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For

Jack Malvern

an unselfish person


‘I have never let my schooling interfere with my education.’

– Mark Twain


ONE

ELAINE HAD FREQUENTLY seen the woman around the small town of Hastings, New York, where they both lived. She was often in the company of a man – presumably her husband – whom Elaine recognized as one of the vice presidents who sat behind a polished desk at the local bank. But Elaine had never spoken to her, so one morning when the woman wheeled her shopping cart up beside Elaine in the supermarket, stopping abruptly, Elaine’s first reaction was to jump slightly.

‘Excuse me,’ the woman said, ‘but aren’t you the people who took your children out of school?’

Elaine looked back without answering.

‘You’re teaching your boys at home.’

‘That’s right.’

It was quiet a moment, then the woman said, ‘I assume you know what you’re doing . . .’

‘I think so.’

‘I hope so,’ she said, ‘because our daughter was home from college and said if we’d done that to her she’d never have spoken to us again.’

A response came to Elaine’s mind, which she suppressed, at least to begin with, and if the woman had said no more Elaine’s statement would have remained unuttered. Unfortunately, however, she did say more.

‘I asked Claire – what in the world could motivate parents to deprive their children of the happiest experience of their lives?’ She looked at Elaine a moment longer, then pushed her cart past her and toward the bakery section.

‘Excuse me,’ Elaine said after her, ‘did you want an answer?’

The woman stopped, turning to look back. ‘Not necessarily.’

‘We took them out so they wouldn’t grow up to be bankers.’

If given a chance to retract any statement made during the course of her lifetime, without thinking twice Elaine Braddock would have chosen the one made that morning to Marion Montgomery in the supermarket. Flippancy and pettiness were the most offensive of qualities to Elaine, and to have lowered herself to respond in kind to the woman’s insults became a source of great self-reproach. Reproach for a lapse in what Elaine felt, at root, to be her loving attitude toward all Mankind, even its most obnoxious representatives.

And then, over the course of the months that followed, she came to regret the comment on less philosophical grounds, as in the minds of their neighbors, and of the town collectively, the belief became current that Elaine and her husband had in fact removed their children from school to prevent them from entering the banking profession.

So widespread did this opinion become that Elaine’s husband Benjamin considered taking out a full-page ad in the local newspaper at one point to explain their reasons for teaching their children at home. But in the end he recognized that prejudices in the community toward their unconventional approach to education were probably inevitable, and he let it go.

However, the testy supermarket exchange never quite left Elaine’s mind and, one day, even though it was long afterwards, she followed an impulse to turn in to the local bank and walk up to the large desk with the plaque reading, Jack Montgomery, Senior Vice President, and as the man seated behind it was finishing a call she said, ‘I owe your wife an apology.’

Returning the receiver to the phone, the man looked up at her.

‘I’m Elaine Braddock.’

‘Yes?’ he said.

‘I said something to your wife in the supermarket I need to apologize for.’

There was a pause, then the man said, ‘That was a year ago.’

‘I realize that. But I hope you’ll tell her I’m sorry for the comment.’

A button on the man’s phone began flashing but he pushed it in and it stopped. ‘I can tell her that.’

‘And I apologize to you too,’ Elaine said.

He nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Well, thank you.’

‘I won’t take up any more of your time.’ She turned and walked out of the bank.

As far as Elaine was concerned the matter would have ended there, except that two mornings later a phone call came from Marion, and the banker’s wife announced, as her husband had, that she also appreciated Elaine’s gesture in making amends for the remark of a year ago. And this led, after a slightly awkward silence, to Elaine suggesting they get together, which they did, an hour later, at the coffee shop in town, where seated across the table from Elaine, Marion went more fully into her objections to home schooling.

‘We just don’t think they’re being prepared for the real world,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry if you got the impression we don’t think you’re well meaning.’

Elaine raised her cup to her lips. ‘The real world,’ she said.

‘That’s our only concern.’

‘Interesting.’ Elaine took a sip and returned the cup to her saucer.

‘What is?’

‘That concept of the “real world”. That’s a good discussion subject for us.’

‘For who?’

‘The four of us.’

‘Oh,’ Marion said. ‘Well I wasn’t bringing it up as a discussion subject. I just wanted to be sure you were aware that—’

‘I know,’ Elaine said, ‘but we incorporate everything that comes along into their education, and I can see that concept making a really lively topic.’

Marion looked at her a few moments, then tore open a sugar packet. ‘Listen. I don’t suppose you happened to see those people on the news last night, that family up in Vermont who are doing what you are.’

‘The Lewis family,’ Elaine said.

‘You know them?’

‘We went up to visit them once. They’re well known in the movement.’

Marion emptied the sugar into her coffee. ‘Did you know they were in court?’

‘They’re never out of court.’

‘They were up on the steps of their courthouse yesterday, cursing and swearing at everyone in sight. Not the best advertisements for your cause.’

‘Garth and Goya are very outspoken,’ Elaine said, and then she turned and looked through the window beside their table and at the sidewalk outside and for a long time she just sat very still, staring through the glass, till finally Marion leaned forward slightly from the other side of the table.

‘Elaine?’

‘Yes,’ she said, still not turning back.

‘You okay?’

She looked back at her.

‘I feel like I’ve lost you,’ Marion said. ‘Everything all right?’

Elaine shook her head. ‘Not really.’

‘Oh?’

‘Something’s happened.’ It was quiet for another few moments, then Elaine said, ‘Actually, maybe you could shed some light on it.’

‘What is it?’

‘Okay, some of the parents around town have begun complaining about us.’

‘They have?’

‘Have you heard anything about this?’

‘Nothing.’

Elaine picked up her cup again.

‘What did they say?’

‘Do you know Principal Claymore at the school?’

‘Ralph Claymore, of course.’

‘I guess a group of them contacted him to say their children were upset by our situation.’ There was another pause. ‘But you haven’t heard anything about this around town?’

‘Nothing at all.’

‘Benjamin’s going up to meet with the school board about it, and if it turns out to be serious he’ll take his month off from the library now so we can deal with it.’

‘I’ve heard nothing,’ Marion said, ‘but that doesn’t mean anything.’

Elaine took a sip from her cup. ‘Of course Benjamin thinks they’re making it all up.’

‘Who is?’

‘The school board.’

‘Making what up?’

‘About the other parents. Inventing it to get the boys back in school.’

‘Oh no, Elaine.’

‘He thinks we’ve become an annoyance to them and they’ve just concocted the story.’

‘The board would never do that,’ the other woman said. ‘Do you believe that?’

‘I just don’t know.’ Elaine turned her wrist so she could see her watch.

‘It’s out of the question, Elaine. Do you have to be somewhere?’

‘Oh no.’

‘You were looking at your watch.’

‘Benjamin’s just starting his meeting.’

When Benjamin arrived, it turned out there were only two others present for his meeting at the Westchester County Unified School District building in White Plains. Frank Anello, Superintendent of Schools, and Ralph Claymore, the principal of Warren G. Harding Elementary School, which Matt and Jason Braddock had attended up until three years before. The men were waiting for Benjamin in Superintendent Anello’s office and rose from their chairs as a secretary showed him in.

‘Principal,’ Benjamin said, shaking the hand of the man nearest him.

‘Hello, Ben.’

‘Superintendent.’ He shook the other man’s hand.

The superintendent nodded at the free chair on the other side of his desk and the three of them sat.

For several seconds it was quiet in the room.

‘Frank and I were just commenting on that terrible flood out in Iowa,’ the principal said finally. ‘Have you been watching pictures of that?’

‘We see the news.’

‘Devastation on that scale,’ the principal said, shaking his head, ‘just breaks your heart.’

Again it was quiet till Superintendent Anello cleared his throat softly and nodded at the principal, who pulled his chair an inch or two closer to Benjamin’s and, looking with a slight frown down at the carpet, said, ‘Ben, we’ve had some reaction in the community to the home-education experiment you and your wife are conducting.’

Benjamin nodded.

‘I assume your wife – Elaine, is it?’

‘Elaine.’

‘She and I discussed all this on the phone. I assume she reviewed that conversation with you.’

‘What were the reactions?’ Benjamin asked.

‘Of the community?’

‘If you could be specific.’

Principal Claymore pursed his lips, then after a moment unpursed them again. ‘Well Ben, I’m afraid some of our parents are having a little trouble adjusting to it.’

‘To what?’

‘To the home-schooling experiment.’

‘Well, why do they have to adjust to it?’ Benjamin said after another pause.

‘Excuse me?’

‘We’re the ones who have to adjust to it.’

The principal tipped his head slightly to the side as he looked back at him.

‘Okay, well what seems to be their problem with it?’

‘It’s not so much a problem, Ben – and, by the way, don’t take this as a criticism of the wonderful, responsible way you and your wife have gone about it, that’s the farthest thing from anyone’s mind – but they just don’t know how to explain to their youngsters why one family in the community doesn’t have to send—’

Benjamin raised his hand slightly. ‘If I may suggest this,’ he interrupted, ‘what I think we should do is meet with the families having the problems so my wife and I can answer their questions.’

Again the principal glanced at the superintendent, seated behind his desk, before proceeding. ‘I wish we could do it that way, Ben. But unfortunately they’ve asked us to keep their names out of it.’

‘And this is just coming up now?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘We’ve had them at home for three years. And this is just now coming up?’

‘It’s been simmering,’ the superintendent interjected. The other two waited to see if he would say more, but he didn’t.

‘Okay,’ Benjamin said, ‘what you should do is tell them Elaine and I would like to host a discussion group at our home – bring their children along of course. I’m sure they’ll be happy to reveal their identity if they know it’s going to be a positive and informative exchange of ideas.’

The door to the office opened and the secretary looked in. The superintendent gave a shake of his head and she disappeared.

‘Why don’t we plan to do that?’ Benjamin said.

‘A round table,’ Principal Claymore said.

‘Call it that. Sure.’

The principal shook his head. ‘Boy, don’t I wish things were that simple.’

‘Why aren’t they?’

‘Well as I told you – they’ve requested anonymity.’

‘Right. So tell them they can come if they choose to.’

‘Boy oh boy, don’t I wish it was that simple.’

‘It is.’

The superintendent rolled a few inches forward in his chair. ‘Mr Braddock, your boys need to be back in class in ten days. That’s the Monday morning following Spring Break.’

There was a long silence, the two men looking at Benjamin as he sat studying one of his knees. ‘Okay,’ he said finally, looking up at the superintendent. ‘First of all, if I’m not mistaken, our agreement with the school board is that as long as we abide by the conditions that were established . . .’

‘It’s a discretionary agreement,’ Frank Anello said.

‘Discretionary.’

‘Wasn’t that clear?’

‘It was.’

‘And we’re exercising our discretion.’

Benjamin nodded. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘All right.’

It was silent as the two school officials continued watching him.

‘Okay,’ Benjamin said again. ‘All right. Because of these parents that complained you’re exercising it. So may I just find out a little more about these parents?’

‘Let me just add something here,’ the principal said, ‘to put Ben’s mind at ease. You know, Ben, all that learning and new thinking you’ve invested in those boys of yours over the last three years – that love of education you and your wife have instilled in them – is now going to come back up to school with them as a source of inspiration and enrichment not only for our other boys and girls, but for every last member of our teaching staff as well.’

‘Exactly how did they approach you?’ Benjamin said to the superintendent. ‘These parents.’

Principal Claymore patted Benjamin’s knee. ‘Ben.’

‘I’m asking him,’ Benjamin said, moving his knee away. ‘May I ask him?’

The principal withdrew his hand as Benjamin looked back across the desk at Superintendent Anello.

‘Did they all show up at your office in a group? How did they all happen to get together at this particular time? Did they have a spokesperson?’

After a few more moments, Mr Anello reached forward to straighten a sheet of paper on his blotter. ‘Mr Braddock, I’ll repeat what I said before. From the outset it’s been crystal clear to you and your wife that your agreement with the District is entirely discretionary and we can terminate it at any time.’

‘That wasn’t my question.’

‘But it’s my answer.’

‘But who are these parents?’ Benjamin said, getting to his feet. ‘Why can’t they be in touch with us directly if they want so badly to understand what we’re doing?’

Again the secretary opened the door and looked in. The superintendent nodded. ‘We’re finished here, Martha.’

The drive between the School District building and Benjamin’s house usually took half an hour, but he made it in twenty minutes, running two stop signs and once proceeding into an intersection well after the light had turned yellow so that to avoid a collision he had to slam on the brakes, angry motorists driving around him and yelling out their windows till the light turned green again.

Matt had been looking through the living-room window as his father drove into the driveway, and opened the front door as Benjamin came up onto the front porch. ‘So what was the big meeting all about?’ he said as his father walked past him.

‘Where are Mom and Jason?’

‘Doing history.’

‘Can you tell them to come downstairs please?’ He went into the kitchen and to a cupboard beside the sink, glancing behind him as he brought down a jar of instant coffee. ‘Will you do that?’ he said to Matt, who was standing in the doorway and looking in at him.

‘What happened over there? You seem a little stressed.’

‘I’m very stressed, Matt.’ He opened the silverware drawer for a spoon, then transferred a large spoonful of the instant coffee to a cup. ‘And getting more so as you don’t go get the others.’

‘They’re studying the French Revolution.’

Benjamin turned on the water at the sink, running it till it was hot, then holding his cup under the tap.

‘Is there a crisis or something?’ Matt said, watching him stir the water as the cup filled.

‘Yes Matt, there is a crisis.’

‘What is it?’

‘When everybody’s down here I will go into it.’

‘Do they want us to go back to school or something?’

Benjamin took a swallow from his cup.

‘Dad?’

He nodded. ‘That’s their plan.’

‘When?’

‘In ten days.’

‘Why?’ Matt said.

‘Because they’re lying hypocrites.’

He watched his father take another swallow. ‘That’s the official reason?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll get the others,’ Matt said, turning toward the stairs.

But after a moment Benjamin called after him. ‘Wait a minute.’

He stopped.

‘Don’t interrupt them after all. Come back.’

Matt returned to the doorway.

‘Okay look,’ his father said, raising his hand, ‘first we need to get ahold of ourselves.’

‘Speak for yourself.’ He watched Benjamin finish the coffee and then spoon more of the brown powder into his cup. ‘Are you ahold of yourself yet?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what about the crisis?’

‘It’s over.’

‘I thought it just started . . .’

Benjamin held the cup under the tap.

‘Dad.’

‘What?’

‘I thought the crisis just started.’

‘And it just ended.’ Benjamin stirred his new cup of coffee. ‘Matt, you know how I’m always talking about turning dead-ends into opportunities? Well you’re about to see that principle put into practice. The family’s about to enter a new chapter.’ He rinsed off the spoon to return to its drawer.

‘What new chapter?’

‘Remember the Lewis family? Up in Vermont? Garth and Goya and their two kids? When we visited them three years ago they said we could move into their cabin up there if something like this ever happened. You do remember them?’

‘Those crazy people.’

Benjamin glanced at his son as he took a dish towel down from a hook. ‘Matt, what have I said about labeling people?’

‘Crazy?’

‘Any label.’

‘What about lying hypocrites?’

His father carefully dried the sides of his cup. ‘And you need to learn the difference between labeling people and accurately describing their qualities.’

When the four of them had visited Garth and Goya and their children in Vermont, they had been invited to move into a second cabin on the Lewis property if insurmountable problems ever arose for Benjamin and Elaine with their local school authorities. This suggestion hadn’t been considered before, but when Jason and his mother came down from studying it was introduced, and the rest of the day was spent discussing the possibility – arguing about it, more precisely – with Jason taking a favorable view, on the basis that any new experience should be tried out for its own sake, and Matt opposing the move, at least till he found out what television channels they got in Vermont.

Elaine’s objections, however, were the most vociferous, as she repeatedly pointed out the absurdity of imagining they could transplant themselves into a remote and primitive environment. And as she and Benjamin went to bed that night, this continued to be the subject of discussion, Elaine calling to him from the bathroom as she brushed her teeth.

‘Just from the health point of view,’ she said, ‘there’s this little wood stove to heat the whole place, so we’d have colds all the time. You can’t keep a place like that clean, so we’d all be covered with sores from top to bottom. Crawling things would be everywhere. Benjamin, we’re suburban people and we depend on this life. I know you don’t like to admit that.’

He was sitting up in the bed, waiting for her to finish getting ready to join him. Having heard, and answered, all her current arguments, a response seemed unnecessary.

‘You’re in total denial to think we could survive five minutes up there.’

‘I thought you liked Garth and Goya.’

‘Well, I like what they stand for.’

‘Then accept their gracious invitation. We’ll overcome the minor difficulties and with their help we’ll meet the challenge of a new life.’

Toothbrush in her mouth, Elaine stepped out of the bathroom so she could see him. ‘Why do you keep talking about this? You know it’s out of the question.’

‘Then come up with a better idea.’

It was quiet for a few moments.

‘Benjamin, we have almost two weeks to decide what to do.’

‘Ten days.’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘I thought you said “almost two weeks”.’

‘Same thing.’

‘Elaine, who’s in denial about what’s happening? Really.’

Again it was quiet as they looked at each other.

‘Well?’ he said finally.

‘Well what?’

‘Come up with a better idea than Vermont.’

‘I have.’

‘I must have missed it.’

‘You have a month off from the library and we have time to think about this.’ She reached up to wipe a drop of toothpaste from her lip. ‘We’ll come up with something.’

He nodded. ‘But if we can’t, we move to Vermont.’

She went back into the bathroom. ‘We’re not mountain people,’ she said. ‘Whatever romantic fantasy you may have.’

‘Oh, now they’re mountain people.’

‘All right, most mountain people don’t have master’s degrees, but you know what I mean.’

Benjamin looked down at the bedspread, then shook his head. ‘Can you imagine Garth Lewis trotting up to some sell-out meeting with his school board like that? Anyone tells those two to put their kids back in school, he’s out on the porch loading up his shotgun and she’s next to him reading out the state trespassing statute.’

Elaine came back into the bedroom, turning down the spread on her side of the bed. ‘They go about things in their way,’ she said as she got in, ‘and we go about them in ours. We’re all in the same fight.’

‘Our way being to grovel, beg and roll over.’

‘We need sleep, Benjamin.’

He sat without speaking as she got comfortable on her side of the bed, then finally turned his head to look down at her. ‘Is it the Aaron thing?’

‘What?’

‘The reason you don’t want to move up there. How much of it’s the Aaron thing?’

‘None of it.’

Benjamin nodded. ‘You’re hung up on the Aaron thing.’

‘That has nothing to do with it.’

‘Elaine,’ he said, ‘instead of being prejudiced toward them about that—’

‘Benjamin.’

‘Instead of being prejudiced, why not view moving up there as an opportunity to increase your tolerance of your fellow man?’

‘I am fully tolerant of the Aaron thing.’

‘Oh?’

‘I am,’ she said, turning to look at him. ‘I just don’t want to be around it.’

‘That’s your definition of tolerance, I take it?’

‘And I’m not comfortable with Matt and Jason being around it.’

Benjamin reached over to the lamp on his side of the bed. ‘I guess you’re comfortable with me being around it,’ he said, turning it off.

‘I’m sure it’s the whole reason you want to move up there.’

He settled down in the bed.

‘I mean I still feel like I was seeing things,’ she said.

‘That’s mountain people for you.’

‘God. When the three boys came in from throwing the baseball around. And Aaron – who’s older than Matt – went over to the couch and lay down with his head in his mother’s lap, and without batting an eye reached up and pushed her sweater back and stuck her great tit in his mouth . . .’ Elaine shook her head. ‘I just couldn’t . . .’

‘You couldn’t handle it.’

‘I couldn’t.’

‘You freaked out.’

‘I did freak out. I freaked out internally but I did freak out.’

It was quiet for a moment.

‘Could you turn off your light?’ Benjamin said.

‘Did you notice his mouth doing that sucking thing infants do?’ she said, reaching over to her lamp. ‘His cheeks? Going in and out like that? This teenager, for God’s sake.’ She turned off the lamp. ‘I suppose you didn’t freak out.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Why the hell not?’

‘Because they believe in letting him wean himself when he decides he’s ready.’

‘Jesus, Benjamin.’ She got down in the bed.

‘Anyway, he wasn’t a teenager. He’d just turned nine.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Garth told me.’

Elaine rested her head on her pillow.

‘He’s big for his age,’ Benjamin said.

‘I wonder why?’

Underlying the education of their children was Benjamin and Elaine’s conviction that a child’s natural learning impulse must be allowed to develop freely, unfettered by direction from above any more than is strictly necessary, and that if this freedom is permitted, innate curiosity will guide the child to the objects of greatest interest and relevance to its life, resulting in an absence of those inhibitions derived from forced institutional learning that can stamp various kinds of psychologically damaging behavior onto the emerging personality of the traditionally schooled child. So it was not out of the ordinary the next morning that the family found itself in the back yard to discuss the possibility of Jason constructing a guillotine behind the house.

‘And if you’re so worried about the neighbors,’ he
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