
Table of Contents

Guardians at the Gate

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight


Guardians at the Gate

By Stephan Michael Loy

––––––––
[image: ]


Mid-World Arts

Indianapolis, Indiana

Copyright 2025 by Stephan Michael Loy

All rights reserved.

License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold. If you would like to share this book, consider purchasing another copy for each person you share it with. Not to put too fine a point on it (we know how things go), but if you are reading this ebook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for you by another person, please purchase a copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work and intellectual property of the author. We all gotta eat.

––––––––
[image: ]


Dedication:

For Amy, my First Reader.

Thanks also to the true heroes

of this novel,

the real-life Guardians at the Gate,

the teachers who care and 

actually, truly do what's best for kids,

despite their orders from on high.

Thanks especially to

Stout Field Elementary School

for a twenty-nine-year education

in open, unrelenting combat.

The kids really are

Smarter than the test.

Butt-covering Nonsense:

All characters within these pages are entirely fictional,

created for the purpose of illustrating the theme of this satire.

Any perceived resemblance to actual persons is entirely your imagination and has no basis in reality.

And one other thing:

Be warned that there's a scene of unexpected but critical violence buried within this story. There are a number of other things that may upset a lot of people (it would be thin satire if that weren't true) but that one scene is a doozy.

––––––––
[image: ]


Other Books

By Stephan Michael Loy

Last Days and Times

Isis Wept

Shining Star

Conqueror's Realm

Fiona Street

Redemption Song

Galactic Geographic

Bad Lands

Fiona Street: Uncivil Service

Voice of the City

Transporter

Black Door

The Yellow Road Not Taken

For up-to-date information about existing and upcoming novels, novellas, and short stories, go to smloy.net

Support Indie Authors!

––––––––
[image: ]


Guardians at the Gate

By Stephan Michael Loy

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


The sleeper awoke. According to his alarm clock, the time was 4:15 in the morning. The clock shrilled at him, a desperate, off-putting blare of bleak submission to impending doom. The sleeper, still brain-fogged if startled, lifted one arm like a flaccid tentacle and brought it down on the alarm clock with effective, if uncoordinated, force. The clock's rubber feet skittered across the end table, then the little, screeching, plastic box fell over the side. It added an arrhythmic tattoo to its racket as, suspended by its power cord, it repeatedly banged against the bedside table front.

Eddie Hope rolled onto his back and stared at the dark ceiling. He listened to the screaming alarm as a lapsed Christian might watch the Son of Man returning on clouds of heaven.

Well, he thought, this is it.

He might have lain there indefinitely if Hubie hadn't intervened. The great, old, crotchety golden retriever worked his way to a standing position from where he had slept at the side of the bed. He breathed out a protest at age, smacked his jaws, and farted.

Knowing what came, Eddie waved one hand in protest, the same hand that had attacked the alarm clock, but Hubie would have none of it. He heaved his snout onto the bed just a few inches from Eddie's face, and breathed.

Dog breath is more motivating than alarms.

"Okay, okay." Eddie groaned. He reached an arm over Hubie's head and stroked the fur on the dog's back. "You're supposed to be on my side, bud."

"Wuf," the dog muttered. He retracted his head from the sheets and trundled toward the bedroom door.

Eddie counted silently to twenty, hard to do with the alarm haranguing him. When he reached the magic number, he threw aside the covers and swung his feet to the floor. In that same movement, he also grabbed at the clock's power cord and yanked it hard. He delighted as that offender of sleep died its worthy death and thudded against the close-pile carpet.

"Okay. Okay, this is it." He hadn't had to say those words for ten weeks. He hadn't had to hear an alarm, force himself from bed, or see the house before the morning sun for ten wonderful weeks. Now, vacation was over. Summer was over. Back to the salt mines, to the grind, to the rat race.

Back to school.

He groaned as he forced his body to stand. He groaned as he shuffled naked to the bathroom. Eddie predicted a lot of groaning. Once in the bathroom, he ensured the Venetian blinds were closed so as not to horrify his neighbors across the street, then threw the light switch over the sink.

Pain. The light thrust coat hangers into his eyes, butcher knives, hot pokers, and swords into his defenseless, pampered, vacation-soothed eyes. "Jesus!" he yelled, and squinted.

He hung over the sink, bracing his palms against the wall on either side of the medicine cabinet mirror. "I can do this," he said. "I've done this for eighteen years, I can do it today." He waited for his sight to adjust, waited for the glaring reflection of his face to dull to its usual middle-brown tone, waited for the pained expression bordered by his scraggly beard and salt-and-pepper hair to lessen with the contraction of his pupils. The barely visible browns of his eyes were shielded by mostly closed lids. The thick, offended grimace of his lips softened over his gritted teeth.

"You're a slob," he murmured, but took note of the fresh, short cut of his hair. He had gotten that haircut the day before, having resigned himself to his sentence. "You're a slob, and you have big ears."

Shower, he decided. He was starting to function, beginning to find some modicum of command over his body. He'd make it; the flesh will remember. He shuffled the few steps from the sink, past the toilet, and opened the glass door to his shower. He pulled out and rotated the single dial beneath the showerhead and caught the spray of cold water on his forearm.

Well, maybe shower in a minute.

Eddie retreated to the scale behind the sink, right in front of the blinded window. Damn. One-ninety. He wasn't tall enough for one-ninety. Not only was he indentured to servitude, he had to go on a diet.

But that would come later. For the next few days it would be comfort food all along.

He showered. He brushed his teeth. He rummaged in the ceramic mug on the counter for his Harry's multi-blade shaver. Then he filled the sink with hot water, lathered up his face, and went at his outmoded, out-of-time summer persona as a one-eyed, one-armed bomb squad technician might go after Theodore Kaczynski.

"There," he told himself when the purge was complete, "Mister Respectable. Well, Mister Respectable naked, anyway."

He left the bathroom, feeling the pressure of air on his jaw for the first time in weeks. He marched (marched now, not shuffled) across the dark bedroom, past the clock on the floor, the disheveled bed, and the long, low dresser. He marched to the window, closed the blinds, pulled the drapes, then turned on the light at one of his two end tables, and dressed.

For that day, the first day, he pulled on black khaki pants, black socks, dress shoes, and the mandatory blue golf shirt sporting the embroidered logo over the left breast pocket. "Harry Tester Elementary School," the logo proclaimed. "Excel in Excellence!"

Right, Eddie thought. Was his the only school on Earth named for an accountant?

Eddie was forty years old and lived alone. Well, he didn't live alone; he lived with Hubie. Eddie was forty years old and lived with his crotchety golden retriever in a small two-story house two miles from his place of employment. As he skipped (skipped!) down the stairs, leaving behind the two bedrooms and one-and-a-half bathrooms, he thought himself lucky. He was forty years old, owned his own home, a home larger than he needed if not a palatial landmark, he had Hubie, and he was two freaking miles from work. What could be better?

Maybe if the sun were up.

Hubie waited in the kitchen, sitting at his food bowl with his eyes gazing forlornly over his shoulder at the master and provider of kibbles. The bowl stood empty.

"You're such a drama queen," Eddie complained, but he rubbed the dog's head and served him up some Purina Pro Plan for Old Fogie Dogs nonetheless.

Afterward, Eddie prepped his lunch, then arranged his thermos and incidentals inside a blue, nylon-shelled lunch bag. He filled a National Public Radio Morning Edition travel mug with a concoction of apple juice and Diet Coke, and an NPR Wait Wait Don't Tell Me water bottle with water. 

Eddie didn't give a crap about public broadcasting, but he was a great fan of Goodwill stores.

He positioned his lunch gear on the kitchen counter and walked past Hubie, through the cozy dinette, and into the almost empty family room to gather up his computer.

The computer was an Apple MacBook Pro connected to a Western Digital external hard drive, a Canon inkjet printer, and an AT&T modem by way of a Belkin wireless router. The jumble of technology crowded a collapsible worktable covered in at least three layers of contact paper, the top layer starting to peel as the others had done. The table, along with the sumptuous leather desk chair, was the only piece of furniture in the room. A hoard of books lay piled along one wall below the room's expansive window. A huge sheet of paper hung on the wide wall opposite that window, a cardboard box standing before the sheet of paper and supporting a smaller cardboard box full of pastel chalks. The paper was marked with a disturbing straight-on portrait of a very white woman with tired blue eyes and socially incorrect red lips. The rest of the room was a yawning field of cheap carpet in need of cleaning.

Eddie ignored the books, chalk, and unnerving portrait. He pulled cables out of his computer, closed its lid, and heaved machine and ancillary parts into a deep backpack. When finished, the backpack felt as though it weighed thirty pounds. He sat it at the end of the kitchen counter, right beside his lunch.

Eddie felt almost himself. Almost. He moved into the dark living room and dropped into his Lazy-Z-Boy recliner. The TV remote lay on the armrest. Without thinking, he took up the remote, pointed it in the direction of his fifty-inch set, and clicked the power button.

"–and Iran continues to deny access to this latest nuclear facility," the breathtakingly gorgeous brunette anchorwoman intoned from the monitor. Damn! The local news wasn't on just yet. Eddie looked at his watch, or tried to. He found no watch on his wrist. While the achingly high-definition goddess launched into a weather forecast that featured her more than the weather, Eddie got up, returned to the kitchen, and began a systematic search for the watch he hadn't worn in God knew how long.

He finally found it behind the modem where it had lain plugged into its charger for ... longer than Eddie could remember. Seven minutes to five, he noted, and slipped the watch onto his wrist. 

Okay, what else?

Oh! He beelined into the dinette. Atop the cozy round table stood a napkin holder filled with paper napkins and old mail. He fished through the mail, found the envelope he wanted, and dumped its contents onto the table.

A letter headed MSD Lewis Township, Indianapolis, Indiana. He glanced over it, over the agenda on which he had circled the arrival time and room. From the scatter of documents, he picked out the plastic picture I.D. badge. The words "Mr. Hope" and "Staff" glared at him like accusations. The badge hung from a lanyard. He slipped the nylon loop over his head and about the base of his neck, then stuffed the agenda in the back pocket of his pants.

"Okay, okay, that's it," Eddie said.

He returned to the living room and watched some more of the sex-obsessed news. Why did the news exclusively employ underwear models as anchorpeople? Did intelligence, social responsibility, and journalistic ethics naturally come in packages you wanted to sleep with? Probably not. Some other logic must be at work.

He didn't bother to turn on a light. He didn't need illumination, he just needed time to pass.

Hubie ambled into the room and dropped his head onto Eddie's lap.

"Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. I won't be here an hour from now. You think you'll be okay later, or should I let you into the yard for the day?"

Hubie responded with no response, just the sorrowful, put upon gaze of a golden retriever with a colon at capacity.

"Okay, buddy, but can you wait a few minutes? I'd like to see the weather."

Hubie sighed, a character in a Russian novel.

Five minutes later, the thoroughly bridled sex of the CBS News graveyard shift gave way to the happy, bouncy tag team of the local morning news. There had been two overnight fires, a robbery, a police shooting, four random murders, but first, a word from the meteorologist and his oversized, super-powered radar.

"Absolutely, there's weather out there," the jocular infotainer said while laughing. He could actually speak while laughing. "You'd be surprised what changes can occur from one day to the next. Whew! Yesterday was a warm, humid, sunny September day, the last day of summer vacation for many of the kids out there. What do you think it'll be like at the school bus stop today? We'll take a look in just a sec."

And break to commercial.

Eddie rolled his eyes. Of course they'd draw it out. The weather was the only reason most people watched the news. That and the sex. But the sex was most prevalent on the network shows.

He clicked the remote, killing the screen. "How about it, bud?" he said to Hubie. "How about that walk?"

It wasn't a long walk. Rain filtered down in a snitty aerosol, as if complaining it had to get up so early. The close urban neighborhood in which Eddie lived stank of earthworms, oil leaks, and lawn care runoff. Hubie was all business, none of his customary nose investigations along the edge of the sidewalk. He led Eddie straight to Mrs. Guetter's yard three doors down and took a dump in her shriveled peonies. Eddie didn't mind Hubie's preference for that yard. Mrs. Guetter was retired, a Republican, and complained to no end about paying her taxes. Since Eddie's salary came from taxes, he took a dim view of such grievances.

It was time. War flashed on the metaphorical horizon. Eddie took his dog back home. He let Hubie into the fenced back yard where the retriever went straight to his dog house and pushed to the back of it out of the rain. Eddie, his raincoat pebbled with droplets of mist, filled Hubie's water bowl from the garden hose, then reached into the cave of a house to pet the animal's dampened head.

"You take care," he said. "I'll try to get home by four or so."

With that, Eddie returned to the house. He gathered up his computer bag, his lunch bag and his two drink containers and trundled out to the connected garage. He lifted the tailgate of his Prius, dumped in his cargo, then got behind the wheel and clicked on the radio. He tapped the button of his garage door opener and listened to the radio while the door rattled upward.

"...but the president's new education initiative is intended to enhance No Child Abandoned rather than replace it," the nameless news reader said. "The president continues to emphasize his concern that American schools are failing us – his position, mind you – and that American students still lag in standardized test scores..."

Unbidden, a voice burst into Eddie's thoughts. It was Noam Chomsky to the Commonwealth Club of California: "...if what you're trained for from childhood is to pass the next test, it destroys your thinking. There's a name for that; it's called No Child Left Behind."

Eddie nodded to the voice in his head. No Child Left Behind, despite its laudable title, had been the bugaboo of sound educational practice in the 1990s. Its successor, No Child Abandoned, struggled hard to destroy public education altogether. Yessir, no child abandoned. We'll just hunker down with that child right here in nuclear ground zero and tell them everything will be just fine. He put the Prius into reverse, then backed out of the garage and into the petulant rain.
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Chapter Two
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Cars jammed the streets around campus. This was the annual teacher convocation hellapalooza, the First Contact scenario between politicos and instructors, the ultimate, overblown rah-rah session for the education professional, where all questions were deflected, all concerns blunted, and all dissent squashed. 

Three thousand teachers and administrative staff converged on Lewis Township's high school like a colony of ants converging on sugar. The feeder streets, ordinarily city main drags that ran like efficient if stressed clockwork, were gummed up to a standstill. Township Security worked with the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police to direct traffic into the school's massive parking lots, sorting out the mob enough to pack it into the main (boys) gym, the bleachers out and the floor stuffed with ranks of folding chairs. The mass of people threatened to compress from its thousands of milling individuals into some horrid theretofore unknown solid substance, a kind of edutonium, or teachite.

It can be said, Eddie thought as he shuffled along the overcrowded bleachers to find his assigned seating section, that too many educators in one place is a dangerous overload of hyperactive neurons. As teachers rub shoulders and speak the ritual greetings of "Summer was too short!" and "I'm excited to be back!" that strange, aforementioned compression-based solid substance distorts the world until the surreal becomes concrete and academia becomes reality. Common sense locks up, then succumbs to atrophy as ideals, exemplars, standards, and modalities are unwisely touted as the true state of the world. For that reason, Eddie hoped against hope that there'd be a good showing of janitors in attendance.

But you couldn't tell janitors from librarians in that mess. They would wear the color of the school that employed them.

The gym seethed in a rainbow of colors from the sunny yellow of the preschool center to the subdued brown of the alternative (read: minimum security prison) school, to the pink of the upscale middle school and the blood red of the inner city one. The gifted school even wore blazers. "Eddie! Hey, Eddie!" he heard from his left and spied the roiling bank of blue golf shirts that constituted his section. 

One particular blue shirt waved both arms and jumped up and down, a distraction considering its decidedly voluptuous owner. Her name, if he recalled, was Marcia Blessing, a pretty girl in an All-American way, a brunette, scrubbed-clean, Christian-indoctrinated, straight-toothed and corn-fed beauty seventeen years his junior. Eddie waved back, his manner more subdued to keep from slapping his comrades struggling in the press.

Eddie wanted as much to avoid Marcia as she seemed to want him near her, but he'd waved already so what could he do? Anyway, to get to Marcia's bouncing shirt, Eddie first had to excuse himself past twenty or so of his fellow Harry Testers. Some greeted him happily, some were auto-polite, and some ignored him altogether. But Marcia Blessing, when he finally drew up beside her, met him with bright, avaricious eyes, a giddy smile lighting her round face, and bubbling effervescence.

"Eddie, so nice to see you!" She shouted to be heard above the roar of 3000 conversations, but her shouts were those of a cheerleader on the sideline, or a rabid fan. They also came with much bouncing and wriggling as if she anticipated a great adventure. In Disneyworld. "I missed you all summer and wondered what you were up to."

"I wasn't up to much," Eddie confessed, "just sat around with Hubie, grew a beard, and refused to shower."

"Hubie? Who's Hubie?"

"That would be the dog."

"Oh," she said, blanking out, then making a valiant return to enthusiasm. "Sure, I remember Hubie. You told me about him, didn't you? He's that Irish setter, right?"

"Golden retriever, actually."

"Big ol'puppy, right? You take him to the park and toss around the Frisbee?"

Eddie hadn't tossed a Frisbee in decades. If he did, Hubie would just watch it fly, like an old man watching from the rocker on his porch as kids shot hoops down the street. Nor could Eddie describe his geriatric campaigner in terms that used the word "puppy." But this was Marcia Blessing, an overflowing pot of warmth and perkiness, so he didn't want to embarrass her. "Sure," he said, "that's the one."

"Look! I saved you a seat. Nothing too good for my favorite art teacher."

She'd staked out bleacher space using a purse and raincoat. So, how had she known she'd even see him? "Oh, that was nice of you, Marcia. I don't know what to say."

"Thank you is always a good place to start, but that's mainly a theme for kindergarten teachers, so I can understand the shortfall of experiential knowledge."

"Huh?"

"Teacher joke, Eddie. Gotta get in the groove."

"Sure, sure. I get it. Clever. Thanks. How about we sit?"

Marcia made a squeak of apology then started scooping possessions out of the space she had purportedly reserved for him. The squeak bothered Eddie more than the calculated corralling. He liked Marcia, sure, as long as he knew his escape routes, but her enthusiasm... She thoroughly encapsulated Second Grade Teacher.

"Mr. Hope," a throaty alto called, and Eddie turned to find the gym teacher sidling over to the seat behind him. She was a still-athletic former college basketball player in black, airy slacks below her obligatory blue golf shirt. She wore thinly rectangular sunglasses. Indoors. Her wide mouth smirked at him. So did the mischievous gray eyes peeking over the glasses. The teasing eyes gave her the sense of a relaxed, confident predator, a lioness among ewes, the effect emphasized by blonde hair mannishly short, Marine drill sergeant short. Still, she carried it off.

"Stacy! I didn't see you." The two hugged and patted backs. "Dig the haircut. Butch as a fashion statement?"

"You know me, Mr. Hope. Butch as in it's too hot for hair." As she answered, she ran a long-fingered hand along her scalp, disturbing nothing.

Marcia had stopped rummaging in seats and stood with a timorous smile. Stacy Chevalier intimidated her, Eddie knew. Marcia was possibly five-foot-two to Stacy's clear six feet, and Stacy had a dominatrix streak where Marcia filled more of the mold of a Doris Day or a young Judy Garland. Or so Eddie imagined. Marcia was attractive in a mouth-watering but Jehovah's Witness way. To be truthful, he didn't know her all that well.

"So," the gym teacher said. She inserted herself just above Eddie and Marcia. She exuded breezy, elbows on knees, girly flowered flats braced against the bench where Marcia would need to sit. Her eyes sparked past mischievous to conspiratorial, then she employed one index finger to shove her glasses higher along her nose. "What's the over-under as far as you all can figure? Are they planning to fire the lot of us, ax only a few specially selected souls, or is it more of a systematic thinning of the herd?"

"Nobody's said anything to me about firings," Marcia said with a little gasp, one Eddie thought sounded entirely sincere.

Stacy tilted her head toward the child. "Well, of course they wouldn't tell us in advance. Where's the fun in that? They want to see us break down and cry in unison, begging for the sakes of our starving children."

"Assuming we have starving children," Eddie supposed.

"Hubie, Mr. Art Teacher. What's he put down a week, twenty pounds of Gaines Burgers?"

"No one's going to be fired," Marcia insisted. "Dr. Payne gave his word."

Stacy issued a stylized "Ha-ha," artfully channeling a ten-year-old mean girl. Then, "Sure, he did. But that was before the scores came out. Did you see the scores for the 2STEP? They published them in the paper. There was a column for the 'good' schools and a column for the 'bad' schools. Guess which column we're in."

"But I read Lewis Township did well in the test scores," Marcia protested. "We were like fourth in the ten townships."

"Of course we were, but that's accounting for the richie-rich schools at the north end of the township blowing the curve, and Hitcher Marks and all their cheaters. But good ol' poor-faced Harry Tester? We're in there with the bad boys, M."

"Oh, no. How bad?"

"Our name's in red."

"Oh, darn! But we tried so hard!"

"So, who do you think is getting the ax? I mean, with the test scores and the fact that the governor hasn't dispersed so much as a dime to the schools in what, three years? Last year the township borrowed against bonds. Where do they go this year, the Mob?"

"It's premature to think anybody's getting fired," Eddie said, though he found little interest in the conversation. "We have a contract, you know."

Stacy leaned toward him as if describing a murder. "So did the auto workers at General Motors. Now they're on the streets, wondering where their pensions went. But don't worry, bro. I figure us special teachers are safe. The regulars need their art, P.E., and music classes so they can get a break from their kids."

"Stacy!" Marcia gasped. Marcia was good at gasping.

"Marcia!" Stacy mocked. "So, what do you say, Mr. Hope? I think they'll massacre the kindergarten teachers, then first and second grade, since those guys don't take the test. Oh! Marcia, aren't you second grade?"

"Don't let her bother you," Eddie suggested, catching Marcia's wrinkling brow. "She's one of those jock bullies who used to give swirlies and knock books out of nerds' hands."

"I'll have you know I'm a lady," Stacy huffed. "I'd deport myself well in a dress and heels, if I owned a dress and heels."

"Can we sit?" Eddie asked.

"Nobody's stopping you," Stacy said airily. "Settle your old bones, teacher-boy."

Eddie directed a meaningful look toward her feet, still braced on the space Marcia had saved. One doesn't make demands of a lioness; one quietly beseeches.

"Speaking of special area teachers," Stacy went on as if Eddie hadn't hinted, "anybody seen Mrs. Warren?"

"I saw her earlier," Marcia said. "She was with some other music teachers, I think."

"What, too good to sit with her fellow Harry Testers? I'm shocked, shocked, I say."

Eddie shrugged and raised a foot to tap Stacy's calf. "She's probably off in a corner cleaning guns with the ROTC."

"Yes, she does have a bunch of guns, I guess." Stacy removed her feet from the bench.

"You know that for sure?" Marcia asked with a breath of amazement.

"Purportedly," Stacy said. "From the horse's mouth."

"She has horses, too?"

"Oooh, Mr. Hope," Stacy whispered, covering her mouth. "I think I see your girlfriend coming."

Eddie turned in the direction of her stare. Edging along the row in front of him, a tall, thin, birdlike woman approached, shaking the hands of every Harry Tester, her eyes wide and her smile delirious. The sight of her chilled Eddie's bones.

"So good to see you," she gushed over and over. "So good to see you. Did you have a nice rest?" She looked as if she would embrace each person and never let them go, as if the honor of their presence would break her down to tears. But Eddie knew better. Sharks did not make tears.

The Evil Dr. Lacky now stood in front of Marcia, but a row forward. "Hi, Dr. Lacky, you look so beautiful!" Marcia raved and waved her arms around, almost hitting Eddie in the face.

"Marcia, so good to see you. Did you have a nice rest?"

"I sure did! I went to Branson, Missouri!"

"Hey, boss," Stacy ventured.

"Stacy, so good to see you. How about you, did you have a nice rest?"

Eddie offered an obligatory wave.

The Evil Dr. Lacky stared right into his eyes, her own eyes full of brimming tears, compassion, and imminent self-sacrifice. "So good to see you. Did you have a nice rest?"

Up until now, Eddie thought, but he didn't say it. He saw no need. She had passed on to the next person, and the next.

Stacy whispered into Eddie's ear. "Anybody notice she likes to ask questions but not listen to answers?" 

Down on the floor on a makeshift stage a skinny, bearded man stood in black pants, a white button-down shirt with a pocket protector, and black plastic-rimmed glasses. He tapped a mic and cleared his throat. "Please take a seat," he said in a monotone. "Please take a seat, we are ready to begin."

"I'm so excited about this year," Marcia said, ready to burst like a shaken can of soda. "It's my second!"

"I'm excited, too," Stacy said. "It's one more closer to retirement."

Eddie and Marcia took their seats. Stacy slouched behind them and took up conversations with the two third-grade teachers to either side of her. Lots of talk flowed through the crowd about the shortness of vacations and not wanting to sit through this god-awful torture of lies and propaganda. Why were they jammed into that gym in the first place? Were they not teachers? Supposedly smart? Barely two years earlier they'd pretended a pandemic was over. So, yes, supposedly.

Marcia draped her coat across her lap and settled unnecessarily close to Eddie. He might have edged away from her but that would have impinged on a geriatric woman with hair as blonde as lemons.

A group of twenty or so middle-aged staffers clambered onto the stage below and the school year began. Those staffers brought drums, keyboards and stringed instruments on stage and pounded out a passable if dated medley of rock and roll favorites. It was rock and had once rolled, but the favorites could only be named by the most senior and white-haired of all those present. Not a rookie teacher and with gray peppering his scalp, Eddie's most profound vision of Elvis was of a washed-up fat guy with poor taste in clothes. What must those covers of The King and the Beatles mean to a mere babe like Marcia Blessing? Were they as relevant as a baroque Schotische or a hornpipe?

And why did he sit there enduring old rock music anyway? Shouldn't he be teaching? Sure, the kids didn't arrive till the next day, but that was a technicality. Sure, the performers down below had worked for hours to pull off their set, and no one had paid them extra for it. They gifted that performance to their fellow teachers, something nice on which to start the year.

But shouldn't they be teaching?

Twenty minutes of forced fun later, the band erupted in its grand finale. Something from Grease, maybe. At least it brimmed with shamma-lamma-ding-dongs. Eddie applauded politely and even gave up a grudging standing ovation when everyone else got to their feet. After all, it was probably him. It had been him for years. Most of his associates seemed thrilled by the performance. Even the lemon-haired matron seemed flushed with excitement at a wonderful diversion.

But that diversion ended. The band retired from the stage, the audience quieted, and Dr. Robert Payne, the superintendent of Lewis Township Schools, climbed into view from stage right and waved to the adulating masses. Eddie didn't adulate. He sank into his seat. He was half way to the gym's back wall, so he figured the boss wouldn't notice him.

Payne launched into the obligatory warm-hearted greetings, introducing the school board members present, the township teacher of the year, staff who had won awards the year before, and all new teachers en masse. He told homey stories about his summer vacation – stories to which Eddie gave little attention – with a smooth transition into how hard he works for the employees of Lewis Township. Then he got to the meat of the morning.

"...and I know you work hard, too. Many of you have been in your classrooms for days, on your own time, during your vacation, getting them ready for our students tomorrow. You work hard, you employ best practices, and you sacrifice much for our students' educations. And for that, you should give yourselves a great, big hand!"

As ordered, everybody gave themselves a great, big hand.

"But, I'm sorry to say, all that sacrifice may not have been enough. I'm sure you've seen the reports in the paper..." Behind him, a huge cloth screen lit up with a projected image of a newspaper story. "Two weeks ago, the scores from last spring's standardized tests were released to the press. As you might know, Lewis Township did well in the aggregate, better than six of the ten townships in the Marion County area. We're number thirty-seven among the 110 school districts in the state of Indiana. And for that you deserve another round of applause."

Everyone agreed, and got it. But Eddie trained his eyes on one part of the screen behind his earnest superintendent. He stared at the name of his school in red, in the dubious company of two others marked with scarlet letters.

Dr. Payne put up a hand to kill the applause. "But as I said, there's news that isn't so sunny. You see, even though we're in the upper tier in the state on scores, we aren't where I think we need to be. We dropped one placing among the county districts. Four of our schools lowered their scores over the previous testing cycle by up to three percent. Three of our schools did not make adequate yearly progress. One of those schools is on academic probation. But for us here at Lewis, retreats and failures are not a cause for blame, but an opportunity to excel. After long consultation between my staff, the principals, and the community members of our township, we've reached consensus on a roadmap forward. By this time next year, we will be where we need to be. We will maintain the spirit and tradition of excellence that has come to define Lewis to the world."

More applause, this time tainted with caution.

Dr. Payne went on. He outlined an initiative to raise test scores by six percent by increasing time on task at reading and math. He announced an expanded tutoring program, a more robust language assistance program, and programs to improve reading levels in students. Charts flew by on the big screen, bar charts, pie charts, venn diagrams, numbers, statistics and research citations. Eddie thought his eyes would crack, they were so coated in glaze.

The supe lowered the expected boom, but with a light, polite, obfuscated touch. "Education is local, we all know that. Teachers are the front line in the battle to nurture the minds of our children. You are the guardians at the gate of knowledge. You know what your students need. You know what you can give them. And, let's face it, passing a particular test on a particular day is no fair assessment of what your students know. But, for better or ill, that's the metric by which we are judged. Our prestige depends on improving test scores. Our economies depend on accomplished students. This is the paradigm in which we work, and so we shall.

"But I said education is local. Accordingly, I've granted wide latitude among your principals to do what they believe is best for their kids, to institute reforms that they believe will raise student achievement. It's as if we have fifteen pilot programs going on at the same time. From the efforts at individual schools we will glean what works best above and beyond the township-wide initiatives mentioned today. We will add those newly discovered best strategies to the mix in a bottom-up, decentralized partnership of research-based overall improvement. We will taste success in Lewis Township, and you will be the cooks!"

The audience knew enough to applaud. It even knew to stand as it did so. But Eddie felt no joy in the pantomime; he felt something more akin to fatalism. What did Payne mean by "wide latitude"? Schools had grown increasingly desperate to raise test scores year upon year. Very smart people who knew nothing about education had distilled school missions down to that one touchable data point. Education was a business proposition, after all, the legislature and the governor's office insisted, and test scores were the bottom line.

But as any rookie teacher or lauded academician could say, teaching doesn't have a bottom line. It produces no product. It makes no sales. Students are not cogs that can bend to the will of imaginative engineers. They're living works of art that numbers can't reflect. Further, school is only one of many influences on those kids. Making schools solely responsible for the demonstrated learning of students is akin to making mechanics responsible for the design, manufacture, and customer care of cars. It's a formula doomed to failure.

While Eddie stood there applauding beside the also applauding, naively ecstatic Marcia and before the applauding, jaded Stacy, he recalled the more hair-brained desperate schemes his own school had embarked on in the name of raising test scores. The Evil Dr. Lacky had once determined that the best way to raise student achievement was to change the school's name from Harry Tester Elementary School to Harry Tester Academy. Because "academy" sounds smarter. She'd raised that idea at a staff meeting while the teachers all wore that year's mandatory work merch, a long-sleeved, denim, button-down shirt with "Read, Work, Create" embroidered over one breast cargo pocket and individual teacher names embroidered over the other. The meeting looked like a convention of 1960s gas station attendants.

Then there was the Success for All debacle in which she strong-armed the staff to accept a third-party reading program that guaranteed an increase in reading scores so long as teachers lived and breathed the damned thing well beyond school hours, well into weekends, deep into vacation time and intrusively into students' homes. The program promoted writing habits that bred an overuse of descriptive, redundant, copious, synonymous, ostentatious and unnecessary adjectives. Adverbs, too. It required no grades assigned below a "C," all other academics suborned into Reading, and a hefty $50,000 fee. Anyone who wrinkled their nose at the smell of that program – or its horrific price tag – was labeled against progress, against success, against Harry Tester Elementary School. If you ain't wid us, you agin us.

And it didn't work.

A year later, teachers were exhausted, children read no better than before, and test scores had not improved. Just as common and academic sense had predicted, Success for All garnered Failure for Most and the school became demoralized.

Eddie Hope applauded like everyone else. He stood and hooted and hurrahed! like everyone else. And, like most if not all of everyone else, he wondered what wild schemes hatched as he pretended to approve.

He found out later that day when he got to his waiting classroom.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


"I've decided not to renew your contract," the Evil Dr. Lacky said, her face a portrait of sorrowful regret.

Eddie stood in his bare art room, not a poster on a wall or giant plastic crayon hanging from the ceiling tiles. The eight tables arranged in two rows up the classroom were loaded with boxes of new art supplies, only a few of them opened. His universe, eight hundred square feet of linoleum flooring bordered by wood cabinets, had just imploded.

"Excuse me," he responded. "What did you just say?"

"I'm very sorry, Edward. If there were any other way... I wanted to tell you now so that you have time to make arrangements. Contract acceptance isn't for four weeks and the previous contract is in effect until then, so if you would like to take some sick time or something to find a new position..."

"You're firing me?"

"Not as crudely as that, Edward. Only in the sense that you will no longer be working here a month from now and you should begin clearing out your personal items as soon as possible. For the sake of your own mental health, you know."

She loved this, Eddie knew she did. She stood four feet away from him, her birdlike face with its sharp chin and needle-thin nose showing a thespian display of worry lines across her brow. She wanted this so much her fingers must have been interlaced to keep her from rubbing her palms together.

From the day she arrived three years earlier, she and Eddie had been locked in combat. She cared only about math and english scores. He cared only about art. She had wanted to shorten art classes to allow more time for reading and math. Eddie insisted, whether or not it was strictly true, that her plan went against state law. She wanted Eddie to give higher grades; anybody could earn at least a "B" in art. Eddie huffed that he ran a challenging program, not a make-work coffee break for the other teachers. She pushed Eddie to teach math concepts in art. Eddie pushed her to get art concepts taught in math. They had been locked in a never-ending struggle that made for hours of entertainment for Stacy Chevalier and the music teacher. Those two practiced creative insubordination, listening carefully to everything proposed by the Evil Dr. Lacky, then ignoring it all when she turned her back. Eddie was too stupid to practice that brand of subversion. He had to fight. He had to stand up for a well-rounded liberal arts education for kids. He had to keep the devil at bay.

And now the devil fired him.

"You're firing me?" he repeated, and it started seeming real. "I've taught at this school for eighteen years. I've received nothing but glowing evaluations, three of them from you. I've awards and commendations–"

"This isn't a disciplinary action. It's an administrative lateral strategy. I think I can better use the time currently allotted to art classes to more fully pursue our primary mission." Her shoulders sagged in a fit of melodrama. "Besides, the state is holding back funding, so we have to make cuts. I've cut a teacher each from kindergarten, first, and second grades. This is no comment on you as a teacher. I'll write you a fine letter of reference." She seemed about to break down, to cry, to rush across the intervening floor and hold Eddie in her comforting embrace. The bitch.

"Don't tell me this is some sort of... of administrative lateral whatever you called it. You've been looking to do this for years. You just never had an excuse."

"I'm sorry you feel that way, Edward, but there's nothing else to do. Our school is under tremendous pressure. We need to raise our test scores in language arts and math, and that means concentrating on language arts and math. It isn't a good deal, but it's the one we're stuck with. Even so, I agree with the emphasis."

Eddie ran one palm across his freshly shaved face. Why had he bothered to hack off that beard? "That isn't news, Dr. Lacky. You've been an enemy of the arts since the day you arrived. You can't understand the need for a well-rounded education."

She flinched. For a moment, she maintained the appearance of remorseful, caring mentor, then it fell away like so much baggage off an overturned cart. "Well," she snapped. "Whatever." She turned away from Eddie and walked toward the end of his double row of worktables. At the table nearest the door she shoved aside two boxes, hauled out a chair, and lowered herself delicately into it. She crossed her legs.

"You're right," she finally said. "I can say that because if you ever told a soul I'd slander you for a disgruntled ex-employee. But you're right. I mean, look around you. Most of your students are poor, the sons and daughters of drug addicts, gang members, cons and ex-cons. It's hard to have a parent-teacher conference sometimes because the parent is living in the Pendleton Penitentiary. These kids don't need art. For God's sake, they need the goods, the knowledge that'll pull them up from where they live. If you weren't so pigheaded and selfish, you'd see how right I am. You think I'm out to get you, or that I'm out to get the arts in some nebulous way. I'm not out for any of that. I'm not a comic book super villain. I just want what's best for kids."

A good speech, but Eddie had heard versions of it before. "What's best for kids is a complete education. You aren't doing these students any favors. You're teaching them to chase some answer on a test. You're teaching them how to respond to a multiple-choice bubble sheet. What you aren't doing is teaching them to think. That's what I do here. That's all I do here. The nature of art is teaching kids how to think, or rather giving them something to think about."

"Really? About how to draw a face? How to draw a landscape? What colors mix to make green? That's the level of knowledge you offer, Edward. Let's not kid ourselves that you're saving the world by broadening and heightening the level of debate."

"You're kidding yourself if you think this... this mindless pursuit of numbers will result in smarter kids. They can add, but have no good reason to. They can read and write, but all they read are prompts and all they write is exposition. They've less and less imagination the longer you and your bureaucrats have your claws in their brains. I wish I could shock you by saying this, but you've heard it all more than once, and reject it."

So, why did Eddie bother? Maybe just needful of a parting soliloquy. He turned a slow circle between the rows of tables. He wanted to make a dramatic exit, but that was hard to manage with her so near the door. And it was his room. "I despise what you stand for and I despise you," he said, and that was new, at least. The saying, not the sentiment. "Dr. Payne said this morning that we teachers are the guardians at the gate, that we know what our students need, that we protect knowledge from debasement. Well, he didn't say it and probably didn't think it, but maybe the thing we protect the children from is you, Dr. Lacky. It's you."

She didn't respond, just sat there coolly, no sign of her former affected distress. Eddie stood in the middle of his naked room, spent.

"I can't have you hauled from the premises just now," she finally said, her words clipped. "Union crap. But you have until contract acceptance day. After that, if you haven't cleared out, I'll call in security and have you thrown out." She stood, one movement, like a spring going off. "Have a good day, Edward. Remember, there's a staff meeting in twenty minutes." She smiled. "We're getting together to celebrate a new and brighter year."

She left the room with a measured step, a runway model's version of a swagger. Eddie let her go without a last rejoinder. What was the point of arguing? He'd still be just as screwed. Payne had given her "wide latitude" and she had used that latitude to squash him.

He went on with his day. Even so, he was done. He couldn't drum up the energy needed to prepare his art room for the new crop of kids. He saw no point, and couldn't focus. He spent a good portion of his first day at work sitting at his desk with his feet on the blotter, his mind caught in an infinite loop that started with Lacky entering the room in faked, sorrowful resignation and ended with her strolling out triumphant.

The boxes atop his classroom tables remained as they were, unpacked.
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Chapter Four
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Eddie arrived home in a funk that went beyond sullen into depressed. He broke Hubie out of the yard and took him for his afternoon walk, but no joy brightened their reunion, not even when Hubie took an especially prodigious dump in Mrs. Guetter's peonies. Dog watched master with surreptitious glances, the knowing look of an animal in tune with his human partner. Hubie looked as if he expected a brutal kick any minute, or he might have been wondering who had kicked his man.

After the walk and the obligatory chore of Hubie's dinner, Eddie sat for hours in his Laz-y-Boy. He barely registered the dog's intermittent whining and pawing at his master's knee. Hubie wanted to know what was wrong, but Eddie couldn't have told him. The human, thinking member of their team could not look dispassionately at the crisis. Eddie could not imagine, extrapolate from, or critique his sudden change of fortune. The Evil Dr. Lacky had flanked him, a surprise – no, a sneak attack – one that would live in infamy even if just in Eddie's brain. But no counter-action presented itself. Nothing did so. Eddie had been routed.

His doorbell rang as the shadows grew long and thick in his living room. Hubie perked up his ears and gave his human a sideways look, but Eddie ignored the summons. The doorbell rang again and Hubie thumped his tail three tentative times, a faint suggestion of action. Eddie failed to take the hint. He continued to slump in his Laz-Y-Boy, brooding on the nature and depth of brooding if not the subject that took him there.

Someone leaned on the doorbell, filling the house with a continuous nasal complaint. Hubie, snorting disgust, picked up his crotchety bones and carried them out of the darkening room. The bell continued to sound, badgering and stubborn. Finally, Eddie had to get up if only to strangle the invader on his stoop.

Stacy Chevalier grinned at him as he pulled open the door. She had shed her black slacks and uniform shirt. She wore instead a Butler University basketball jersey, a pair of baggy blue jeans, and a six-pack of beer hanging from one hand.

"I bear forgetfulness," she said, and held out the beer.

[image: image]

"YOU REMEMBER THAT GUY, the one everybody was afraid of, the one they didn't want to talk to because he was always so intense?" She took a long swig of her beer as she lay on the couch, her head propped up by huge square pillows. Hubie had climbed up with her and lay along her flank. He stared into her face with rheumy eyes.

"Sounds a bit like me when I first started teaching. People used to use you as an intermediary, like I would bite anybody who came near me."

"Yeah, that's the guy. Nobody knew what to make of you. You were the curmudgeonly 'No' guy. Mr. Hope, could you maybe do a project, like Valentines in February, or pumpkins and ghosts in October? No! How about a nice Christmas present thing so our poor, disadvantaged children can give a gift to their parents? No! That was funny. Some of the teachers practically broke out in sweats at the prospect of suggesting anything fun to that glowering sociopath of an art teacher."

"Your point being?"

"Whatever happened to that guy?"

Eddie tried to grasp the question. It was an easier one to consider than the one his mind had avoided all day. "I think he got old."

"Got soft, if you ask me." She scratched Hubie behind one ear. "See, that other guy, he was something. He was a firecracker. He had standards and he didn't suffer fools. I remember when you chased that computer geek out of your art room, that one from the IT department that wanted to take your computer away because it was unauthorized and nonregulation."

"I got that computer on a grant. It was more advanced than any computer in the school and was the only one powerful enough to do computer graphics. They wanted to remove it because it wasn't an IBM."

"And you literally ran him out of your room. Then there was that Sharpe woman, the one who threatened to take you before the school board because you gave her little boy an 'F'."

"I gave a lot of 'F's that year. Backed them up, too. Kids had to learn that art is work, that they have to do something to earn their grades."

"Uh-huh. How many 'F's did you give last year."

Eddie swirled the remains of his drink in its can. "So, call me a hypocrite. I got tired of fighting it. Everybody should get a good grade. If they don't get at least a 'B', their self-esteem will be damaged. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar."

"Your predecessor used to run thousands of Xeroxes of worksheets and coloring book pages and hand them out to the kids. That was his curriculum. I don't think he ever gave less than a 'B'."

"My predecessor was an ass. That's why I got all those harangues on Valentine bags, Christmas cards and snowflakes, and jack-o-lanterns."

"Maybe he got tired, too, Mr. Hope. Only he realized something you didn't."

The room had grown dark. Stacy stretched past her head to the end table lamp. She slapped around beneath its shade until the light snapped on.

"Such as?" Eddie asked. He didn't really care what answer she gave, but Stacy was a solvent to his locked-up mind. He wanted her to talk.

"Well, maybe he realized that he wasn't there to save the world or imbue the students with art super powers. Maybe one of his major purposes was to have a job, pay his rent, and maybe one day retire."

So, she came around to it. In standard Chevalier fashion, she reached her point in such a way that she freed the frozen works of his mind with a spark central to his chief concern.

"Yeah," Eddie muttered, "maybe he did know something."

"Don't get me wrong. I'm not saying you should camp out at the copier machine. That would be moot now, anyway. I'm saying you don't seem to know such things. You have this hair-brained mission to bring art to the masses whether they want it or not. He just wanted to get a paycheck. Maybe the happy medium lies somewhere in between." She twisted to get a good look at him. "But you have to choose a course of action, inaction, or creative insubordination."

Creative insubordination. Eddie admired Stacy. She walked the razor's edge between complacency and purpose. Like any good teacher who lasts, she knew how to follow orders when they made sense and pretend to follow orders when they did not. Eddie had never mastered that talent.

"So, whatcha gonna do?" she asked.

Eddie finished his beer and popped open another before answering. "I don't know. Maybe Hubie and I will buy some place off the path in Wyoming and disappear from the rat-infested racetrack."

"I meant about work. You know, the next month or so. You've got something like a hundred and fifty sick days piled up. You don't actually have to return to the classroom."

No, he didn't have to return. He could call in sick that very moment and no one would challenge the truth of his claim. And, in fact, he really was sick. Sick of politicking, sick of fighting, sick of lowering his
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