from being right, either,  nor from being more righteous than the enemy, nor from wish-ing real hard or clicking our heels together.  The character of the individual student matters most.  I teach kids who behave themselves like diplomats at a round table and others who behave as if they were raised in an overturned crib.  Parents, you and I both know the best way to make a child safe at school is to make him obedient at home.  Who do you think is most likely to come to harm in a hundred-year-old hulk of a broken down school?  It is the student who roams the halls outside of class; the student who ignores parental guidance; the student who accepts daily a condition where she is unprepared for academic routine, too tired, too bored, or just too darn convinced that she’s living a charmed life. 


“The school experience inspires ceremony.  We commem-orate the accomplishments of the students; we commence the child’s passage into adulthood; children are inducted into various organizations, each with their own codes of behavior and honor.  The celebration of specific behaviors and accomplishments focuses attention on human practice, the things we do to grow and survive.  A celebration is not the same as indulgence in magical thinking, like wearing your lucky satin gown to the American Idol audition, singing flat and missing half the words. 


“Do you know what gorillas do when they come upon a swimming hole in forest?  For no reason other than sheer exuberance, they splash around in that swimming hole making as much noise and tossing up as much water as they can.  This 

lusty display signals dominance to the other gorillas who don’t have a swimming pool, and it may, therefore, be linked to an evolutionary advantage. Yet, the motive of the gorillas appears to be celebratory, commemorative of their joi de vivre.


“This Marlon-Perkins-Mutual-of-Omaha moment I offer you to help discriminate between the belief that disconnected, compulsive behaviors in the present will somehow sow positive results in the future and the grand, human behavior of inventing elaborate commemorations and ceremonies to honor the past.  The preservation of human health and life requires not fortune-telling, luck, or appeals to the unknowable Almighty.  It needs a watchful eye on human traditions, what we were as a people in the past that brought us to the precipice of the present.  Be super-knowledgeable, not superstitious, and this is the way to a safe school.  Lack of preparation, whether in a dangerously strung window, or the state of a private bathroom will lead to calamity as surely as sending an illiterate student down the commencement aisle.”


I paused to drink greedily from my good old, Foghorn Leghorn cup, filled with the usual, infernal elixir.  The assembly applauded me, though without the Baptist church enthusiasm or vocalisms of before.  The audacity of my tone appealed, not the strings of words I was sewing together.  My meaning was as elusive to the auditorium crowd as would be the aquatic display of a 800-pound mountain ape.  Lips pursed, I swallowed a mouthful of acerbic mixture, then proceeded.


“The second lesson we can learn from the sordid tale of Buck and the ball team is that the Devil is nearer to ourselves than we imagine.  Since he kept himself in the dark, Buck’s teammates and coach knew more about the factors affecting his well-being and peace of mind than he did.  Buck relied on superstitiousness as protection, and naivety about his actual situation was his downfall.  The gorilla was raiding his pantry stores while Buck blindly spooned sugar into his morning coffee.


“Again let me say, knowledge is the only safe refuge, knowledge of the past and knowledge of our private response to the past.  Rockland High School is in a crisis affecting the welfare of staff and students, yet we can protect ourselves.  Without appealing to higher powers, real or imagined, we can restore peace of mind to these hallways.  Students, look care-fully at your own actions: inventory what you do.  Thus is the only pathway to salvation.


“Much has been made on this campus of the so-called Devil’s calling card that first began to appear when Rockland’s terrible string of fatal accidents began.  Perhaps it is a coded signifier of a murderer who arranges his crimes to look like acts of nature.  I see more to it than that.  Oh yes, ladies and gentleman!  I see much more than that, and I tell you we will find more of these calling cards before the winnowing of the school populace ceases.” The audience gasped.  “Heed me well: the double-sided message of this tarot emblem is to look inwardly for the cause of disaster and therein find protection from it.


“My vision is this: a red-hooded inquisitor in the first view and a hanged man wearing an executioner’s hood in the other.  A student ought to be a kind of inquisitor, but not one who interrogates others.  The inquisitor of this card penetrates the number one of ‘me’ and selfishness.  The inquisitive mind sees beyond his or her own physical space and bodily desires, penetrating to the unknown and the infinite.  In short, a true student looks past what he wants, all the foul and devilish appetites of the present moment, and discovers the worlds beyond, worlds of history, language, music, and science.  In the great, wide world, a true student wears royalty’s golden crown. 



“When inquiry beyond the distractions of the fraudulent mirror come to nothing, that same crown becomes a heavily weighted tether.  Failure to examine the world that exists beyond one’s own greedy self-involvement is a death sentence.  No one is fit to live in the world who cannot find ways past the illusions of their own personhood.  (You are number one; I wiped.)



“I say, the self is an illusion, and the selfish will all die pursuing their own image.  Isn’t it odd that in the entire life of man he never sees his own face?  Hands, torso, strong legs for walking, feet of foundation: these we can regard at will, but because our eyes are in our heads, the appearance of the face is in our blindspot.  You say you have seen yourself in the mirror?  P-tooey!  The mirror presents a mere novelty, reflected in a thin gilt of aluminum, the strange reversal of our true appearance.  Seeking the true and the good at the vanity table obscures life’s real challenges and obstacles.  No one can be safe who misunderstands this, who is hung up on the demon monstrosity of ‘number one,’ and I say to you all, parents, students, administrators, he or she who fails to penetrate the illusion of self shall surely perish.”


That’s all I had, and for the second time in my speech, the audience was stunned to silence.  I slunk sheepishly from the podium and left the auditorium while the assembly tried vainly to piece its way backward to the time before my address began, to the elation of the rally, the lithesome girls doing splits, and the fire-and-brimstone-spouting reverend rallying his forces.  On the way home, I stopped at the drugstore.   

SEVENTEEN


“Here is that rainy day.”  Out of bed at 3:58 am.  Can’t sleep.  Can’t work.  Too tired for one and not tired enough for the other.  Sweet cereal out of the box would be good, but can’t leave bed to get some.  I’m tired and breakfast can wait its turn like everything else.

       I’m waking in my twin bed (they were separated at birth) and the time is 7:30 am. Limbs like lead.  Dizziness begins when my head attempts to float in its signature position above my neck.  Familiar feelings.  I know what this tiredness means.  I should do my yoga or ride my bike, yet cognitive awareness doesn’t prevent me from going back to sleep.  As Skinner says: thoughts are not the origin of actions.  Thought activates  nothing.  I have no will.  And he was such a lovely boy, always writing.


 Wake up.  The sun is shining through the window.  10:33 am.  Getting to be spring outside, though still a cruel winter in here.  I need to pay the bills, I need to rake the lawn and the bushes where trash has gathered, I need to borrow Dad’s ladder and clean out the rain gutters, the suppurating hole in the back yard must be mucked out, I need to look over students’ Poe and Chesnutt station work for the week.  No time for mopery.


My head tingles painfully when I move it, something like hangovers used to feel.  I haven’t had a drink in 19 years.  Not that anyone would notice.  I seem to have adopted every other vice or excess of temperament to compensate me for the amputation of my drink.  Gluttony, sloth, lust––don’t let me get 

started on lust.  The clock shows afternoon.  Of the four checks I’ve made on my readiness to hobble about, this last one is the most likely to coordinate with actual activity by me.  Bathroom, then kitchen.  It’s alive!  My God!  Doesn’t anyone clean this place?


The mails.  Can’t open my mail, official or personal, paper or electronic.  Burned out two Hotmail accounts in a year from unopened letters overflowing the memory.  A letter is a foreign creature invading my home.  Present from my sister languished in my entranceway until the month after my birthday because I feared to see its contents.  I know what I fear.  Not bad news. Afraid the correspondent will say something that signals a change in our relationship.  “You are a shit and always will be a shit. I’m just glad I found out before I bought you another bulky, birthday sweater!”  


 Phone rings and I have intense anxiety.  I’m phone and mail phobic.  I’m not afraid it’s the Emergency Civilian Authority and I have to move my house.  I am afraid I will have to indulge in some sociable patter for which I am currently unfit.  My brother called to complain that we weren’t still so close as when we were in our thirties.  I heard his prepared notes rustling in the background.  That level of thoroughness for a casual chat intimidates me.  I mostly ignore the phone ––unless I know who it is by the sound of the rings.


“Dex, this is Cathy,” says the answering machine.  I pick up.  “I’m just checking to make sure you’re alright.”


“I’m fine,” I say, trying my hardest to sound sincere.


“You sound terrible.”  This judgment should sting me since I was giving it my all, acting my heart out.


“Sor-ry. You startled me from a snooze is all.  For a minute there I’d forgotten what my voice is supposed to sound like. Is this better?”


“Angry and sarcastic.  At least it’s the real you.”


Great.  I’m integrated into my own body.  And this is a good thing?  I feel like all the conversations I could possibly have with Cathy at this time have been satisfactorily played out in my own head over the last brutal months.  I have nothing left to say. I am helpless to decide how to act when the phone rings and I am forced to indulge in its useless patter, ready or not.  Count a hundred.  The long pause will sound to Cathy like fortitude and self-reliance and will disguise my secret.


“Don’t forget that I still care about your well-being. If you need me you can call.”


“I appreciate that.  I won’t forget I can count on you.”


The conversation mercifully ends.  It doesn’t leave me with fragments of imperfect dialogue to mull over obsessively, which is a genuine relief.  I return the phone to the floor of the bare hallway and find the bathroom.


The image in the mirror is even more alarming and deflating than usual.  Fatty, fatty, bumblelatty.  I don’t want to own that puffy face creased like a roadmap guide to famous traffic fatalities.  My pores are huge.   If I start hallucinating today, I hope I’ll see the Beatles as animated by Peter Max popping in and out of those gaping holes in my face.  My head is abnormally large.  “Bighead” is a classroom insult of quite stinging effectiveness.  My head is Teddy Kennedy big, big as Nancy Reagan’s.  I look as if I were drawn by Charles M. Schulz.


The floor of the bathroom is cool where I have collapsed into a heap on it.  I like the ceramic tile against my feverish, huge pum'kin.  Could stay here on the bathroom floor all day.  Maybe not sleeping, just swimming in the pattern of the three-color tiles.


Close by, a stack of mail between the toilet and the bathtub.  A convenient place to leave it coming in from work.  A good place to read it when I choose to.  And a non-threatening reminder of what I’m not getting myself into.  I don’t know why I developed a mail phobia.  Imaginary fears.  No one I can think of ever wrote me news that jolted me out of their life and so removed me from mine.  Wait.  Not true.  My best friend Gary R-something, in third grade, moved to Ohio.  Soon after he wrote me about having a religious conversion at a tent revival.  His revelation crushed me, and the correspondence ended.  


Years later Gary and his Jesus group came to my college, and they invited me to their house for dinner.  The plan was to love bomb me into joining their Christian fold.  The rarified Christian air made me swoon.  Whatever they were trying to get across to me with their sexless, drugless, and neuroses-suppressed smiles and hand holding, it was alien to me.  A face I read upon my departure was similar to the face I’ve seen on a vacuum salesman who had just shampooed my rug and still didn’t get the sale. The cell leader was mightily displeased with my sin-abiding stubbornness.  Every strand of spaghetti in that red and yellow box is dedicated to Jesus Christ, and you, you snide, pot-smoking scum, you wasted 25 of them!


That was the last I saw of Gary.  He had been such a bright kid.  Losing him from the ranks of doubters and inquirers was hard to absorb.  He’d been so bright at age 8, that when I accused my parents of imposing on me a totalitarian rule, my father asked, “Where did you get that from? From Gary?”    Despite these auspicious beginnings, he had allied himself with the kind of sect that knows all the answers and judges negatively any soul who keeps to the dark.  He had become a meyer, the embodiment of everything we hated.  When Gary wrote me about the good and warm feelings he had once he’d joined others along “the Path,” it pretty much choked off any comradely feelings flowing to him from me.  No.  I will never surrender!  My tried and true mail process must stand!


The recent mail, covering Christmas to Easter, multiplied with alarming fecundity here by the toilet.  Many are the times when I have ignored a letter from a creditor until the payment is overdue. Imagine folks at the credit card company sitting down to lunch or a break and chatting about me: my suspicious purchases at drugstores and other places, my bizarre pattern of payments, my indecipherable handwriting.  Literally shudder to think of them doing that.


The safety assembly on Friday.  I shudder.  I shudder again.   Offensive and rambling, and I betrayed the cause of the parents who invited me.  I lied about Principal Wimple.  I shudder.  Yesterday has deposited its bad memories in me.  Lesions that won’t heal.


Shuddering is the signpost by which I mark my difference from my fellow travelers.  I don’t know how long I’ve been doing it, but my earliest memory of racking humiliation and regret was the eighth-grade talent show.  I sang, of all things, the Beatles’ “Let It Be,” accompanying myself on the piano.  No one rushed me immediately after my performance to tell me how groovy I had been.  No one came up to me in the halls the next day to admire my Frank Sinatra touch of throwing a raincoat over my shoulder and slowly walking offstage when my bit was done.  I pressed my friends for a critical assessment but they were neither positive nor negative and their analyses lacked concrete examples.


For years following that concert, I would shudder violently whenever I thought about it.  I couldn’t even listen to Let It Be, which had been the first album I ever owned.  If the song itself was played within my hearing, I would both shudder and cover my ears.  Sometimes I consoled myself with the observation that no other kid at that concert had such a vivid memory of it as myself, and in all likelihood no one was actively going around telling people what a no-talent fool I had been.  This rationale rarely soothed me completely in the years when the wound of the talent show was still fresh and bleeding.  Much later it did offer consolation, but by then adult behaviors had supplanted the talent show as my greatest debacle, and I shuddered in humiliation and regret about other black marks on the shiny, white surface of my life. 


I hate myself, today.  In fact, I loathe myself, today.  Kill me now.  The Brain that Wouldn’t Die.   A dirty joke I told at a school assembly, mobbed with angry parents, with admin-istrators in attendance.  Make the papers, they’ll never let me back in the building.  I could become unhirable in my profession.  I should be so lucky.  My suffering is trivial next to a hurricane sinking a yacht, nothing compared to blowing out an elbow pitching an exhibition game, but the paltry nature of my woes is no consolation against them.  I don’t know how I can continue to live.  In any case, I won’t be getting to these bills, today.  Rising from the bathroom floor is a Herculean task.


Unbelieveably the back of my cereal box contains a picture and biography of Alexander Calder.  Philadelphia boy. Joins the circus.  Duchamp invents the name mobile.  Jean Arp offers the name stabile.  This with my fiber and oats.  I am reading about “Hey, Kids!  Let’s make our own mobiles!” and I start tearing up.  Tears wet my cheeks.  Why?  Why does this make me cry? What does my body know that my consciousness has forgotten?  Calder’s jowly but child-like face with the shock of white hair high on his scalp growls.


Sitting at the table eating my cereal, I am my father.  My knees are wide apart, and I support my weight on them.  This is the Dad posture, slumping forward, on his hands, head tilted towards the right.  My dad had much bluster in him.  He was unflappable.  I couldn’t imagine him ever feeling embarrassed or like he’d over-stepped his boundaries.  We directly discussed this once.  I was explaining to him the condition of fearfulness in which I am continually mired.  I asked him if he had those kind of doubts, regrets about putting himself forward or awkwardness about having said the wrong thing.  My dad said he did, which beats the hell out of me because I never saw a sign of it.  He talked to strangers from scratch.  Talked to the lady who rented him dirty movies.  Talked to the fella behind him at chemotherapy.  Talked to anybody about whatever.  My dad would sing without the least bit of self-consciousness at family weddings, parties.  He appeared in amateur theater, which is second only to seeing amateur theater for courageousness.  My father held the record for the number of times singing the “Star-Spangled Banner” at the Delaware State Republican Convention.  In decades of trying to understand the man, I often saw him practice, but I never saw him anxious.


He told me he knew what it was like to be unsure, fearful to put himself out there.  Whether he ever manifested this feeling or not, my relationship with my father was much closer after we’d had this conversation, an opening up he considered a great blessing, as did I. I think the need for some deep sharing was greater on his side than on mine.  It was the old, old story of the garrulous, chipper father struggling to find his place with his reticent son.  I knew how he looked up to me.  Trouble was we didn’t have any rabid barn animals around which to bond. 


Now I am seeing his ghost.  In my peripheral vision, the dark, jersey-and-sweatpants-wearing ghost is hunching forward and sitting upright when I do.  Shadowing me.  I am seeing my father’s ghost but I know I am hallucinating, so some of the dramatic anxiety is lessened.  The course of Hamlet would be quite different if the young fellow was properly indoctrinated in the difference between the real and the imagined.  I have an array of tests in plastic tubes by which to weigh the postures and 

the impostures.  Admittedly, the more one tries to discover whether his father’s ghost is approving or disapproving, the more the encounter becomes unnerving, and far be it from me to ever claim an advantage on Prince Hamlet.


My thoughts and feelings take on a morbid cast infused with sickness.  I hear voices just out of range, meaning I can hear the notes but I can’t make out what they’re saying.  I know this too is an hallucination.  An auditory one.  The motor of the fan in my room produces a tense conversation.  So does the shower head.  When I supply a topic, absolutely startling is the mad chatter from this lot.  Like the ghost of my father, these auditory specters don’t shake my core belief in the real.  I know I am creating them, but I don’t know why.  Meanwhile, in the grinding of the garbage disposal I here the Prince of Rats plotting with his lieutenant and a lock of hair falls across my brow to form a window that contains a ghost.


Like the ghost of my father, the particular time and place of these auditory manifestations rattle me, even if my sense of reality remains intact.  I’m asking not, what do the voices and my father’s ghost want, but what the hell do I want.  Meanwhile, there’s fighting underneath the woompf of a door slamming and a specter in the space between an upright vacuum cleaner and the wall.


Duchamp on the cereal box.  Duchamp on the class trip.  No, this is bad.  Very bad.  When deep depression fells me, morbid obsessions increase.  Art informs the backstory.  My sexual urges, mostly countermanded by medical situations, are perfect fodder for Duchamp’s chess pieces and chocolate grinders.  Briefcase-sized copies of his originals, suggesting a hack salesman and his wares.  The portable Duchamp.  Every home should own one!  Indeed, everyone does have one.  The handful of words and gestures we unpack whenever we meet someone new.  Opposite from clues to a homicide, from these we fabricate how we live.


Eliza made a connection between Duchamp’s construction of the nude in the grass and the Black Dahlia murder.  Given the surrealist strain in Dada art and the appeal of a killer who exhibits his crime, the theory is not without merit.  Much of Dada or surrealism uses the female form as an expression of male identity and anxiety. 
The Enigma of Isidore Ducasse, from a practical point of view, is a woman in an extreme position wrapped in a tarpaulin.  Duchamp’s own Large Glass depicts the paralyzing masculine fear of a robotic female “chocolate grinder.”  Indeed, a connection to the surrealist Man Ray is enough to convince one of the Dahlia theorists that a suspect participated in wild orgies and macabre, ritualized torture.


Checked out Black Dahlia on the internet. Horrific pictures of the mutilations of the body exploded like shrapnel in my brain, leaving shards that are impossible to purge.  I don’t want to think about that body, the tortured woman, the sadistic genius.  Your Bullwinkle magic and Mister Ed smile, dining on brown hunny with Whinnie Poo, putting the ice on my spine.  The perpetrator of the grisly crime remains uncharged or tried, although an assortment of credible writers deduces different candidates from evidence almost sixty years old.  The most 

disturbing one presents a cryptographic breakdown of messages sent to the police and newspapers from the presumed killer.


If the interpreter of the killer’s notes is correct, the mutilization of the Black Dahlia victim occurs because of fabricated parallels between two victims and two murderers.  The Los Angeles example mimics a Cleveland antecedent,  raising chance lunacies to the level of ritualized necessities by repeating them.  Also, in the cryptography of the notes, the murderer gives accidents of spelling and the positioning of letters the gravity of meaningful utterances.  Even a gorilla splashing in a pool contains elements of ritual.


 The illiteracy in my classroom disdains the meanings of a complete sentence, but totemization of single words and letters is rampant.  Students tatoo their initials on their arms, or their whole name is filigreed there.  I tease them about it.  “You tattooed your street name, “Smokie O,” on your bicep.  Were you afraid you’d forget it?  Does it work like a license plate?”  To me, the mystifications of individual letters and words smacks of the goofy hallucinations of signs and correspondences of a murderous psychotic.


The skill of abstracting the world and the letters and symbols that mark our use of it has a dark side, and that is creating forms separate from the processes of nature.  The Dahlia murderer behaved as if he were a mystic aligning his tortures and clues to be read in the cosmos, but he was much less than that.  Charles Manson believed an obscure Beatles tune gave him permission to act out his personal fantasy of random brutality.  Nature is necessity, a process in perfect balance.  Notoriety is not necessity.  We aren’t destined for fame, as evil monsters or movie stars.


Why then am I harassed by these hideous pictures, and the litany of violence and perversion perpetrated on this poor woman adrift in Hollywood?  I know too much about the principles, and that makes me a peeping co-conspirator of this outrage.  The constant whirring of the fan in my room contains horrible entreaties and threats.  The negative space around stacks of books, boxes, and the light stand form monstrosities in my peripheral vision.  


This is what it means to be haunted.  I’m only fit for bed.


A ruin of an antique, the frame of which I tried to lengthen to accommodate a modern mattress, my only horizontal furnishing: bed, table, library, and butcher’s block.  Additions to it are unseemly patches of mismatched wood fastened with even more ungainly lengths of steel wire, reverse of the Procrustean myth, where the sleeper is stretched or shortened to fit the ogre’s bed; more to do with the Charles Chesnutt story “Baxter’s Procrustes.”  Dilettantes tricked into excessive praise and spending over a manuscript that none of them has read, a manuscript that turns out to be nothing but blank pages, an empty space that enlarges to accommodate anything.  I stretched the bed to fit my gigantic self and what I got was an ugly bed.


Amazing how quickly Poe’s short story innovations appropriated by other writers: his free space enabling infinite play between characters. For my classes, a revenge showdown between a literary father and son, Poe and Chesnutt.  “Amontillado” and “Procrustes” each concern the deformation 

of life by avid collectors of life’s trophies.  Each dispenses an unexpected solution to its subject, conferring a kind of immortality upon it, sealed off from the terrors of life, a state that is vehemently opposed by one of the characters in the tale.


I pull the covers up around my ears and compose.


The original Procrustes was a collector, too, amassing corpses and waste piles of horror.  His collection of mutilated Attics would have grown even larger had it not been for the intervention of Theseus.  Off-sized Attics overstuffing the attic.  Classical myth, first act: Theseus’ heroics linear, saving travelers on the roadway.  Second act: Theseus and all the maids and stalwarts he rescues transmitted to the labyrinth’s spirals.  Procrustes, though hideously twisted, at least has a name, an evil bound by a human form.  Not so the Minotaur, monster whose lair is not a human space but a satire of the course of life and the chancy tanglements of one life thread intersecting another.  For Theseus it’s concrete heroics first, followed by abstractions of the same deeds.  The structure of the myth is repetition of a basic theme with conjugational variations.


I shudder.  The repetitions in my life are so despicable I close my eyes rather than acknowledge them.  What would two wives be able to say about me, how accurately my portrait draw, if they were capable of five minutes of conversation together?


More typical collector-types than the monsters of myth are the narrators of “Amontillado” and “Baxter’s Procrustes,” a connoisseur of wine and of rare books respectively.  Collector’s disease is the compulsion to salvage the best things of life from decay, actual and in memory.  Paradoxically, by preserving life’s trophies, the collector cuts himself off from enjoying and savoring them.  The two narrators ignore this seeming negative aspect of their hobbies.  What they save from the tunnels and intersections of life’s labyrinth is not really the wine one might taste or the book one might read, but the abstract and pure versions of these things for which the earthly example is a mere marker.  Cask of amontillado for which the Poe story is named but which does not exist.  Titular manuscript of Chesnutt’s tale, attracting much interest, praised in the critical assessments of powerful men, gaining an unprecedented value, but ultimately an empty husk of a story with none but blank pages.


The ironies manifested by these startling tales are twofold.  First is the ironic dispatch of a character in the tale.  Poe’s Fortunato unluckily has a run-in with an even more fanatical collector than himself and becomes just another vessel for life’s flowing essence walled up the dank catacombs.  Baxter at-tempts to make a sly commentary on the gross materialism of the bibliophiles, but by the time he flees to Europe, the shrewd collector-narrator realizes the value of a prank volume is even greater than a literary one.   The second level of irony in the twisting path of these tales derives from the way the narrators’ design is ultimately thwarted by the material existence of the story in the reader’s hands.  The revenge on Fortunato, sealing him beyond memory in a maze-like crypt, cannot be called complete since the murderer himself immortalizes his victim, and the existence of a literary account of Baxter’s publishing trick undermines the book collector’s contention that the words of authors are unnecessary blemishes on the pristine page. 


With any luck, my puffed up sentences will scare away or at least distract my tormentors, feeding on...My words are carried on the radiator-baked air of the third floor, and worthless as the gray motes floating there they will be should no one be listening.  Cathy’s mom a Philadelphia teacher some thirty years.  Tried to get me to devote more time to my new bride.  “Did those children know how to write before you gave them all that work?  No.  And did they know how to write after you graded all those papers?  No.  You need to stop giving them so much work.”  This teaching grows uncomfortably mythic in its futility.  Too many idiosyncrasies, too many inconsistencies, and too much flesh bar me from properly dispatching these labors.


The bed, crowded as it is with debris, a midden of papers and crumbs, has so much, too much, room for me that I despair of ever finding my way out of it and pouring that second cup of coffee.  Did I trail this thread in from the dishcloth?  Wherever does it lead, the road back?  Alright, a faithful wife who uses knitting as an avoidance behavior, a seriously undisciplined kid, a dog that yelps and licks my hand and keels over––these would be very nice.  Upstate New York, I think.  But that’s not my story, not what I travel back to, and the words rattling around in my head are not part of a thread of streaming voices that connects me to Ithaca and the whole world of stories.  What I return to is different, obscure, and cobbled together by me without guidance or plan, not quite a monstrous homunculous defying god and denying humanity, but not either an oak cradle swept inland by the caretaker seas.  


When I consider my childhood of attentive parents and vigilant brother and sisters, the cacophony of our voices pleading helplessly stands out as the most deeply disturbing aspect of it.  We had a large family, seven of us and pets and household idols, so that the hardest thing was speaking out against the flow, to voice either enthusiasm or apathy, to win converts to a course of action entirely by the reason of one’s words and the modulation of his tone.  Words and rationales held no sway in that place though nearly all off us were passionate and talented speakers, and I perceived this as unjust.  I didn’t mind being wrong, but to be shouted down, or laughed off, or avoided, or intimidated for what I believed seemed to me the worst kind of hell.  We have at our disposal every reference to every great mind or definitive work on a subject, and instead of extracting from these the wisdom of humanity that pertains to the case at hand, we will decided the matter based on who speaks loudest or who owes to whom a B. B. Bat. 


The arbitrariness of power plays in our little suburban enclave gutted me and filled me with dispair.  Why couldn’t I convince my older sister that the program Star Trek on our one and only television was an inchoate cultural landmark and that the Tammy Grimes Show was a shrill and unfunny flash in the pan?  Why couldn’t I persuade my father to stop hassling me and my fiancée and let us share the loft space in his garage at night?  Why couldn’t I stay up an extra hour or sleep through the tyranny of the vacuum cleaner on a Saturday morning?


If I am missing some basic motor-sensory circuit that prevents me from happily joining in on the grand enterprise of reform, it is the fear that I will possess a plan or idea that will leap the group forward, and I give my speech or state my piece, and the idea, though widely praised, is deformed beyond recognition by politics, a bias against book learning and in favor of street smarts, and who owes to whom a B.B. Bat. I can’t get past that feeling.  Every time in my life I thought the imposition of this burden was being lifted, sure enough, someone would forget to change the black sail, reminding me of the tragic vows buried in my past.


Come very close, under the covers, because I will swoon soon and may not awaken until Sunday dinner.  Our humanity is preserved in the correct transmission of language and its faithful reception by some hearer of the message.  Where did I see a graphic breaking down the parts of the ear and the parts of the telephone so they appeared as one long, androidinal organ?  Without that signal, all this civilizational fluff, this cotton candy whip, has no meaning whatsoever and falls apart in the slightest breeze, stripping humans of those polite mannerisms, which mass amnesia permits us to take for granite.  We are merely the loudest animal on this planet, oh yes.  The next monkey who exposes himself to the visitors from downtown will find himself re-adapting to a jungle habitat of pre-formed concrete and tire swings. That’s how I see myself, giving into some inevitable, baser instinct, dropping out of it, landing in the pen with the gorilla, unschooled in hand signs, not even trying to teach or employ the sacred language of English and committing a transgression so violently horrible and unspeakable, others when 

sorting it out are forced to rationalize: here was an animal, not a human being.
EIGHTEEN


“...the way I figure it.  Because, anyway, I’m your favorite student, right?  And I would be getting an ‘A’ the fourth marking period if I were here, only I won’t be.  And that’s not my fault!  Well, what I mean is, it is my fault, but I didn’t plan for things to go like this.  Besides, you could tell me what happens in the fourth marking period, mail it to me, or call my house.  Maybe I could keep up with the work at home on my own, even with the baby, but I don’t think I should have to!  If you say so I’ll accept your feedback.  Tell me what I need to do and I’ll take any books I need from the bookroom, even though they’re still blocking off the bookroom because of Mrs. Greenblatt and all..”


“The class isn’t portable.  We create an experience along with the books and writing.  Your classmates and I.  You can’t find a substitute for that rich discourse on your own at home.  Mail it in?  When did I ever mail it in?  I’m here every day, working my tochus off.  Can’t you see that should count for something?  That it should be somehow irreplaceable when you aren’t here to experience it?  Please, don’t insult me.”


“Don’t get mad, Dex!  I’m not trying to insult you.  I’m trying to do whatever you want, only you won’t tell me what you want.”


“I want a student who gets an ‘A’ in my course to actually take all four quarters of it.  I’m not your employer or a federal agency.  I’m a teacher, a sovereign entity unto myself.  No one says I have to give you a maternity leave.  You’re going to have 

a baby.  That’s fine!  That’s wonderful!  Bring the little nipper past the school and I’ll even chuck him under his dimpled chin.  Then when people ask you why you didn’t maintain your ‘A’ in English, you will be able to give them a legitimate excuse.  ‘I got pregnant and I had to drop out the last marking period.’”


“But that’s the thing.  I don’t have to.  Drop out.  Dr. Wimple and the roster office said it was okay for me to get an ‘A’ if you said it was okay.  Even though I’ll miss all that time.  Which I have to.  The administration doesn’t mind, see, and the people who record grades don’t mind.  It really is all up to you, Dex.  I can’t see why you won’t do me a solid.  Look at how hard I worked all year!”


“The administration and the roster office leave it all up to me.  That’s just a trap.  All they are saying is, if I want to undermine the value of my teaching, they’ll do me the professional courtesy of looking the other way.  They’re non-approving approval puts the onus of the decision on me so they can wash their hands of it.  The gist of it is, administratively they want me to maintain standards, but they are willing to concede that I’m not bloody well likely to.  Because I’m a teacher, and useless like every other teacher.”


“You aren’t useless, Dex.  You’re the best teacher I ever had.”


“Zofhya, I appreciate that.  I will even go so far as to say I know you mean it sincerely, you’re not just waxing my Hagars.  But think about it.  What is the main reason I’m the best teacher you ever had?  It’s because I never give in and I never give up.  It’s because to me an ‘A’ is an ‘A’ and a marking period is nine 

weeks long.  What kind of opinion would you have of me if I gave you an ‘A’ for work you didn’t do?”


“The greatest!  You would not only be my best teacher, you’d be the greatest teacher of all times!”


“I can’t believe how immodestly you plump for your own self-interest.  You’re shameless!”


“If you do this little favor for me, I would be so indebted to you.  I’d name my child after you!”


“Don’t you think ‘Spineless’ is a terrible name to burden a child with?”


“No!  I mean I’d name him Dexter.”


“What if it isn’t a boy?  There’s no female derivative of Dexter, unless it’s Dextrose.”


“If you give me an ‘A’ for the fourth marking period, I’ll make myself have a boy.”


“In light of your relentless cajolery today, I have no doubt you could do it...Zofhya, I want you to take a sixty for the last quarter.  Average that in with your other marks and you’ll still have a ‘C-plus’ or even a ‘B.’ Now why isn’t that good enough?”


“Because it isn’t fair.  I’m not a ‘C-plus’ or a ‘B’ student.   I’m an ‘A’ student.  I deserve to graduate with the honors due my hard work up to this point.  I deserve to keep my top-ten class ranking.  I deserve an ‘A.’”


“If your argument be right, its implications are staggering.  I’d have no need to teach or grade all of these damn papers.  I could use the paltriest data and make that the sole basis of my grades.  Deserve an ‘A’?  I know, let me use my first impressions instead of the spreadsheet.  I can sort students by overall attractiveness:  in any case, studies show beauty is the greatest determiner of success.  How about if I just have old Foghorn Leghorn stick his wing out like this and anyone your height or taller deserves an ‘A’?  Truly, I am more enamored of this plan by the second.  My teaching and endless review of student work is a colossal waste!  Let’s just cut to the chase.  Then it’ll be precisely as my first department head always believed.  He saw me losing sleep over final grades, and he said, ‘Why not just give them all what they got in the first marking period?  Once a ‘B’ student, always a ‘B’ student.’”


“Then, you’ll do it?”


“NO, I won’t do it!  Didn’t you recognize my delicious sarcasm, my likable trottoire.  Of course, you wouldn’t recognize it.  I only teach sarcasm in the last quarter.”  


“Ooooohh!  I can’t understand why you’re making this so difficult.”


“AP course.  S’posed to be difficult.”


“Did you see that Lieutenant Guttyperch is in the building?”


“Figures.  He likes to be wherever there are new corpses.  Strange, isn’t he?”


“Do you think he’ll want to see you again?”


“‘Don’t bury me ‘cause I’m not dead yet.’  He’ll doubtless bounce up here to interview me, Lieutenant Fish-Guts, or When Is A Fish Not A Fish?  The lost Bullwinkle episode.”


“Do you have any concern about my talking to him?”


“Did he ask to speak with you?”


“No....Here’s the dillio, Dex.  I’ve not done pestering you about my fourth marking period grade, not while there’s breath in my body.  The secrets you’ve told me put me in an awkward position.  If I’m still up here pleading with you when the Lieutenant arrives to ask about the body in the Book Gym, I don’t know what I’ll tell him. If he asks me about your connection to Mrs. Greenblatt, no one can tell which way I will go.  On the other hand, you could put an end to my visit this minute.  Just say ‘yes’ to this ‘A’ bi’ness.” 


“You would tell the policeman nothing more than I’ve said to you.  And my explanation to you completely exonerates me in every one of those––unfortunate accidents.”


“Be realistic, Dex.  No one is going to believe you were present at four separate catastrophic accidents unless you yourself were in some way manipsiating the outcomes.”


“An accident with a will behind it is no accident at all, you mean.  Society has assigned it an entirely separate construct, if you will.”


“Yes.  I think so.  Let’s face it, Dex.  Some of your narrative seems a bit forced, a bit self-serving.  One might say you were putting an innocent face on a diabolical reality.  I would rather not speak to Guttyperch at all.  After today, as I’ve been telling you, I won’t be in school again for the rest of the term.” 


“I won’t give you an ‘A’ for no work, even if you write what I’ve told you all over the girl’s lounge.  Half of it’s there 

already....A compromise.  I’ll do what you suggested earlier.  I’ll give you an alternative assignment and base your final grade on that.”


“Really, Dex?  That’s fantastic!”


“And yet it happened.”


“Nothing too long I hope.  A new mother has heavy obli-gations.”


“Give you an inch!  Ah, well.  Let me not be responsible for sending yet another emotionally deprived child through the Philadelphia school system.  As a matter of fact, I envision a single report with footnotes.  Shouldn’t take you but a week or so.”


“Okay.  What is it?”


“The class has pretty much drained all the juice out of American literature in the 1800’s.  We’re moving forward to the early 1900’s.  O. Henry, Fitzgerald, certainly James Weldon Johnson.  By the time we do all that, the marking period will have expired, so forget about Toomer or the Harlem Rennaisance.  They never happened.  One of these days the English curriculum should take the scissors to the other end of history, cut out slavery and concentrate on Zora Neale Hurston, Martin Luther King and Civil Rights.


“Be that as it may.  Rockland High School was erected in 1910, during our period of study.  The same historical forces that shaped these early twentieth century authors contributed to the planning for our beloved alma mater.”


“I never looked at it that way.”


“Planning isn’t your long suit.  Pardon me.  What I want from you––and your work will inform the study of the entire class––is a report on the community process that built RHS.  What were the hopes and vision of the people who clad this institution in marble and brass?”


“That sounds doable.”


“Of course it is, unless you’re a mo-ron.”


“What kind of sources should I use?”


“The archives of the local paper, The Rockland Palaver or whatever it is, the big Philly papers, records of school board meetings, first hand accounts by local residents who attended Rockland any time in its first twenty years, the blueprints of the building as well as records of the site before the school went up.  Footnote the whole shebang.”


“This sounds interesting.”


“Oh, it will be.  You would be amazed by the angle you can get on this assignment just by surveying the site yourself, considering this fine old structure as an architectural remnant of its age.”


“Awesome.  Where would I start to do that?”


“Hey, look, Zofhya.  I’m giving you an unprecedented opportunity, here.  You don’t expect me to write the darn thing for you too.  Make an editorial decision.”


“Sorry....”


“I’ll tell you what.  I’ll give you something you’d never think of on your own, because nobody is aware of it.  I only discovered it by accident.”


“Awesome!  What is it?”


“Did you know there’s a service tunnel that goes around the entire building with only one entranceway, in the custodian’s office?”


“Really?”


“That’s right.  It’s between the facade and the inner walls, meaning for one thing that Rockland’s outer wall is enormously thick, like a medieval castle.  Because of the huge furnace and boiler that used to heat the school before they retro-fitted, the service tunnel was a way to access the pipes and take pressure readings all around the structure.”


“Let me start writing this down.”


“As massive as the tunnel is, it has little or no use anymore.  No traffic in there except by the rodents.  Eee-oooh!  But it is amazing.  A ventilation opening or two permits you to look into some of the classrooms from about the level of the teacher’s knees.  How about that?  Do you have any voyeuristic leanings?


“Not me.  Do you?”


“Never mind.”


“Dex, take me down there to see it right now, what do you say?”


“Right now?  I was going to grade for an hour, then leave.”


“Leave after you show me.  The timing is perfect.  This is the last day before Spring Break.  Hardly anyone is still here, or will be for the next ten days.  Guttyperch is doing those interviews and you can be sure to skip out on him.  We’ll take the back stairs.  Then I’ll have some of my architectural notes  before the break, so I can finish this report by the time we come back.  I’m due on May first.”


“Hm...Okay.  Just let me grab my stuff.  Lots of kid-work to grade during vacation.  The Grim Reaper never rests.  Oh, yes, my trusty flambeau, the flish....Show me this back route to the custodian’s.  Not ever having cause to cut a class around here, after ten years I’m still naive about the best escape routes.”


“We take the fire tower down and see, we’ve completely sidestepped the main office.”


“Ah-ha.  Then we wend our way along the back hallway of the ground floor.  Perfect.  Look how empty the place is.  Ooops!  Someone left this from a backstairs poker game, no doubt.  A seven of cups;  I think that’s building castles in the sky.  A dreamer builds ‘em, but a madman lives in them.  You know, Rockland’s not such a bad place when you get rid of all the students.  Okay, we’re here.  Let me go into the custodian’s office ahead of you to make sure the coast is clear.  Not like anyone’s seen hide nor hair of a maintenance worker any time during this entire school year.  Alright, c’mon in.”


“This is so cool.  Like Ocean’s Eleven or something.”


“‘Could be a heist!’  In a minute you’ll understand a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘Rat Pack.’”


“The what now?”


“Never mind.  I’m thinking of the wrong heist clique.  This enameled contraption is the tunnel door.”


“It looks like a door for a walk-in refrigerator.”


“Or the little door on the Jack and Jill truck.  Nothing but twin pops and vanilla rockets inside.  They wanted to insulate the cold, dank air of the tunnel from the warm air in here.  Now, the door is tricky.  It only opens from the outside.  If it closes, 

the guy in the tunnel has to rely on someone on the outside to open it.  What we’re going to do is you’ll explore the tunnel, and I’ll wait here to make sure the door remains ajar.”


“Oh..my..god!  I have to go in there by myself?”


“Nope.  You take my flashlight with you.  C’mon this is nothing to you.  You’re from East Falls.  Besides, throwing a little scare your way is my revenge on you for making me give you a break on your grade.”


“Okay.  Give me a minute to summon my steely nerve....I’m ready.  Hand me the flashlight.”


“Be sure you go in deep enough to check out how the system works.  See a couple of steam pressure gauges, a vent into a classroom, and write your notes on the spot.”


“Alright.”


“Go ahead.  Right in there.”


“Here I go.  You won’t do anything corny to give me a fright, make spooky noises or close the door.”


“You have my word on it.”


“Yo, Dex.  Whassup with your flashlight?  It only lights up like right in front of me.  This really isn’t so spooky as I thought, but it is awfully chilly and damp.  This is really bangin’!”


“See.  I told you.”


“And I love the way your voice rumbles through the tunnel.  Hellooooooow.  Doesn’t that sound neat?”


“Awesome.”


“I’ve found one of those pressure thingies.  Antique!  Old-fashioned writing on a non-digital dial.  Here’s the pressure 

release valve.  A big honkin’ handle.  I’m going in after another one.  Can you still hear me, Dex?”


“...Can’t hear you anymore, sweetie.  All traces of me are gone.  As for my duties at this gateway, an empty chair can do what I do.  Let everyone pass, everyone passes.   Didn’t tell you about this niche in the tunnel, sixty feet in, behind the river of pipes.  Why worry about getting a hundred year’s of soot and dust on me?  Who would know the difference?  You can walk right past me and never know.


“I’d like to have some of the old Foghorn Leghorn to wash the grime out of my throat.  Better this way.  Withdrawal will be sooner.  Sleep through the whole ordeal.  Succumbing finally at the guarded gate.  ‘This door was meant for you, and now it is closing forever.’”


“Yo, Dex!  I have to come back now.  This dopey flashlight is burning out already.  Whaddya got in here, rechargeables?  Oh, man.  This light is nothing.  The only way I keep on the straight and narrow is because I can see the light of the doorway way ahead..  Don’t worry––I wrote down plenty of first impressions, enough to hang a report on.  I had this great idea about using the tunnel into the school as a metaphor.  Which angle should I use, secret passageway into the fortress of knowledge or escape route from boredom to freedom?  What do you think?  Dex?  


“Dex?  You promised you wouldn’t do anything corny, like leap out of the shadows and say ‘Boo’ or nothing.  I don’t believe in ghosts....What’s this, a chair?  I can’t believe you abandoned your post!  Oh shit, maybe the custodian came by 

and Dex had to go talk to him to keep him away from this entrance.  I bet that’s it.  Dependable Dex.  He’s a sheisty one.  Can’t be both, can you?  Depend on Dex to be sheisty.  That’s the one.  Better close the refrigerator door so nobody knows we were messin with this.  Don’t worry, Dex, my dear, dear old head.  It’ll be like you were never here.”

Drew Zimmerman     June, 2005
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