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Chapter 1 - The Note




My footsteps echoed as I entered the
high-ceilinged classroom. I just stood there, gazing at the old
dilapidated room. All of a sudden, I was sweating. I was so excited
about having my very own room that it took me a while to realize
how hot it was in there. It was like a steam bath. As I turned the
radiator off, I cursed the unknown janitor for leaving it on all
weekend: "That schmuck, doesn't he know we've been having a heat
wave in L.A. this past week?"

It was early February and a new semester was
about to begin. The previous semester, being low man on the totem
pole because I had transferred from another high school to South
Central High, I had to teach in five different classrooms. Trying
to teach five history classes in five different classrooms five
days a week was like trying to scale Mt. Everest in a deep-sea
diver's uniform. Impossible! And if that wasn't enough, the
teachers whose rooms I used wanted me to be their janitor: "Mr.
Sampson, would you please straighten out the desks and pick up the
papers your students left on the floor?" or "Would you please erase
the blackboard before you leave the room next time, Mr. Sampson?" I
was going out of my mind. To think, I got myself into this because
I wanted a change of atmosphere.

Finally, after what seemed like years, the
semester ended. Whatever happened in those twenty weeks was over
and done. Newness was in the air—a "new" room, a new semester, a
new bunch of students. I could now settle down to do some real
teaching.

After I opened the doors and windows to let
some fresh air in, I started to arrange the room the way I wanted
it arranged. Instead of leaving the 35 desk-chairs in five straight
rows, I moved them so they formed a horseshoe. At the mouth of the
horseshoe I placed my desk. Next, I tore down everything the
previous teacher had tacked to the wall and put up my own things:
The Declaration of Independence, The Bill of Rights, and a large
poster of the Beatles dressed as Renaissance minstrels.

I had a cardboard box—not too big, not too
small—and stapled orange construction paper around it. I was about
to print "Complaint Box" on it when I remembered how good the art
teacher was at calligraphy. I grabbed the box and flew down the
cavernous hallway.

"Hey, Tony," I said, charging into his room,
"can you print something on this box for me?"

He was sitting at a bench pounding a large
piece of red clay into some weird shape. He looked up and answered
in his gravelly voice, "Sure, man, what do you want?"

"'Complaint Box.'"

He got up and started for the sink. "That's
too common, Josh. It sounds like 'Suggestion Box.' You need
something different, something catchy. How about 'Ideas Are
Wanted,'" and he bent down to wash his hands.

"I need 'Complaint' in there somewhere."

"Why?" he asked.

"Because I have a complaint that'll set the
tone for the whole semester," and I watched the red silt accumulate
on the bottom of the white sink.

"I got it!" he said. "How about 'Ideas and
Complaints'?"

"Sounds good," I said. I thought for a
moment. "Let's add an 'or' to it. 'Ideas and/or Complaints.'"

Classes began the next day. Only one student
was in my first period. It didn't surprise me: there's always a
mix-up in enrollment during the first week of a semester. In my
four other eleventh grade U.S. History classes, all 35 seats were
taken. I told them the two things I had planned: one, that I was
going to lecture and discuss the Bill of Rights with them, and that
after two weeks I was going to give them a written test; and two,
if they had any ideas or complaints, they should feel free to drop
them into "The Box." I don't know what got into me, but I told my
second period that their coming in tardy would not affect their
grade in any way. I didn't want to treat them any differently than
my four other classes, so I told the other classes as well. I was
praying they wouldn't take advantage of my generosity, or maybe the
word was foolhardiness.

I got home early and lolled around Jody's and
my apartment in my boxer shorts. When she got home from work around
5:30, we agreed it was too hot to do any kind of cooking, so we
decided to go out to dinner.

I rolled a joint, and after we both took a
couple of hits, Jody said, "Let's get this sweat off us, Joshua,
and take a cool shower."

My shorts were off in a second. Jody stepped
out of her shoes and started unbuttoning her blouse. I helped with
the blouse and threw it on the couch. After she let her miniskirt
fall to the carpeted floor, she started taking off her panty hose.
When she finally got them off, I reached around her and unsnapped
her bra. She rounded her shoulders and let the bra fall to the
floor. I picked her up and carried her into the bedroom.

Jody and I eventually took a cool shower,
dressed and drove a couple of miles to Chuck's Steak House, a plush
restaurant on Third Street near La Cienega. While eating, I
mentioned the note I was going to read to my classes the next day.
She didn't like the idea.

"Why not?" I said. "If I personally read the
note, they'll know it's not going to be just another history
class."

"Joshua, how can you write that about
yourself?"

I finished swallowing a piece of steak.
"Don't you understand, if I don't react negatively to it, they'll
feel free to express any thoughts they want. It'll be an open
classroom to them. They won't feel suffocated."

"What's so important about that?"

"They won't be afraid of me."

"I'm warning you," she said, "they'll take
advantage of you."

"I hope they don't," I said, picking up my
steak bone and taking a bite from it.

"Don't eat like that in here."

"Don't worry about it, Jody."

"Joshua," she pleaded, "we're not at home,
we're in a nice restaurant."

"I'm paying for the steak, I can eat it any
way I want."

"People will stare at us. Please don't do it.
Please, for my sake."

"Don't worry about it," I said, and bit
another chunk of meat off the bone.

Jody said tight-lipped, "I want to eat in
privacy, Joshua. Don't do this to me."

I put the bone on the plate and looked around
the candlelit room. Not one person was staring at us. I picked up
the bone and ripped into it again. Jody grabbed her purse, slid out
from the booth and started for the door. I threw a ten-dollar bill
on the table and ran after her.

We drove home in seething silence. When we
got home, she went into the bedroom and slammed the door behind
her.

If she won't let me be me, I thought, then
screw her.

It was the first time in the two years we'd
been living together that I slept on the couch.

When I got to school the next morning, I
found there was again only one student in my first period class.
Ramona Williams was her name. She was almost as wide as she was
tall. Her skin was as black as coal and her hair very short. She
wore a gray wool skirt that was tattered at the bottom hem and a
white cotton blouse that was torn under one armpit. Since she was
the only student in class, it was useless for me to read the note
to her or lecture her on the first ten amendments to the
Constitution, instead we just talked about the Bill of Rights.

All 35 seats were filled in my second period
class. Except for a lone Chicano girl, every face was black.

After I took the roll, I pretended to look in
The Box to see if it contained any notes. I took my note out and
read it to myself.

"What's it say?" one student asked.

I went around to the front of my desk and sat
on a tall stool. "I don't know if I should read this or not," I
told the class.

"You say yesterday you gonna read every note
that be dropped in that box," a girl charged.

"But I wasn't expecting anything like this,"
I lied.

"You gonna go back on your word?"

"There's no reason to read this."

"You goin' back on your word already."

"What's it say, Mr. Sammons?" another student
asked.

I corrected him. "Sampson."

"OK, what's it say awready?"

The note had been on my mind since summer
vacation. Now that I had my own room and more confidence in myself,
I looked at the piece of paper and read my own words to the class:
"Mr. Sampson, we don't need you in this school you honky, cracker
punk. Go back where you came from, you dirty Jew."

"0ooooooooooooooo," one girl's voice shrieked
over the cacophony. "That man crazy for readin' that."

I threw the note into The Box and picked up
the history text on my desk. I waited for the class to quiet down.
There was still some commotion going on, but my voice drowned it
out when I read: "Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or
the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
Government for a redress of grievances."

 


 


 



Chapter 2 - Dreaming




I was in an especially good mood when the
final bell of the day rang. Two weeks had passed since the semester
began, and I couldn't get over how well things were going. The way
my students responded to the lectures and discussions on the Bill
of Rights made me confident that all of them had done well on the
test. There was an average of only two or three students in each
class coming in tardy. And the notes in the "Ideas and/or
Complaints" box were not the ordinary run-of-the-mill notes.

_______________

Mr. Sampson,

You would be a nice teacher but the only
thing wrong is, you are the wrong color, because the pigs are
trying to take over the black people and you is one. Would you
rather be black than a dirt white pig? White is nothing but trash
and black people is beautiful and proud but the white ain't shit
going in a pot. So why don't you pig people stop and let the black
people go there way.

From Black People

_______________

Sampson,

If your so much against the war in Vietnam
why complain to us, complain to someone else.

_______________

Mr. Sampson,

Those ten amendments are supposed to protect
all the people in this country. But you know as well as I do, they
don't protect the Black people.

Samuel Packer

2nd period

_______________

Dear Mr. Sampson,

I feel that you can't teach the class if you
don't let tardies count on our grade. I feel that if you let the
class do this they be taking advantage of you or take it for
granted knowing they won't get into trouble. I feel that you
shouldn't be this way. Don't you think so? And remember we aren't
in college! If you keep this in affect, there will be a lack of
teaching toward the pupil.

Ella Hutton

5th period

_______________

Complaint against Mr. Sampson!

You need to stop talking about the school
system because you are not trying to change it. And it don't do us
any good to riot and fight because we aren't going to change
anything either. If you feel so strong about the school system tell
the Board of Education.

_______________

Mr. Sampson,

The noise in this room is too loud. Let's
move to a bungalow where the sound don't carry so much.

A concerned student

_______________

You talk too much Sampson. Listen more, talk
is cheap.

_______________

We should talk about Sex as well as History.
We should learn more about SEX.

_______________

Dear Mr. Sampson,

I think you wear your pants too tight. And do
you believe in "Sex?" Cause somebody told me you get a nut while
looking at Girls. Is it true?

_______________

 


I was completely exhausted when I got home
from school. I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. Jody
and I were going out that evening, and I thought I'd take a nap
before she got home from her social work job. I undressed, crawled
into bed and immediately dozed off.

I have a vague recollection of hearing the
sound of a doorbell. My eyes unglued themselves for a second, but
then I fell asleep again.

"Mr. Sampson, I presume?"

"Yes. Can I help you?"

"My name is Nikolai Chichikov. I am
president of International Television."

"Come right in, Mr. Chichikov."

"I hope I am not disturbing you."

"Not at all. What can I do for you?"

"To get to the point, Mr. Sampson,
International Television has chosen you the most successful teacher
in the world for the past two weeks."

"You must be kidding me, Mr. Chichikov."

"You think I, Nikolai Ivanovich Chichikov,
would lie to you?"

"I'm sorry I offended you. But how do you
know what I've been doing at South Central these past two
weeks?"

"International Television has in its
Amsterdam studio the biggest and most accurate computer in the
world. To pick the most successful teacher, we put it through the
most—how do you say?—the most rigorous test any computer has ever
been through. The data we had to feed it was astounding. I was
hoping, of course, that a Russian would be the first recipient of
this honor. But because of that box of yours. The uh..."

"You mean the 'Ideas and/or Complaints'
box?"

"Yes, because of that box we chose you. If
you don't mind, we would like you to be our honored guest at
Carnegie Hall tonight."

After a most generous introduction by Mr.
Chichikov, the curtains part. I'm the only one on stage and the
spotlight is on me. Everyone in Carnegie Hall is giving me a
standing ovation. Through the blinding lights, I see Jody and a
stranger hugging and fondling each other in the front row.

"Thank you," I tell the audience as they
settle into their seats. "Thank you. I know I've accomplished a
miracle with those stupid-ass black kids, but there's one person
who's made it possible for me to be here tonight." Jody and the
stranger are still caressing each other as the audience sits
motionless in their seats. "And that person, whom I adore and would
do anything in the world for, is sitting in the front row. Ladies
and gentlemen, my girlfriend, Jody Seylind."

The audience bursts into a tumultuous
applause. Jody and the stranger, oblivious to everything going on,
are humping away in the orchestra pit. The audience begins to
chant, "Joshua! Joshua! Joshua!..."

"Joshua," I heard Jody's voice say. "Joshua,"
and she kissed me on the forehead. "We have to get ready for the
party tonight."

 


 


 



Chapter 3 - A Peaceful Revolution




I was disgusted of the test results.

"I lectured and discussed with each class
that damn Bill of Rights till I was blue in the face. That's ten
amendments! five periods a day! five days a week! for two solid
weeks! and half of them still got C's, D's, and F's. Eighty
students out of 160 got lower than a B. Are these the results I get
after expending all that energy? They all should have gotten A's!
All they had to do was LISTEN, LISTEN, LISTEN. I went over those
amendments so many times they could have gotten the information by
osmosis alone."

***

Samuel Packer raised his hand after I handed
the tests back to my second period class.

"Mr. Sampson," he said, "what do you think if
I teach the class tomorrow?"

Samuel Packer was a serious, intelligent
student. He did the best of all my students on the test. In the two
weeks I taught the Bill of Rights, it was he who asked more
questions than the whole class put together.

"Well, Samuel," I said, "maybe you can do
better than I can."

The next day, Samuel sat at my desk and I sat
at his. He was the teacher, I was the student. He asked the class
to quiet down, but we kept chattering away. He appealed for silence
again. I was the only one who listened to him. He stood up and came
around to the front of "his" desk. I thought he was going to blow
up at the class for being so noisy, but he just sat on the tall
stool and waited patiently for everyone to settle down.

"I'm going to read some definitions to you,"
he said, "so get out a piece of paper."

The student I was sitting next to was handing
me a piece of paper, when I heard a girl who hadn't said anything
in the two weeks I taught the Bill of Rights say, "Ain't you gonna
read the notes in The Box, Samuel?"

"No, J.B., there's only three notes in
there," he replied.

"Read 'em!" she demanded.

He took the notes out.

 


_______________

Mr. Sampson,

What's good for a girl without a
lover??????????

Lonely

_______________

There's too much bad language in the
classroom. It's all right sometimes but not all the time. So please
hold back your bad language until necessary.

A good little girl

_______________

“The very purpose of a Bill of Rights was to
withdraw certain subjects from the vicissitudes of political
controversy, to place them beyond the reach of majorities and
officials and to establish them as legal principles to be applied
by the courts. One's right to life, liberty, and property, to free
speech, a free press, freedom of worship and assembly, and other
fundamental rights may not be submitted to vote; they depend on the
outcome of no elections.”

—Robert H. Jackson, U.S. Supreme Court
Justice

_______________

 


While Samuel unsnapped his briefcase, leafed
through some papers, and brought out two sheets, I was trying to
figure out which note or notes the quiet J.B. dropped into The
Box.

"I've got ten words I'm going to define for
you," began Samuel. "They're important words, so make sure you take
down everything I tell you. The first word is Revolution.
Revolution means the overthrow of a system replacing it—"

"Wait up, Samuel!" shouted one student.

"Hey, brother," said another, "you're goin'
too fast."

As soon as the commotion died down, Samuel
read much slower: "Revolution. The overthrow of a system replacing
it with another system." After a pause, he said, "Does everyone got
that now?"

We all nodded or said, "Yeah."

"The next word is Democracy." Samuel read
very slowly, "Democracy is a form of government where the supreme
power is vested in the people and exercised by them or by their
elected officials." After repeating it again, he looked up from the
paper and said, "All that democracy means is the people, you and
me, we decide what we want."

The whole class wrote feverishly as he went
on to define Republic, Capitalism, Socialism, Communism,
Nationalism and Imperialism. He was just adding his own remark to
the word Genocide—"This is what Hitler did to the Jews, what
America is doing to the black man, and what the United States is
doing to the Vietnamese people"—when the bell rang. Everyone closed
their notebooks and started getting out of their seats.

"Sit down! Sit down!" Samuel shouted to the
anxious lot of students. "I'm not finished yet."

"We'll be late for nutrition, Samuel."

"Whatchu want, man?"

Samuel sternly said, "Sit down!" and the
class grudgingly followed his command. "I'm not going to define
this word for you since you're all in a hurry to get some food in
your stomachs. Maybe it's better if you think it over
yourselves."

"Whatchu talkin' about, man?"

"Black Power," said Samuel.

 


 


 



Chapter 4 - First Period Class


The alarm woke Jody and me at seven. I took a
quick shower, shaved and brushed my teeth. I stepped into my black
Sta-Prest Levi's and put on a blue long-sleeve shirt. Jody was
eating granola as I rushed into the kitchen. I poured a tall glass
of orange juice and gulped it down. I grabbed my briefcase, kissed
Jody good-bye and rushed out the door.

The morning air was cool as I drove
bumper-to-bumper on the Santa Monica Freeway to the Harbor Freeway,
but I could tell it was going to be another one of those warm,
smoggy days. It took me forty-five minutes to get from West
Hollywood to South Central L.A., arriving at school at 8:10. I went
to the main office to sign in and to pick up any bulletins or notes
in my box. I went to the cafeteria to get a cup of coffee and then
started across campus. First period began at 8:20. As the bell
rang, I walked into my room.

Ramona Williams was sitting at my desk ready
to teach. She was now one of fourteen students enrolled in my first
period.

"I'm gonna ax each one of ya your opinion of
three questions I got," she said in her slow, husky monotone to the
dozen of us scattered around the room. "After you all give your
opinion, I'm gonna give mine. The first question I got for you is:
What do you think of the United States goin' to the moon? Pamela,
I'm callin' on you first."

Pamela Holmes, a very shy and fidgety girl,
refused to answer. She shook her head and pleaded to Ramona with
her eyes that she didn't want to say anything. Two other students
and I were frantically waving our arms.

"Put your hands down," ordered Ramona. "I
ain't callin' on no one till Pamela gives me her opinion." With
some inflection in her voice, Ramona said, "Come on, Pamela, no
one's gonna bite you."

Pamela was stubborn; she just sat there and
shook her head.

The room was silent. Finally, Ramona said,
"Nancy, what do you think of the United States goin' to the
moon?"

An attractive girl was Nancy Vellon. She was
bright, smart and always immaculately dressed. "The United States,"
she said, "can do better things than go to the moon."

"Like what?" asked Ramona.

"Like instead of spendin' money on spaceships
and things, they can spend it on the needs of the people."

Ramona let everyone express his or her
opinion. She was even going to give the sleeping Edward Coleman a
chance.

"Edward," she grunted. "Edward."

He didn't move.

"Edward!"

He slowly lifted his head and jerked himself
upright. His eyes were half open as he swerved in his seat.

"You all right?" Ramona asked.

"Yeaah. Whaa youu waan?"

Ramona was disgusted. "Forget it, Edward. Go
back to sleep," and he put his head back on the desk. "Some
people," Ramona told the class, "they just a nuisance when they
take
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