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Part I:
 
The
 Apprentice



Born with a Grimace

When people ask me how I became a teacher, I tell them my career literally crashed into me. I was twenty-six and had been in New Mexico for barely two years, and married for less than twelve months. Everything seemed fresh to me—my beautiful wife, Lala, the pale blue southwestern sky, even the crusty enchilada casserole I served waiting tables in the evenings. After leaving a hectic advertising job in New York City, my life seemed as simple as an inmate’s wardrobe choices. Then, one day, I was visiting a friend who worked part time at a local hippie school. While we were talking, a boy tore around a corner and ran straight into my groinage. I doubled over while he hit the deck headfirst. Just as I’d always done with my younger brothers, I picked the kid up, brushed him off, and sent him on his way. I didn’t ask him how he was feeling about our collision, or if he needed to apologize to my bruised junk to create a sense of closure. We did no art therapy, aromatherapy, or Real Boys sharing out. The head of the school had been watching from her window and liked my simple, direct approach, which my friend translated later into We desperately need a goddamn man around here. Even though I was waiting tables at night, I thought being a teacher might be fun. I imagined a lot of picking up, brushing off, and sending kids off to play in the fields of the bored. Obviously, as any teacher sober or otherwise would tell you, I didn’t know shit.

And, as I learned later, if you teach in a private school, you don’t have to. Private schools don’t require a certain number of degrees or multitiered levels of certification the way the public schools do, which was perfect for an uncertified guy like me. I was assigned to be an assistant first-grade teacher in this alternative school on the southeast side of town. Classes were held in a series of ramshackle adobe buildings with low ceilings adjacent to a moldy greenhouse and a hardscrabble playground. Like any hippie school worth its patchouli, we offered circle time and a rabbit named Loveheart, and instead of saying grace, we sang about the earth being a harbor, a garden, and a holy place, which covered the mariners, horticulturists, and zealots among us. Even though the school was founded on pursuing kindness and peace, many of our students had felony-with-training-wheels behavior patterns that had barred them from attending the local public elementaries. Since this was my first teaching gig after a short career in the backbiting business some call advertising, I was eager to help these little critters learn to read and write and do the kind of simple math even the actors from Saved by the Bell could master. I imagined myself sitting next to a girl in pigtails, helping her sound out Dick and Jane books. In this hippie haven, I never saw the Janes, though, and dealt mostly with the dicks. While Carly*1 , the head teacher, was leading counting games using rods made from recycled organic materials, I was escorting Jack, a local ambulance chaser’s son, to the bathroom to flush the giant turd he’d left for his classmates to view, and then rinse out the liquid soap he had kindly poured into all our drinking cups. Other days, I would try to coax a walrus-toothed kid named Elijah Muhammad into joining our circle instead of scowling at us from his scrotum-like throne on our only beanbag chair. This little baseborn Bartleby, however, preferred to do nothing most days but construct elaborate forts in thornbushes, swear under his incisor, and pendulate exclusively on the middle swing outside.

The freakiest student we had by far was a nine-year-old girl named Ray who was born to a crack-addict mother and immediately adopted by a man whose love for elaborate drapes and exotic sea salts made it apparent that he was probably playing for the wrong team. Today we would bandy about famous names for Ray’s tangled and moist web of issues—Tourette’s, Asperger’s, Kanner’s—but back then everyone just called this oddity with the short and uneven bangs “that girl.”

At one of our first circle times that year, all the six-and seven-year-olds were gathered near the turquoise-tiled fireplace sharing their fear of fascism and wishes for renewable energy resources, but I couldn’t help watching Ray because of her smorgasbord of twitches and tics. It was as if a violent video game had been implanted into her brain and her face was the exploding screen. Her eyes were never both open at the same time, and the side of her mouth always held a small balloon of air—ready to spit, whine, or bubble in some spasmodic sound effect. Maybe the other students were accustomed to Ray and kids like her, or they had their own inner twisted shit to contend with, but they basically ignored Ray until she jumped up and ran to the outside door screaming, “Watch out for the danger! Watch out for the danger!” Shaking her fist at the small glass window, she stamped her feet and then butted her head against the wood like a ram learning to count the hard way. Carly quietly asked me to handle it. I had absolutely no training dealing with crazies other than my three brothers, their sketchy friends, and the high-maintenance (read: bitchy) customers at the hotel restaurant where I worked at night. I didn’t know what to do other than open the door and let this girl follow her batty-ass bliss. Once she caught a glimpse of daylight, Ray bolted out of there like a rabbit violated with a cattle prod. She scooted down the open stretch of dirt road in front of the school—legs and arms akimbo—like the scarecrow’s love child in The Wizard of Oz. Since I was chasing her, I guess that made me Margaret Hamilton sans broom, which, given my naturally squinty eyes and the way I wore my hair at the time, is a pretty fair comparison.

“Who’s in danger, Ray?” I asked when I caught up with her and my breath. She’d stopped at the edge of a steep arroyo, the bank thickly lined with juniper and chamisa bushes.

“The deer,” she said plainly, but pointed to the sky, then twirled around three times.

“Flying deer?”

“No, the mama and her babies.” Ray’s intonation seemed to suggest we had both been here before and I knew this family deerly. Her eyes spun around her head like she had bought them from a costume shop.

“Right,” I said, rolling my own eyes.

Then she slipped down the elastic waistband of her pants and farted. “I have gases,” she said, and shrugged.

“I can see that.” I hung my head at my pathetic life. “Smell it too.”

It became pretty clear that the bulk of my time would be spent escorting Ray, keeping her from running away to join an invisible family of elk or infringing on the other kids’ low safety thresholds by screaming strange non sequiturs in their ears. Her little outbursts caused more than one girl to wet herself and aggravated the problems with Carly’s already depleted immune system. Carly was the kind of mellow educator who prided herself on her ability to stay calm under all circumstances, and Ray’s explosions put a dent in her goals and a bloody ulcer in her gut. As for me, each day with Ray started to feel more and more like the few disturbing times I’d dropped acid in college; here I was again, half a decade later, trying desperately not to let Ray become the Cheshire cat in my Go Ask Alice in Wonderland nightmare.

Even though Ray was at least two years older than the rest, she wasn’t even close to first-grade level. She couldn’t count past three, spell words other than her name, or articulate anything clearly except for this one phrase taken from The Great Mouse Detective, a video that her father admitted she’d watched more than a hundred times. Like a comedian who bases his or her act on general annoyance (read: Jeff Foxworthy), Ray found her catchphrase funnier every time she repeated it.

“Good morning, Ray.” Carly would be on her knees, arms open wide, welcoming her student into our quiet and serene class environment.

“BYE-BYE, BASIL!” Ray would shout, doubling over in spittle-infused laughter.

“Would you like to color a petroglyph or push heirloom sand in the Zen garden?”

“BYE-BYE, BASIL!” She’d be flat on the floor by this time, gagging on her own giggles.

“Ray,” Carly would whisper through clenched teeth, “it helps people when you react to what they are saying because…” She leaned closer, hoping to make an intimate connection to her lost sheep.

“BYE-BYE, BASIL!”

Carly would turn and call, “Rob?” which was my cue to drag the little one-hit hyena outside.

I don’t know if it was Stockholm syndrome of the special ed variety, but all that time together established an oddly close relationship between my little Rain Girl and me. Even though I was completely exhausted and covered in various fluids and flakes of animal excrement by the end of the school day, we had still survived our own buddy movie, albeit a warped one. What made the situation even more like Dumb and Dumber was that shortly after I started teaching there, the hotel where I moonlighted demanded that I get my hair cut. I had prided myself on my long, rebellious Jesus mane and thought I’d done a good job slicking it back off my face with Vaseline, but the manager said I looked like I was sporting the helmet hairstyle of one of the Golden Girls. He put it plainly: I had to cut it or get another job. Pissed off, I stormed into Supercuts, closed my eyes, and had it all chopped off by a trainee who didn’t know the sharp side from the dull on a pair of clippers. When I faced my new head in the mirror, I gasped. With my short bangs and uneven sides, I looked like an older, male version of Ray. On our decompression walks, with my new asylum hairdo, I’d often be mistaken for her father or older brother by the On Golden Pond neighbors strolling along that dirt road. When a stranger initially pegs you as a relative of someone you’re not sure you even like, you feel a bit unnerved by being grouped so intimately together. If people do it all the time, you grow weary of explaining, especially given the complicated bond I shared with Ray, so I just gave in and nodded along with the gross misconceptions. I was now this crazy little girl’s bitch, plain and simple.

About a month into my work at the school, I was huddled with two other teachers, Holly and Agnes, on the playground, all three of us sneaking coffee in Dixie cups since caffeine had been outlawed by a New Age board who rolled their own tampons. We were discussing how that little fucker Loveheart was crapping all over the place and some of the slower kids were snacking on the pellets, mistaking them for raisins. Ray galloped over with her hands cupped together in front of her. We hid the shots of java behind our backs as if she cared or would have even noticed. She stood before me like a little Oliver Twisted wanting more gruel from me, but instead of begging, she was making an offering.

“Here, Rob.” She had practiced saying my name clearly, which made me feel rather proud. She pushed her hand cocoon forward so it was about an inch from my chest. I expected to see a shiny rock or a stinkbug, maybe, an insect whose name alone never failed to make her laugh, but when she unhinged her hands, all three adults recoiled in horror.

“Oh my God!” Holly, the younger teacher, dropped her forbidden coffee from behind her back as though her water had just broken. Agnes, who’d been at the school for over ten years, calmly stepped back.

Resting in Ray’s white palm was a perfectly formed human turd. She had somehow managed to neatly shit into her own hand just for little ol’ me.

Holly spoke to Ray sternly in rapid-fire commands: “Forthe-loveofJesusRay, you go put that in the toilet and flush it twice, then you wash your hands in hot water with soap twice also, and if you ever, ever…” Holly escorted my charge into the sagging building without touching her. I prayed that Jack hadn’t left his Yule log in the toilet like he did every other day.

“I think she loves you,” Agnes said, and winked.

“What every teacher must dream of,” I said, running to the bushes to throw up.

The gifting happened on a Friday, and I felt dizzy that evening during my entire shift at the hotel. I dreamed all night of serving elaborate five-course meals, each dish offering a different type of exotic animal dung. On Saturday, I thought I would be a good husband and visit my wife at Trader Jack’s flea market, next to the Santa Fe Opera. We had been married for about a year, and Lala had just launched her art business at what locals called “the flea” because it was a cheap place to tout her wares. After I hung out with Lala at her booth, I strolled the aisles, passing the toothless guy who sold unsterilized probes, hooks, scalers, and mirrors so you could do your own thrifty dental work at home. Next to him were the Rasta beekeepers in a narrow space adjacent to a traveling band of albino Gypsies whose children and dogs were impossible to tell apart. In those days, before the flea was taken back by the tribe who owns the land, before the FBI raided the stolen pre-Columbian art, before loaded firearms were outlawed, it was a fun place to hang out. Kind of like a carnival sideshow where you could buy stuff directly from the Bearded Lady, the Pinhead, and a gun-toting, pissed-off Tiny Tim.

On the last aisle there stood a bleak booth with a handmade banner that read “Learn About the Method!” Under the sign, a guy in a wool cap kicked the dirt, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. On a folding table, stacks of sun-bleached papers languished next to small plastic bags so cloudy I couldn’t see what was in them. I felt hung over even though I’d had nothing to drink the night before. All this weird shit was happening to me, and I wasn’t exactly sure what to do about it. I had left a lucrative job in advertising in New York because I thought Santa Fe would offer the kind of personal freedom I couldn’t get in the tight gridlock of the East and thought I might have found a new and noble calling: teaching. Instead of freedom for myself and inspiration for others, however, I was a guy with a prison haircut who collected turds during the day and lousy tips at night. So much for my fancy education and fresh life plan.

The guy in the booth didn’t look at me directly or bother to introduce himself. He just started talking as if I had been standing there all day. “It all originated, some say, in Mesopotamia. The Great Goddess created people out of clay and infused them with life. If you think about it, it contains all the life-giving properties.”

I glanced over my shoulder but, nope, I was the only one there. The guy had thin white scars along the lines where people usually get their deepest wrinkles.

“Some people called them witches, but the Egyptian pharaohs became divine that way, right?” He pointed to a bulletin board behind him, which hosted more papers with faded red circles and charts as unintelligible as the fuzzy time-travel math they did on that cheesy television show Quantum Leap.

I couldn’t take it any longer. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“The method.”

“What method?”

“That’s the thing.” He dropped his gaze to his old work boots, which seemed to be unearthing something from its clay tomb. “Most people aren’t comfortable talking about it, but Chinese sages and African tribes believed it had life-giving properties….”

I crept closer and held a plastic bag by its corner. What was inside looked like the head of a condom, only larger and crafted from the kind of thick rubber used to make toilet plungers.

“What’s this?” I waved the bag at him.

“A menstrual cup.”

“Holy Jesus!” I dropped the specimen and wiped my hands frantically on my jeans. “A what?”

“To collect the fluid.” Maybe it was the perturbed look on my face or the fact that I was walking backward, but he started speaking quickly and waving his hands in the air. “I’ve seen cleft palates on babies cured by applying menstrual blood topically.”

“You’ve seen that?” Next to the bag I’d dropped was another filled with tampons so dirty they looked like ancient firecrackers.

“People apply it on their faces and they hardly wrinkle. Mothers use it on their babies to keep their skin looking young.”

I couldn’t contain my disgust and started to gag.

“Some people ingest it—small amounts, mind you, but it makes sense if you think about it.” He nodded thoughtfully. “All that embryonic life force, you know? Wait a sec.” He ducked into the cab of his truck and pulled out a videotape sealed in a be-smeared Ziploc bag. “Here.”

He said “here” the exact same way Ray had the day before, so I turned around and scurried back to Lala like a frightened child to vomit in the Porta Potti behind her booth. When Lala asked me what was wrong, I just shuddered. How could I articulate a life where unbalanced children hand you shit in school and drifters want to give you bloody facials in the back of their pickups?

On Monday, I was still in a daze following Ray around as she went from her imaginary deer klatch to the trio of swings on the playground. She seemed pretty happy that morning; the venison weren’t in as grave danger as the week before, and while her tics were noticeable, they were minimal in comparison to other poppin’ and flinchin’ times we’d shared. I started her off with an underdog push and then let her pump herself into a joyful lather. She sang a song that only she could understand, but that was fine by me. I didn’t need to know the lyrics to hum autistically along. After a few minutes, Elijah Muhammad emerged like a troll from his thorny thicket and was waiting by Ray’s side even though there was a swing available. Ray was parked on his favorite patch of rubber, and I was about to counsel Elijah to tuck in his tooth and test-drive the model on the left when I heard screaming behind me. Jack was holding a stick over his head like a midget samurai, ready to bring it down on his little sister’s back again. Leaving monkey tails in the toilet must have lost its appeal for the little miscreant.

I ran over, yanked the stick out of his hand, and sent him to the head hippie’s office. Rubbing his sister’s back, I nudged her toward Agnes, who was half asleep monitoring the sandbox. When I turned back, everything seemed to be in slow motion.

“My swing!” Elijah demanded, whipping his arm out and clotheslining Ray across her chest. The swing spun, Ray screamed, and I ran like the Six Million Dollar Man, slow and bulky but with a most heroic mission. Here was the girl with the most issues in school on her happiest day, the student who cared enough to offer me feces from her own ass. I locked my arms around Elijah like an iron maiden, wary of his lethal walrus tooth, and carried him away. He squirmed in my arms and swore like Richard Pryor on fire. Looking back, I saw that from a safe distance Holly was consoling Ray, who had collapsed into a hysterical heap under the swings.

When I reached the director’s office, she was busy scolding a slumping Jack. The sight of a teacher carrying a squirming and swearing kid into her office gave the head hippie pause. She excused Jack, who grinned happily and tore out of there before his captor could change her mind.

“Well, Elijah, what happened that would make Rob carry you in like that?” the director asked, her arms tucked loosely in front of her chest.

Elijah muttered like the gangster Rocky in a Bugs Bunny cartoon, grunting epithets from the “Why, I Oughta…” School of Thinly Veiled Threats.

I explained the scenario. Seeing no sign of remorse on the boy’s torqued face, she said, “Better call the parents.”

Ray was too upset to finish the day, so her dad left his life cabaret and picked her up. Elijah’s parents came in, and we sat across from each other at one of the work areas in the classroom. A plastic tub of clay had been left in the middle of the table, and we all stared at it in silence as if that formless mass held some key to what was about to unfold. The father was tall and lean and wore rimless glasses and a ponytail gathered behind a nearly hairless head. The mother was frighteningly pale, with hair so black it was almost blue; she reminded me of Elvira without the benefits of a Wonderbra.

“I’m Elijah’s dad.” He offered me his hand, and I took it. When I stood up, I saw that someone had formed a cock and balls from the clay and tucked it into the corner of the tub. I pushed the basin to the far side of the table.

“Oh, what do you do?” I asked.

“I’m an organic domestic environmental energy consultant.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m working on ways to use our own human effluent to insulate and heat our homes.”

“Figures,” I said.

“I’m Elijah’s mom, and I’m a Rolfer, but I also do past-life regression therapy.” She tucked a wisp behind her ear. “Rolfing is—”

“Don’t bother.” I held my hand up. “I’m good.”

The director entered and explained that we were meeting to discuss the incident on the playground, and she asked me to speak first. I calmly relayed the stiff-arm by their son and how I’d handled it. I left out the walrus tooth, their bad taste in haircuts, and the boy’s potty mouth, though given the dad’s profession, that made much more sense to me now.

The mother closed her eyes and placed her hands palms up on the table while the father seemed to be clenching his teeth. “I feel I need to give you some background,” she whispered as if she was about to channel my dead mother. “I had a difficult pregnancy with Elijah, and when he was being birthed into this spinning planet, he got stuck in my birth canal.”

I mustered what some might construe as a faintly compassionate look. The father’s face tightened.

She exhaled. “When he was finally delivered, he was born with a grimace.”

“A what?” I thought I’d misheard some odd medical term for the porcelain bottle opener jammed in his mouth.

“A grimace. That’s why he can seem angry at times. That grimace has followed him all the way from my birth canal into this earthly world.” She allowed some air to leak from her lips.

I glanced sideways at the director, but she didn’t do anything. How does one argue with a blanket excuse that would cover the shoplifting, carjackings, and illegal animal loving that Elijah was bound to commit in the future?

“Can I speak?” The father pushed his glasses up on his nose. “I need to say that I don’t think physical restraint is ever the proper way to deal with a child.”

“Your son knocked a girl off a moving swing,” I countered. “I didn’t want him to hurt her or anyone else, so I put my arms around him. I wasn’t trying to hurt the kid.”

Papa de Poo-Poo leaned in. “He had red marks on his torso,” he said accusingly.

I shot him my own version of the infamous grimace. “From trying to punch and kick me.”

The mother started to weep into her transparent hands while the director peered anxiously like a referee who has just lost all control of the game. The dad rose to his feet and I followed suit, trying not to glance at the adobe frank and beans in my periphery.

“If you ever touch my son again…,” he threatened, cocking his head.

“I’d do the same thing if that boy ever—” “That boy” was probably not the best way to refer to their miracle baby, whom they’d named after two prophets.

“Okay, everyone calm down, calm down,” the director said with a weak smile.

“He was born with a grimace! Born with a grimace!” the Rolfer-who-rocks-the-cradle wailed, pulling at her cheeks so you could see the blood vessels under her milky eyes.

The hippie headmistress stood up. “I think we should all take a break.”

During the pause that followed, I realized this confrontation had nothing to do with their boy; it was about Ray, and fighting them would not make her way any easier from the birth canal and through this earthly world filled with amorphous antelopes and visions that most of us could never imagine even with the best chemical enhancement. I reached over and squished the clay genitals into an unrecognizable mass, then took a deep cleansing breath. “That’s a good idea,” I said. “There are drinking cups in the bathroom.” As I pointed them toward the dank water closet, I prayed that Jack had done his dirty diligence that day and the couple soon would be swallowing liquid soap while viewing Jack’s infamous root growing inside the toilet.

“Bye-bye, Basil,” I whispered as I watched them go in.



Blue Eye
Brown Eye
Black Eye

Even after my hallucinatory hippie school experience, I still (for some unknown reason) wanted to stay in the education game. I landed a job teaching seventh grade at Prep, a local independent day school that had no bunnies or beanbag chairs as far as I could tell. My first year there, I had a colleague in the English department named Thad. He was young and athletic and full of the kind of boarding-school bullshit that belonged in some Molly Ringwald movie, not in a small day school in New Mexico. Thad was the kind of guy who firmly clasped your right hand in his while his other hand gave you a squeeze on your right shoulder to let you know that he was a bit more earnest and dedicated than other teachers, including yourself. His lingering stare said that he listened more closely and cared just slightly more deeply than the chalk-covered masses who stood in front of other people’s children for a living. He never let his hair grow longer than the prep school shag and favored pressed blue button-down shirts over sharply creased khakis held up by whale-patterned web belts. Soccer in the fall, skiing in the winter, lacrosse in the spring—a three-sport man. So when he asked me to sub for his eighth-grade English class, I thought nothing of it. I was young too, though not as young as he, and even though my parents had never sent me away to get homophobically hazed at Choate or Exeter, I sometimes acted and spoke as if I had trodden among those lush green fields back East. I admit it—at times in my life I’ve had fleeting bouts of boarding-school envy. More so, I wanted to be a good colleague, someone people said nice things about around the faculty lunch table. “Oh, that Rob,” they’d say over their brown plastic trays, “he’s a real trouper. A natural teacher. So giving.” When I asked Thad how I should prepare in anticipation of his class—read some Plato or Aristotle, perhaps, view one of his detailed lesson plans, buy some Top-Siders—he just clapped me on the back and forced a laugh on loan from the millionaire on Gilligan’s Island. “Don’t worry,” he whispered with a reassuring wink. “They know what to do. I’ve got them well trained.”

I entered Room 16, and the classroom was surprisingly dark. Venetian blinds blacked out the morning sun in the room’s only two windows. The tables and chairs had been jammed in the corners, creating thickets of office furniture around a central clearing of worn carpet. I recognized the thick odor of middle school in the unmoving air—hot and wet and musky, the way I often imagine a beaver lodge to smell during rutting season. My arrival had let in a wedge of light that sliced onto a tangled pack of girls in the corner. They reminded me a bit of the prisoners in The Deer Hunter, squinty-eyed spooks crazy-playing with imaginary threads on the tips of their fingers.

“Hey, Mr. Wilder,” a voice called, growing closer. Before I could step back and brace myself against the blackboard, Dennis, a kid I’d heard was trouble, emerged within inches of my face. At faculty meetings and formal gatherings of the admissions committee, we always speak of the “whole child” (we really do, I swear). Around those conference tables, we discuss how Sally Student is doing in precalc and World I, what’s going on with her mom’s latest in a knotted string of not-so-single men, and even how she’s faring socially with the goth kids who cluster behind the scoreboard during lunch. As in any business, the unofficial version of the story is retold by the water cooler (in this case the teachers’ lounge), where that same whole child often gets boiled down to one defining attribute. “Oh, that Dennis kid, he’s poison” is what I’d heard. I couldn’t even recall from whom.

“Are you subbing for Thad?” Dennis asked me, our faces still too intimate for my liking. I thought the close-talking trait emerged later, during adulthood, when it was clear that people were avoiding you at the office Christmas party. “Hey. Are you subbing for Thad?” He said his teacher’s Christian name again even though in middle school, students were to address their teachers by Mr., Mrs., or Ms., followed by their last names. Thad thought he could transcend the blurry boundary issues young kids have by a blend of trust, respect, and an extreme case of narcissism. The administration let him get away with his kids being so informal too. I’m not sure if it was because he was the poster boy of East Coast boarding academies, something this home-grown western day school aspired to be, or because the admin wanted to avoid the handclasps and deep-eyed stares that such meetings with Thad would undoubtedly produce.

“Yes, I am subbing for him,” I declared, trying to evoke confidence stemming from experience that I did not yet have. I might have even made a fist and raised it into the air like I was the captain of the crew team and we’d just won the Head of the Charles.

“Should we get back to our places from yesterday?” Dennis’ lips were severely chapped and sore, and he licked them incessantly.

“Sure.” I shrugged. Seemed right. Ride Thad’s work for fifty minutes. Don’t screw anything up.

Dennis curved his hands around his messy adolescent mouth in a way that was not unfamiliar to coxswains, captains of the pep squad, and seasoned bullies. “Come on, guys, back to your positions!”

With groans and sighs, weepy girls tore themselves away from each other like they were family members being separated at Auschwitz. Pretty soon the class was evenly divided; only the kids on the left side of the room by the teacher’s desk and empty bookshelves were all standing. The ones on the right side were sitting, squatting, crouching, or knuckle dragging like that slobbering scrotum of a creature Gollum in The Lord of the Rings.

“Okay, go,” Dennis said, and the left flank charged the right, wagging fingers, shaking fists, and screaming PG-13 profanities.

“Cower, you vermin,” a thin girl with straight bangs yelled.

“Pick up that trash,” a boy shouted, pointing toward an overflowing garbage can. He summoned the specter of his absent teacher—Thad said!—and the submissive one obeyed. Bossy the Clown didn’t let up until his charge, a chubby boy with bad skin, emptied the contents into the larger trash can outside the door.

I heard another voice call “Tie my shoe, you animal,” but could not place its origin. From the shards of light stealing through the gaps where the blinds had been bent, I could see that except for maybe one kid, the left side was really into their parts in this odd role-playing game: faces squeezed tight, jaws clenched. If this was only performance, I was witness to the best display of Method acting our school had ever seen. The right side’s reaction was mixed—some kids shook with fear, while others showed a wide spectrum of teenage emotions from despair to boredom to just downright annoyance. I saw a kid really cowering, bent over in a way he had obviously learned from watching someone else, an actor in an educational video, maybe. The image triggered the realization that Thad was having them do the Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes experiment. I had seen the social experiment once or twice before, but only an abbreviated showing in a large group with an audience. I’d read about it a bit in college too. Jane Elliott, an elementary school teacher in Iowa, had created the experiment in 1968 to teach her all-white fourth-grade classroom about racism. According to Elliott, this exercise helps us to discover that if you can create racism, then you can destroy it. From where I was standing in this pubescent petri dish, the only thing Thad’s creation of racism was destroying was any last shred of order or decency these damaged kids possessed. I was reminded more often of Frankenstein’s monster than Malcolm X.

As the volume in the classroom grew, reverberating off the low ceiling, I wondered why the hell Thad hadn’t told me what he was doing. At first I thought maybe he’d been afraid that I wouldn’t agree to sub for him, but then I realized he was not a guy who’d admit that openly to failure, even if he had set the school on fire with a flamethrower in a drunken fit. One of the kneelers stood up like a finger on an otherwise closed fist. Immediately, Dennis ran to me and whipped his arm back toward the boy.

“Mr. Wilder, Steven over there…” He paused, licking his lips again. I could hear the cracking as his tongue stroked the scabby skin. “Can I call you Rob?”

“No.”

“Thad says—”

“I don’t care what Thad says. Mr. Wilder to you.”

“Okay. Mr. Wilder, Steven won’t cower. He has to cower, it’s part of the assignment. None of the blue eyes can be taller than the brown eyes. It’s an integral part of the experiment.” I surveyed all the kids kneeling or sitting or, even worse, squatting, something I’ve never been able to do without serious knee or groin pain. Didn’t seem like a whole lot of fun to me, even though at another school I’m sure it’s a burned-out teacher’s fantasy to have students inflict harm upon each other instead of the dope with the grade book.

“What would you like me to do?” I asked.

“Tell him to obey me.” He crossed his arms over his flat chest.

“Really?”

“That’s what Thad would say. He told us that if this was gonna teach us anything, we all had to play our part.”

“Okay. I’ll take care of it,” I said, just to get him out of my face.

“You’ll tell him to do whatever I say?” He tried to mask his overflowing hopefulness that he, probably like his father before him, could actually be a Master of the Universe.

“I said I’d take care of it.”

All I wanted to do was walk by that boy out the door and into my car. Thad had totally fucked me. Leaving wasn’t an option, however. At our last middle school meeting, we had discussed unsupervised classrooms. According to a study with a forgettable title, that’s where all the terrible teen things happen—where students are subjected to all forms of abusive behavior, including sexism, bullying, bad pickup lines, and, ironically, racism.

As I approached the defiant one, I understood that Thad really expected these kids to govern themselves under these extreme circumstances even though they were still too young to get a learner’s permit for a Vespa. It’s frightening for me when I see how rarely teachers of literature or history learn from the books they assign to kids. I vowed to make sure that Thad received a copy of Lord of the Flies soaked in pig’s blood for our next Secret Santa exchange.

The defiant one was peering wistfully out the small window embedded in the classroom door. He was a head taller than Dennis, quieter, gentler in the movement of his still-growing limbs and appendages.

“Hey,” I said calmly with a light sprinkling of sarcasm. “Aren’t you supposed to be sitting or something?”

“This is stupid,” he said, still not facing me. “I’m getting a headache.”

In retrospect, I should have sent him to the library or the nearest escape vehicle. Maybe a long walk to the rest room or a video arcade in another state. Back then, however, I so desperately wanted to be a good teacher, which I thought meant sticking to the lesson plan, making a go of it, filling every second of that fifty-minute period, that I asked this younger version of myself if he couldn’t just sit down and try to ignore Attila the Teen’s rants for the rest of the class. “Try to think of something else” was my suggestion, which came closer to my grandmother Mildred’s school of emotional complexity than a middle school teacher’s sage advice at an independent day school.

“Like what?” he asked earnestly.

“I dunno.” I quickly scanned the room for inspiration. Someone had done a posterboard project on bloody genocide in the Philippines. “Someplace warm. A beach, perhaps.” I patted him on the back in a way that was less phony than Thad’s public displays of chummy affection. I was helping him get through this, I told myself, trying to sound convincing in my interior monologue.

Most of the blue eyes had resigned themselves to their fate by playing along, bowing to their captors, picking up pieces of rubbish invisible to the unoppressed eye. One nerdy girl with glasses wearing an anime jacket mimicked a geisha in her walk and demeanor, bowing, clasping hands, and taking baby steps to and from her imposed destinations. The more the blue eyes obeyed, the more Dennis and the brownies pushed them. I glanced at my watch repeatedly, trying to speed toward the ending time of 10:55 A.M. As part of that same unsupervised classroom talk, the admin had warned us against letting our classes out early. But what could have been worse than one group of kids demeaning another set? The only difference was that this abuse was sanctioned by a teacher and school, under the guise that they were all learning something. I knew what Dennis was learning, and it didn’t sit right with me.

The defiant one popped to his feet and went after Dennis like a hitter who had just been beaned by a pitcher in the minor leagues. Dennis turned to fetch me, the big boss man, and almost skewered my eye with his index finger.

“He’s doing it again,” Dennis sang in an angry falsetto, his head lolling from side to side. “Tell him to sit down!”

“Asshole spat on me,” the defiant one leaked through gritted teeth.

I turned to Dennis. “You spat on him?”

“Thad said we could do or say anything except touch them. I didn’t touch him. Thad said there would be a lot of gray areas, just like in real life.”

“You actually spat on him?” I thought of saliva passing over those diseased lips onto the face of another.

“What do you think the slave owners did to the slaves?” Dennis asked with a breed of melodrama rare for even his age. “Far worse than spit. Look at Martin Luther King Jr.”

“Come on, now. Really.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The bully invoking MLK. That was like me (or any other teacher) designing the spring line for Gucci.

Dennis ranted on: “We saw photos of lynchings and other, um, unspeakable acts.”

“Unspeakable acts?”

“It was in the movie,” someone whispered from behind me.

“How are we supposed to know what racism is like if we don’t fully do it?” Dennis pleaded. I could tell he was on the verge of weeping. I didn’t know these kids, didn’t know this experiment, didn’t know how to deal with issues that included aimed and intentional bodily fluids, and there were still ten minutes left in the period.

If it happened today in the era of Homeland Security–sanctioned post-9/11 Columbine-type lockdowns, I know what I would do. I would utilize my training and employ the Blood-borne Pathogen Exposure Control Plan, which includes all types of bodily fluids, even spittle. Without hesitation, I could clear the room, telling all the students to go wash their hands and around their exposed orifices Silkwood style while I took Dennis to the health counselor for a battery of tests including flu, mono, foot-and-mouth disease, plague, hantavirus, and HIV. The institution that had sanctioned this mess could goddamn well clean it up.

But my Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes day happened before my ECP (Exposure Control Plan) training, so instead I cowered in front of twenty frozen children as Dennis’ refrain echoed deeply in my ears: “How are we supposed to learn if you don’t do something?”

         

I never slugged Thad for setting me up like that or lectured him on how potentially damaging the Blue Eyes/Brown Eyes experiment was to everyone involved. Maybe it was good workplace manners or just plain cowardice, probably the latter, but after that I avoided him the way you do used-car salesmen or someone who really wants to get his freak on with your stepsister. It didn’t take long for Thad to find our prosaic school a little too confining for his colossal mind, so he lit out for Paris, a place far more enlightened than our scrubby little land of entrapment. Even though many of his students were heartbroken, institutional memory is as fleeting as the life of a snowflake, and the next year hardly anyone mentioned his name again.

Two years after he left, I was walking to lunch and saw a group of people huddled at a picnic table usually favored by middle-schoolers who like to practice their scrimshaw and profanity in the same place. I made the mistake of looking over to see Thad leading a Socratic discussion with a few former students and a panting faculty member who still harbored the kind of crush usually reserved for high school quarterbacks and daytime television stars. The expatriate educator caught my stare, excused himself from the table, and strode over to where I was standing. He still wore the same boarding-school uniform of creased shirt, khaki pants, and boat shoes, though I was sure he wasn’t back in New Mexico for the sailing.

“Hey there, guy,” he said, clasping my hand and clapping my back. He told me all about Paris and the international school where he taught the brightest students in the world in the most cosmopolitan city in the world. I waited for him to add that he’d recently been voted the best teacher in the world by the globe’s population of six billion, but instead he asked, “So, what do you have to say for yourself?”

I thought about all the things I could tell this man—how his messed-up experiment had shown me that teenagers are not guinea pigs even if they smell like them, and that a real teacher would never actually believe he could “train” his students. The best teachers I know help students to make discoveries on their own, not force them to think or act in a prescribed way. Teachers should be more like midwives and less like drill instructors. Hell, we dress like them already.

I thought maybe I should thank Thad because, in a sense, my subbing for him that day had forced me to realize I’d been too passive from the beginning with him. I should have asked what to expect and then, when I saw the mess his class was in, changed the lesson to something I felt more comfortable teaching, such as writing or how not to mention your obsession with being a Pokémon trainer on a first date with a live human.

I said none of those things because I knew a guy like Thad would never hear me. Teachers can be awful listeners if they don’t watch out; just ask my patient wife, Lala. Instead, I joined my fellow faculty for a lukewarm lunch and never looked back. Thad had confirmed my belief that the only experiments I wanted to deal with came from the cafeteria kitchen, not the classroom.



Summer Jobarchy

It was one of the hottest summers on record, and my three-cylinder Daihatsu Charade had no air-conditioning. Even with the addition of a clip-on fan I plugged into the cigarette lighter and a bucket of ice water to dip my hand into, I was burning up. The fan just blew hot air into my contacts, drying them out, and the ice melted before I even left the driveway. I was a young teacher, early in my career, and I wasn’t going to let such a trivial thing as heatstroke stop me from a paying summer gig.

I was driving fifteen hundred miles to Yellow Springs, Ohio, to teach writing at the Antioch College institute. My wife and daughter were off gallivanting in Italy and France with Lala’s sister Emily and her husband, whose financial firm was one of the sponsors of the United States cycling team. They were all staying in a massive villa in Tuscany and would later jet over to Paris to watch the finish of the Tour de France from the polished balcony of the Ritz. I had been invited to go along too but had already accepted the job at Antioch and needed the income since my pay from Prep didn’t cover our yearly expenses. When I started the saddest pleasure called teaching, I knew my summers would never be fully free. My Spanish teacher in junior high school had manned a tollbooth during the summer, choking on fumes and chasing after dropped nickels. My colleagues at Prep patrolled art galleries, catered fancy opera dinners, and waited tables in these off months, sometimes serving current students and their families. No one has ever tracked the correlation between gratuity and grade, but teachers aren’t paid enough to be saints, if you know what I mean.

As I steered my Charade behind eighteen-wheelers to be pulled along in their draft and cooled in their shadow, I thought of Lala in a hired, air-conditioned Mercedes touring the vineyards and museums with a charming guide named Guido. While I shoveled truck-stop chili into my mouth and then shot it out my ass, Lala was feasting on handpicked olives and pasta freshly made by Guido’s grandmother. My Motel 6 bed in St. Louis was lumpy and stained; her frequently fluffed mattress was filled with down from Italian geese who’d never suffered in the sun. Needless to say, while my wife and daughter were enjoying summer break, my summer was already breaking me down.

Antioch College is considered by some to be the most radical institution of higher learning still standing in the United States. While I was there, the students were always protesting something—the recent firing of a professor or the fact that they didn’t serve bisexual chicken in the dining hall. On my first day, I toured the campus with one of my students, Max, whose hobbies included disturbing the peace and obstruction of justice. He hurried me past classrooms and
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