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    Professor Kittleman’s Diary 5/5/06


    


    Well, I finally did it. After anguishing about it for weeks, I called Dr. Taub and made an appointment. His phone voice was pleasant, friendly; he said nothing offensive or off-putting. His East Coast accent sounded much like mine, which, according to some hairsplitting analysts, can foster interpersonal attunement. We’ll see. In any event, I think I’ll keep my appointment. Also, I’ll send him a letter providing him with some biographical information that he may find useful in assisting me. Diary, how on earth do I account for the fact that I want to kill this man before I’ve ever really met him?

  


  
    First Session 5/8/06


    


    T: Professor Kittleman. Please come in, take a seat, make yourself comfortable. Did you find my office easily?


    


    K: Yes, I did, thank you, Dr. Taub.


    


    T: Well, then, why don’t we get down to business. Please begin by telling me what brings you in. Start anywhere you like.


    


    K: All right. But this won’t be easy. I felt compelled to get professional help because something I did recently has caused me feelings of profound shame and self-contempt. These are feelings I can easily and directly attribute to my colossal gaffe, if we may call it that, but perhaps it would better serve the goals of therapy if I provided you with some background and context.


    


    T: That’s fine. Take whatever time you need. I imagine this won’t be our final session.


    


    K: Well, I’m an academic. I teach psychology at a local community college, not far from this office. I’ve been teaching for about 30 years and have enjoyed it immensely, although teaching in recent years has become arduous and even overwhelming at times because increasing numbers of students lack the requisite educational skills, motivation, and stick-to-itiveness to succeed academically. I don’t of course entirely blame them for their academic shortcomings. Virtually everyone has let them down: their parents, the schools, the politicians (recall the president’s educational agenda, which was so badly conceived and underfunded that his minions had to purchase media propaganda to prettify it for public marketing) and even many of the students’ own peers, who prefer mall vagrancy and video games to reading books.


    About 20 years ago or so I began to detect a decline, not only in college students’ academic performance, but, commensurately, in their social behavior; toward one another and toward college officials, including their instructors. At first, it seemed like it was just the occasional oddball who came out of the woodwork and acted out of turn. But, gradually, my colleagues and I discerned a spreading contagion of ugly behavior among students who trespassed on the rights of others and whose disruptive behavior had a shattering effect upon the integrity of classroom instruction. True, some of the misconduct was rather innocuous; peccadilloes like chattering, falling asleep in class, and the loud snapping of chewing gum. Then the annoyances escalated, and, as they increased in number and severity, they took on more alarming forms of untoward conduct.


    Students attempted to extort better grades by leveling menacing threats at instructors. Some of these students even enacted the threats by physically attacking instructors and administrators. A few years ago at my own campus a disgruntled student murdered one of our teachers in the classroom— cold-bloodedly gunned him down right in front of a large class of horrified and traumatized students. To this day no one seems to know why he committed the murder. For all I know, it could have been a mundane triviality such as receiving a C- on a test. They apprehended the culprit and he served a long prison sentence, but the murder sent shockwaves throughout the campus that did not subside for many years afterward. For example, many instructors and administrators were especially vigilant in sidestepping risky encounters with strange and volatile students even when the students were engaging in highly antisocial behavior at the time.


    As well, some students contrive to sexually seduce their instructors in exchange for preferential treatment, also known as an inflated grade.


    To make matters worse, some instructors offer the quid pro quo of an inflated grade to select students for a choice platter of sexual favors. As if all of this wasn’t bad enough, cheating, otherwise euphemistically known as plagiarism, has taken root and blossomed at colleges across the country. I know for a fact— the fact coming from the horse’s mouth of a law school professor over lunch— that law students, who will soon be entering a profession known for its ethics and probity (of course, if we can only for the moment forget the corporate and political scandals that occur with some regularity and serve to taint our opinion of lawyers) are using their laptops in class to send messages to their classmates so they may correctly answer their professors’ questions. You know, Dr. Taub, there’s a researcher who has found that about 75 percent of all college students cheat within a given year. That, Dr. Taub, is more than half your students. I happen to know that because I took statistics in college. One more thing: did you know that 37 percent of all statistics are meaningless? Please pardon the lame attempt at humor in the midst of this grim subject. I read somewhere that humor is rightly considered to be one of the healthier, high-level defense mechanisms, which, knowing that, makes me feel a bit less defensive.


    


    T: You’re pardoned, but what do all these student high jinks have to do with your ghastly gaffe?


    


    G: Everything. With all due respect, I must, in order to explain my life transfiguring fiasco properly, be the voluble contextualist. Please allow me this luxury. After all, I’m merely obeying your advice to take what time I need to explain myself.


    


    T: I’m sorry, please continue.


    


    G: Actually, you’re right. I’m being discursive. I’ll move ahead. After surveying the problem of student misconduct at many schools and considering various remedial notions and potions, I cobbled together some central principles and strategies for dealing with disruption on campus. I published them in a health journal and then something happened that completely took me by surprise. I was invited to be a keynote speaker at a national conference, to address the problem of student misconduct. When I asked my hosts at the conference why they had selected me for this distinction, they told me that research and articles on the subject of college student misconduct were almost nonexistent and mine had been, in their view, truly trailblazing. I was flabbergasted by this news since I had not done a thorough review of the literature before I launched into writing my initial article.


    Well, from that time forward I have been on the lecture circuit. I subsequently wrote a few fairly good books, received rather wide recognition as an authoritative and articulate speaker on the subject of student conduct issues, and have by now lectured at over 100 colleges in this country and Canada. It was the last college, my 112th, to be exact, that proved to be my downfall.


    


    T: What happened, if I may ask?


    


    K: Good timing. You certainly may ask and I, fortunately, possess the compulsion to tell you. The college is located in a suburban community in the Midwest. It has a deservedly good reputation based upon the excellent credentials and scholarly accomplishments of its faculty. After receiving a rather flattering introduction given by the provost, I sauntered up to the podium, adjusted the mike, spread out my notes and began my spiel.


    I usually jump-start myself rather well by simply telling a short, inane joke or two because the joke telling works especially well as a serviceable net with which to catch and constrain some of the fluttering butterflies in my stomach. The audience ordinarily politely laughs, I wryly smile, and a good receptive mood is induced. On this occasion the audience seemed especially relaxed and attentive. Their collective approachability emboldened me and I was able to speak with genuine self-assurance and ease. My unselfconsciousness swept me along and I remember having a blithe feeling, an audacious presentiment if you will, that this lecture would receive high accolades from this audience of illustrious scholars.


    


    T: But it never reached that pinnacle?


    


    K: No, it did not. Just as I reached a point in the lecture where I needed to pause for reflection, a member of the audience let out a fart. I say, “let out.” Perhaps I am not being accurate. Perhaps, instead, the fart, having been cruelly enslaved within the deeper recesses of the fart-maker’s intestines for who knows how long, manumitted itself without proper authorization to do so. I don’t know. In any event, I must say this particular flatus was no ordinary fart. Dr. Taub, please accept my apologies for this lapse into the scatological but I must describe this fart in some detail or what follows may not make great sense. The fart was many things: majestic, stentorian, bugle-military, effusive, protracted, preposterous, preternatural, buoyant, joyful, theatrical, and perhaps most importantly, it was very witty.


    


    T: Witty?


    


    G: Yes, witty. Why else would it have titillated the audience so much? Of course at first the audience was stunned into silence, awash with embarrassment and chagrin. But the silence was soon followed by a few innocent giggles, which quickly roiled and undulated into large waves of loud guffaws. Before I could say or do anything, practically the entire audience of these august savants was in an uproar, slapping their knees, pulling faces, and generally acting like a bunch of adolescents high on psychedelics. For more than a minute I stood there nonplussed, my mind suffused with flashing images and piercing impulses. I remember thinking I might score well with an old joke apropos of the fartfest taking place before me but¸ unlike the fart itself, it wouldn’t come out. Then I thought I’d simply resume my talk and act as if nothing odd or special had happened.


    But how could I resume a normal lecture under such circumstances? The fart had become the elephant in the room and I was no Clyde Beatty, a wild animal trainer extraordinaire who, with chair and whip at the ready, could tame the rampaging pachyderm. I found myself shriveling before my audience, aching with shame and humiliation, and wanting to flee at once to some unknown but distant refuge. Never before had I felt quite so trapped, so crushed, and so filled with ungovernable rage. My emotions were a blinding blizzard that froze me into a state of irreducible mental oblivion. Then, without at all realizing what I was doing, I stepped to the side of the podium, took a few more strides along the proscenium toward the audience and, finally halting at the edge of the forestage, stood there glaring at them for perhaps 10 seconds. It was then that I carried out my fateful act. I reached down, grabbed the zipper of my pants, pulled it down, reached into my underpants, groped my groin, and yanked out my penis for all to see.


    I stood there in place, I’m now ashamed to say, without a trace of embarrassment or self-consciousness, as if I were proud of my phallocentric tour de force. Needless to say, the audience was immediately thunderstruck into a collective silence, aghast over this obscene spectacle. Within a matter of just a few seconds, however, a few of the women in the audience let out bloodcurdling screams and some of the men thrust their clenched fists into the air and made menacing gestures that reminded me of the lynching mob that strung up Dana Andrews in The Ox-Bow Incident. Without any question, this group of normally staid instructors was really wrought-up and hankering for revenge. Of what kind I preferred not to imagine.


    Well, I guess the thought of an outbreak of mayhem also occurred to the provost because he darted over to me, grabbed me by the arm, and pulled me from the stage while rasping into my ear, “Zip it up. Goddamn it, zip it up, you fucking wacko. What the hell has gotten into you? They were only giggling over a fart, not execrating your ancestry.”


    I was taken to the office of campus security where a fairly benign interrogation took place. The chief of security and the provost mulled over two unpalatable (to me) courses of action: to have me prosecuted and jailed for public exposure or arrange for mandatory psychiatric hospitalization based upon the criterion that I was a danger to myself (and possibly to others). By expressing the utmost contrition for my actions and promising to get to the root of my “problem” and cure it through psychotherapy, I was somehow able to convince them simply to let me go home on my own, providing, of course, that I never set foot on their campus again.


    By the time I returned to my college the news of my debacle had made its way along the inter-collegiate grapevine to the extent that my career as a lecturer on, of all things, student misconduct and incivility, suffered a quick and certain quietus. Fortunately, my own college thought I posed no particular danger to its students, so they kept me on, although I know I have been watched pretty closely for any signs of demented malfeasance that might yet be in my mental repertoire.


    Well, Dr. Taub, there it is. I have, after enjoying a splendid career as a nationally recognized lecturer, torpedoed my life’s work, exposed myself to calumny and ridicule wherever I go, at least in academic circles, and shredded my self-respect beyond recognition and repair— all in a moment of fitful exhibitionism. Tell me, can you help me? Is there anything you can do to make things better? Or perhaps a better question might be: is there anything you might do that could make things worse?


    


    T: I seriously doubt the latter possibility. I’d like to be given the opportunity to help you. I think you might find it very beneficial for the two of us to closely examine and understand the many complicated causes, rooted in both your past as well as your current life, that brought on that moment of “fitful exhibitionism,” as you call it. If we can do that on a regular basis and in a gradual, systematic way, in time you may find you will reach the point of being more self-forgiving and self-respecting. For now, our time is about up. I will see you on Thursday at two o’clock. Take care, Dr. Kittleman.


    


    T: You, too, Dr. Taub.

  


  
    Professor Kittleman’s Diary 5/8/06


    


    The session went very well, I thought. Of course I would think it went well; I’m a fitful, narcissistic exhibitionist and I did the lion’s share of talking. Arnold Taub, Ph.D., appears to be a man of about 60 years of age. He struck the appropriate balance of reserve and warmth throughout the session and deserves my appreciation for his evenly hovering attentiveness, as Freud might put it. The fact that he was neither shocked nor discombobulated by my scandalous tale was a gauge, in my view, of his emotional maturity and extensive professional experience. I particularly liked his eyes; they seemed at once sad, contemplative, empathic, and yet wry. He is plainspoken, and chooses his soft words in a careful, unstilted, and purposeful manner— in my estimation this manner constitutes an essential quality in a therapist’s professional armamentarium. I hope the psoriasis on his left hand is not a psychosomatic condition. I’d like to think, however unrealistically, that he is a paragon of emotional health. The ring on that psoriatic hand seems to emblematize heterosexual marriage, but one can never take such things for granted. Frankly, I don’t much care about his sexual orientation one way or the other as long as he, gay or straight, keeps his erotic urges in check. The office is conventionally and tastefully furnished and boasts a few African woodcarvings that, due to their vivid grotesquerie, at times distracted me during our session. I suppose these carvings are some of the procurements of Dr. Taub’s worldwide travels. There is an analytic couch in the room, but I prefer that the therapy be conducted face-to-face and am pleased that Dr. Taub does too. Diary, I find it interesting that my largely favorable impressions of him notwithstanding, my homicidal feelings toward this man underwent a discernible upsurge during and since our first session.

  


  
    Dr. Taub’s Anamnesis 5/8/06


    


    The patient, Professor Sheldon Kittleman, teaches psychology at a local college. According to the data he enclosed in his letter to me prior to our first session, he is a widower, age 62, who has taught college for about 30 years. As he gained prominence in the field of student disciplinary issues he began to publish books and articles on this subject that enabled him to gain national prominence as a public speaker. Until recently, he had been lecturing on a regular basis at colleges and universities throughout the country. On what he aptly calls a “fateful” day, he publicly exposed his genitals to a faculty audience after they had uproariously laughed over a very audible fart that had been emitted by one of the attendees. His act of public exposure has virtually ended his career as an on-the-circuit lecturer but, fortunately, did not cause his dismissal from his own college. He is, as one might expect, still reverberating from the shattering effects of this extremely painful experience by manifesting a fairly severe depression.


    Professor Kittleman, again according to his written account, is an only child. His parents emigrated from Galicia, Poland, in the early part of the past century. His father was a dry cleaner and his mother a homemaker. Evidently, the Kittleman family led a hardscrabble life in Newark, New Jersey, along with most of the other families in their working-class neighborhood. His father died in a nursing home about 10 years ago at the age of 95. His mother died about 35 years ago from congestive heart failure.


    Professor Kittleman’s wife, Ethel, died approximately eight years ago when she was struck by a car as she was jaywalking across a busy thoroughfare near their home. The driver of the vehicle was a neighbor of the Kittlemans, a Mr. Arthur Semmel. The Semmels and the Kittlemans had known each other for many years and were such fast friends that they even went on vacations together each summer. Many of their get-togethers afterward were devoted to reminiscing about these glorious vacations spent in such far-flung places as Yellowstone, Grand Canyon, Key West, Aruba, and Quebec. When Mr. Semmel learned that Ethel Kittleman had died in the hospital soon after the car accident he went into virtual seclusion, encumbered his conscience with massive guilt, and lived in monastic solitude until his death about a year later. So, within a single year, Sheldon Kittleman had lost his wife and his best friend. Now and then he and Semmel’s wife, Valerie, talk on the phone but their conversations, according to the patient’s written account, are marked by a frosty sterility that smacks of mutual mourning, distrust, and a welter of hidden resentments— all of this amounting to a kind of truceless and inviolable pact of recognition that each blames, and always will blame, the other’s spouse for the tragically premature death of his own spouse. The patient disclosed in his letter that he and his wife had never had children; there was no word of explanation or elaboration attached to this fact.


    The patient stated matter-of-factly that he is in excellent physical health.


    Initial diagnostic impression: The patient is suffering from a moderate to severe depression based upon the recent upheaval in his professional career that has suddenly deprived him of a rich source of accomplishment, fulfillment, public recognition and, more problematically, his self-respect and self-esteem. It is probable that this wrenching personal loss has revivified his most intense feelings of grief over the sudden and decidedly premature death of his wife, with whom, he convincingly states, he enjoyed many years of love and close companionship. Based on the patient’s outlandish act of exhibitionism, I would conjecture that his is a narcissistic personality with the rather classic traits that accompany this personality type: self-inflation (just how grandiose remains to be seen), devaluation of others, and, inter alia, an overweening sense of self-entitlement.


    The patient indicates that he wishes to be seen on a weekly basis and I have consented to this arrangement with the proviso that we periodically evaluate the advisability of weekly sessions. Although he has never before been in psychotherapy, he seems particularly amenable to receiving psychoanalytically oriented treatment (he mentioned in his letter that this was a modality he favored and was one of the reasons he chose me, through a friend’s referral, as his therapist) and gives early indication that he will make productive use of our sessions. I have tabled the subject of psychotropic medications for the time being in order to test the patient’s capacity for using interpretations, support, an empathic holding environment, and insight to cope with his depression. Besides, he also told me in his letter that he had chosen to see a psychologist rather than a psychiatrist because he is averse to dealing with his problems by taking meds and was fearful that a psychiatrist might be an all-too-eager pill dispenser.

  


  
    Second Session 5/11/06


    


    T: Where would you like to begin?


    


    K: I don’t know. Do you have any suggestions?


    


    T: Normally, I would leave that up to you, but perhaps it might help if you could tell me your thoughts about the incident that precipitated your need to seek therapy. Was this incident entirely unprecedented or have you ever experienced anything like it before?


    


    K: That’s a good, evocative question. I’ll let my thoughts drift for a moment and then tell you where they have taken me. (A pause of about 30 seconds.) Okay. I’m perhaps taking your question too literally, but I’ll start by telling you two other experiences in my life when my penis got me into serious trouble. Perhaps they’re related to the recent one, perhaps not.


    The first took place when I was about 15 years old and attending junior high school. I was taking first-year Spanish with Mrs. Martinez, a short, round, matronly woman who kept her students in tow by excitedly yelling at them every few minutes. When she spoke calmly and quietly, her Spanish accent sounded deliciously musical and captivating. However, her repeated outbursts of ugly temper caused her to berate her turned-off students with pejorative slurs that were meant to and did cause emotional wounds. Words like “stupid,” “illiterate,” and “lazy” were a regular and indispensable part of her vocabulary.


    My test grades in Spanish were consistently mediocre but I was definitely on my way to passing the course when I was waylaid by a breast. I should emphasize that this was no ordinary breast. The breast belonged to Benicia Nelson, the black voluptuary who sat in the seat one row in front of me. Each day, from one to two o’clock, I clandestinely eyeballed and thirsted over the lovely curves of her coal-black body. Benicia, in her tight white blouse and even tighter blue skirt, was bursting with nubility and I, who had never even kissed a girl (except once, when a bottle happened to spin my way at a Halloween party), had ecstatic visions of ravaging her beautiful black body in the most extraordinary venues: the Tarzan tree house (the one I saw in the movies), an airplane cockpit, the home team dugout at Yankee Stadium, the cloakroom at the rear of our classroom (to save time), my parents’ bed, the couch of my old rabbi’s office— well, you get the idea, Dr. Taub, anywhere my lewd imagination would take me…and Benicia. The more perverse and desecrating the reverie, the merrier the imagined sex.


    Well, one day Benicia overtempted my prurience for her. While Mrs. Martinez had become preoccupied with some work at her desk, Benicia turned to her friend in the next seat and began a funny, bantering conversation that was chock-full of sexual innuendo. Each would tease the other about some of the boys they knew and had played around with. In fairly blunt terms they began trading disclosures about how far they had gone, although, of course, leaving out the most sordid details. As they capered along in this way, I felt myself literally warming to the occasion. My shirt was soon wet with concupiscent sweat. My sexual urges were definitely aflame and completely ready to consume Benicia right there on her desk. My envy of the boys who had gone far with these two alluring girls was also aroused and further fueled my desire for Benicia.


    Then the fun really began. The girls began to use Spanish words they had learned in this class, but assigned to them certain sexual connotations that lifted them entirely out of context and dropped them into an erotic cauldron. For example, I can still remember Benicia saying to her friend, “If you don’t like it, girl, you can kiss my cadera.” Her friend’s riposte to the “cadera” remark was, “Well, if you don’t like it, Benicia, you can suck my Titicaca.” (Just that day Mrs. Martinez had mentioned that lake, which straddles Peru and Bolivia, and evidently its singular name had struck and adhered to the friend’s funny bone.) With every exchange of this witty repartee each girl let out a howl of laughter and congratulated the other for her cleverness.


    Benicia, however, went a step further. She periodically turned to her friend to give her a light, comradely poke on the arm. As she did, her underarm and the upper part of her left breast were exposed. I could see the breast, as it jiggled within its loose bra, almost to its areola. This was clearly too much for a sexual novitiate like myself. I had been transported, air-expressed to a voyeur’s heaven where pretty, chocolate-colored girls were regaling me with suggestive words and mammiferous enticements.


    I was now faced with a serious dilemma. I was fully and visibly tumescent and class would be over in about five minutes. I could hardly leave my seat in such an erectile state; surely, I’d become a laughingstock of the school. I would be known overnight by my schoolmates as Sheldon Boner and I’d never live it down.


    In my mind’s eye I could even see the words beneath my picture in the school yearbook: “In his first year Sheldon was almost a goner. But in his second year he rose to the challenge by becoming a boner.” Then, the worst possible thing that could happen happened. Mrs. Martin decided to use the remaining five minutes of class for an exercise in conjugating a verb. She searched the room for a student to come up to the blackboard for this exercise and her covetous eyes fell upon, of all people, me. “Sheldon, please come up to the board,” she said, plying me with a gentle voice and manner. What could I say to escape this impending calamity? Could I perhaps dissuade her by saying, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Martinez, but I have a rather large erection at the moment and am indisposed? Perhaps you could call on me tomorrow when I won’t be so aroused and projective.”


    Cornered, I knew instinctively what I had to do. I said I couldn’t conjugate the verb and therefore didn’t want to come to the front of the class. Mrs. Martinez would not take no for an answer and insisted that I obey her. I again refused and then leapt out of my chair, turned my body in the direction of the wall to my right, and bolted from the room. Later that day my mother received a phone call from the vice principal informing her that I had been suspended from Spanish and would be given a failing grade for the term. I could, if I wished, make up the lost term in high school the following year. My parents were scandalized by my uncharacteristic display of hooliganism and un-Jewish behavior but, frankly, to me the suspension was a less Draconian measure than having to stand up in front of 30 students and showcase my boner.


    


    T: So you went through an experience as an adolescent that is similar in at least one respect to your recent “fitful act of exhibitionism.”


    


    K: How so, Dr. Taub?


    


    T: You felt trapped. You were overwhelmed by circumstantial pressures to perform in a socially acceptable but constricted manner, but the fart and the erection allowed you no viable recourse, no escape. You then felt compelled to mutiny, so to speak.


    


    K: Yes, I suspect you are quite right. There are many times when I feel that I am caught in a maelstrom of entrapments. My life, especially since I lost my wife, who was both a helpmate and a mooring anchor, has been lived within a Sartreian labyrinth that communicates with no exit. Within the labyrinth I try, of course, to seek meaning, truth, and justice, but only with partial success, I’m afraid.


    


    T: Would you care to tell me any more about the outcome of your lost term in that Spanish class? Did it cause you any particular hardship?


    


    K: Funny you should ask. I enrolled in high school Spanish in my second term. My teacher, Ms. Solis, was a bright, flamboyant and tongue-lashing spitfire. She, like her predecessor, lost no opportunity to assail the slower students with deprecations that must have caused a few of them gnawing self-doubts that took years of therapy to overcome. In any event, I was cowed by her and my lack of confidence resulted in, once again, substandard grades. After being targeted in a particularly blistering way by her one afternoon for my failure to complete an assignment, I went home and mulled over my choices. Should I remain in the class, languish there for the remainder of the term, and complete Spanish with a poor grade? Or, quit the class, wait until the following term and take the other Spanish teacher, who had a reputation for softer, more compassionate teaching?


    Or, bow my neck, embark on a course of serious study and see how far my innate intelligence and new academic regimen could take me? The third option seemed the most inviting since I stood to gain the most by improving my work then and there in order to reap a better grade coupled with the opportunity to complete Spanish within a single year.


    So I buckled down and, using a bit of ingenuity, I came upon a surefire method of success. Ms. Solis each day assigned the class homework that entailed a summary translation of short passages from the textbook. Most of the students, including myself, considered the assignment a pushover and handled it quite well, although I occasionally botched it badly by mistranslating, and then misconstruing, a few pivotal words. It occurred to me that I could surpass my classmates by raising the requirements of the assignment one notch higher; I would, on my own volition, fully translate— that is, word for word— the textbook passages that everyone else was only summarizing. It would take much longer and be god-awful tedious, but I knew Ms. Solis would be pleasantly surprised, if not shocked, by my sudden scholastic turnabout.


    My moment in the sun came the very next day. Ms. Solis called upon three students in succession to summarize a few paragraphs from the textbook. Then she asked me to do the same. Sheldon Boner would rise to the challenge, but this time another organ— the second most important one, according to Woody Allen— would enable me to take intellectual command. I translated every single word of a page-long paragraph. As I proceeded I noticed that the usual student rustling of papers had subsided and everyone was staring at me intently, especially the nonplussed Ms. Solis. When I had completed my translation, she simply stood there wide-eyed and speechless for all of perhaps half a minute. Then, regaining her composure, she thanked me for my good work and went on to another student, who reverted to summarizing a passage from the book.


    Each day for the next two weeks, whenever Ms. Solis called upon me to read from the textbook, I did a verbatim translation. Oddly, although my classmates could see how my virtuoso performances were placing them at an academic disadvantage in the eyes of Ms. Solis, not one of them attempted to emulate me in this respect. They somehow thought it best to stick to their summarizations. During those two weeks I felt like a different person; someone with promise and potential who could amount to something if I could only continue to apply myself as I was doing in Ms. Solis’s class. For the first time in my life I began to think of myself as bright and educable and, perhaps most importantly, it seemed that, if I played my cards right, I could be the master and arbiter of my own destiny, if that isn’t a too extravagant way of describing the feelings of a callow kid of 16.


    Well, I’m afraid, Dr. Taub, all of my spirit and momentum came to an end in a trice, ripped away from me by the ineptitude and revolting cynicism of a teacher who had a much-touted gift for languages but also, evidently, a genius for strangling the inchoate hopes and dreams of one of her students.


    


    T: To what are you referring, if I may ask?


    


    K: I’m referring to something that happened in the third week of my zesty feats of translation. As I was strolling along the school corridors between classes a close friend of mine called out to me: “Hey, Sheldon, I want to ask you something. You’re taking Ms. Solis for Spanish, aren’t you?” I told him I was and asked why he wanted to know. “Well, she buttonholed me in the hallway a couple of days ago. You know, I took her for Spanish last term and was one of the better students in her class.”


    “Yeah, but what’s that got to do with me?,” I wanted to know. He smiled and said, “I’ll tell you what it has to do with you. Right out of the blue she asks me if I am doing your homework for you. She said something about a big and sudden improvement in your translations. She thought, since I had been one of her good students last term and, knowing we were good friends from seeing us together a lot at school, that I was perhaps coaching or even cheating for you. If I’m not mistaken, there was a threatening tone to her comments.” “What did you tell her?” “I told her the truth, Sheldon, that I didn’t know anything about your translations.”


    “Did she seem to believe you, Larry?” “To tell you the truth, Sheldon, I don’t think she did. Well, maybe she doesn’t necessarily think I’m your partner in crime, but I think, judging by that dubious expression on her face, she believes someone is carrying your ass in Spanish. You don’t have to answer this, Sheldon, but is someone doing your Spanish translations for you?” I looked at my best friend with disgust and said, “Larry, you know I haven’t been a particularly good student, but I’ve never been a dishonest student. That’s all I’ve got to say.” With that, I walked quickly away from him. We remained good friends throughout high school but his interrogative assailing my integrity and intellectual capabilities took a large bite out of my respect for him.


    


    T: Understandably so. So, how did you deal with Ms. Solis after she had betrayed you in such a vile way?


    


    K: The words “betrayal” and “vile” hit the bull’s eye of my feelings toward her then and now. I appreciate your apt use of them, Dr. Taub. Anyway, I returned to Spanish class a sullen and incorrigible student. The next time I was called upon to translate
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