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Chapter One

The First 40 Years
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I spent the last thirteen years as a teacher. During that time, I had several hundred students pass through my classroom. We read Beowulf, The Grapes of Wrath, A Tale of Two Cities, Heart of Darkness and many, many more novels, stories, and poems. We’ve worked on grammar. I’ve argued that “alot” isn’t a word and that “hot” is only one syllable. We’ve discussed comma splices and symbolism and whether or not authors actually include “all that stuff” or if English teachers just make it up. Today, at the age of fifty-two, I can honestly say the past thirteen years have been the best years of my life in terms of my job.

But there was a time I never would have believed I’d become a teacher.

I graduated from high school almost right in the middle of my class of over four hundred, which was a record number of graduates for my school at the time. I wasn’t among the best, and I wasn’t one of the kids who barely passed. I finished with a GPA that was average, and that was good enough for me. I was finished with school.

The problem was, I didn’t have a plan for after graduation. Well, I did, but it had already been derailed before I graduated. You see, I spent half my high school years learning to do auto body repair. After high school I was going to get a job in a body shop and that would be my career. I’d marry my high school sweetheart and be an auto body repairman. My senior year I was in a class where I got to go to work during the afternoon. The teacher helped me get a job in the body shop of the local Chevrolet dealership. Then the oil bust of the 1980s happened and there simply wasn’t any work. I don’t know if people started driving more safely or just chose not to get their damaged cars repaired. But I was out of a job, and there were no jobs to be had in any auto body shop in or around my hometown. I ended up sacking groceries.

Later during my senior year I thought maybe I would go to college to become a journalist because I liked to write. That high school sweetheart told me I could go on to college ... but she wouldn’t wait for me. She was a year younger than me. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her, so I decided not to go to college. In all honesty, I wasn’t ready for college. I might have passed the classes, but based on how I did in high school, I wouldn’t have put real effort into it. And, although we’re no longer together as of recently, I’m glad I stayed with the girl. We have four kids and shared many happy years together.

I kept bagging canned vegetables, buckets of chitterlings, leaky Styrofoam packages of raw meat, and whatever else came across the counter at Safeway. I did that for over two years until I got my first full-time grown-up job cleaning scrap metal out of machines in a high-production machine shop.

Over the course of the next ten years I went from forking strands of aluminum shavings into gunny sacks to programming and operating brand new CNC lathes, then moving to Oklahoma City for more money. From the beginning to the end of my time as a machinist I was at odds with my supervisors because I would read novels while my machines ran. Most memorably, I read most of The Exorcist during one night shift and discovered my all-time favorite novel, David Copperfield, over the course of a couple of weeks at another shop.

I hurt my shoulder at the last shop I worked in and after the experience of a worker’s compensation case, my doctor told me I needed to do something else. I was married to that high school sweetheart and we had two kids by this time, but she agreed I should go to college. So I did, majoring in English education.

You probably think this is where the story will get into my years as a teacher. But this story isn’t so predictable. Two things happened during an early semester of my undergraduate work. First, I enrolled in an introduction to journalism course to fulfill an elective. While I was in there, I learned just how much I disliked a particular English professor who I discovered was the only teacher for certain courses I was going to need for my major. I fell in love with journalism and changed my major.

Journalism was my new religion. The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was my one and only commandment. I won numerous awards for personal columns, editorials, feature writing, etc. during my undergraduate years. I was hired by a company that produced two small-town weekly newspapers during my junior year and I worked as their sports editor until I landed the crown jewel of all journalism jobs in Oklahoma, a spot on the staff of The Daily Oklahoman. Within two years I was a popular page-two columnist and was named the bureau chief for the entire northwest region of the state.

Journalists don’t make much money. That’s something I didn’t really research when I lost my heart to newspaper writing. I would find out later that the pay for a journalist is even less than that of a teacher. After a couple of years in the field, I sold my soul and became a corporate writer for a major energy company. The money was great. The job was easy to the point of being boring, and arguing with people over the use of their made-up buzzwords was maddening. No, I will not use “key thought leaders” in this newsletter. I will say “experts” because that’s what normal people would say.

And then the company merged with another and my entire department was dissolved. I was out of work. I had to move my family, that was now up to four kids, back to Oklahoma City and took a job making about $20,000 per year less than I’d been making. I was back in the journalism game, but it was to be short lived because of the low salary.

I became a public relations hack for a private university. Again, I did well at my job, increasing the university’s media presence by over three hundred percent in my first year on the job. Then my boss got sick and eventually died and the vice president, who had been replacing everybody in the department with his personal friends, gave my deceased boss’s job that should have been mine to another friend and “downsized” me, giving my job to a more camera-friendly young woman.

I spent some time on unemployment again, supplementing with part-time public relations work, and that’s when I got to thinking I messed up in college. I was writing press releases about stuff that didn’t matter, like announcing that the university president didn’t want to run for mayor when in reality it was just to check the public reaction because he really did want to run for mayor. In short, I wasn’t doing anything with my life to make the world a better place.

I realized I should have become a teacher.

By this time I’d earned a master’s degree in liberal studies, with my thesis being the novel that became Amara’s Prayer, and I’d published a couple of books with small presses specializing in horror fiction. The state of Oklahoma had a program in which anyone with a bachelor’s degree in a field taught in high school could become alternatively certified to teach. 

My announcement that I wanted to change careers yet again and become a teacher wasn’t met with overwhelming enthusiasm. Most people looked at me as if maybe I’d lost a few marbles and asked, “You want to do what?” I want to become a teacher. “Why?” I need to make a difference. I think I can do it. “You get summers off, right?” Uh-huh.

I began pursuing this path, getting certified to teach journalism, and then English.

I was working as a PR drone for the Oklahoma Department of Transportation when I got finished with my tests. I had my teaching license, it was summer, and schools were interviewing for open positions. Of course, they did that during regular business hours. What I would do was set an alarm on my cell phone to go off in five minutes or so, then make sure I was standing by my boss when the phone “rang.” I’d take the “call” and claim I had a sick kid and needed to leave work, then go to an interview for a teaching job.

But it was all for naught. No school wanted to take a chance on a long-haired forty-year-old guy with no teaching experience. Who could blame them?

I decided to quit my job and work as a substitute teacher in hopes of impressing somebody and getting on as a full-time teacher. I can’t say I exactly had my wife’s blessing to do this, but she let me do it, and so my teaching career finally got underway.

Exit Ticket

Q: What did I learn from my non-teaching jobs?

A: As with most interpretations of literature, there are several possible answers. Some people will read this chapter and come to their own conclusions about what I learned, or maybe what I should have learned.

Personally, I think the thing worth keeping from my first 40 years is that Life is a road with many twists, turns, and side roads, but not really any dead ends. I have learned something from every job I’ve had going back to when I was making Christmas covers for graves at the age of 15.

I learned what I don’t like doing, and fast food service is way up there, as my two weeks at McDonald’s when I was 16 proved. I learned a lot about bad management, mostly from the retail profession. I learned that worker’s compensation cases are almost as painful as on-the-job injuries. I learned that constant career changes isn’t so good for a family that needs
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