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To TEACH IS TO LEARN TWICE.

Joseph Joubert






ONE

Looking up at the old schoolhouse, really seeing it
for the first time in nearly ten years, Solange Gonsalvas wished
she were anywhere else. Skin colored Jamaican rum, midnight hair
horsetail strait, face open and intelligent, she turned large hazel
eyes upward, reading the words above the door aloud in a voice dark
as the purr of a leopard— ELK RIVER NORMAL SCHOOL — 1911.

A dangerous wreck of a building, it should have been
torn down fifty years ago. She wished to God it had. Three nights
now she had lain sleepless dreading this moment. Now here she was.
A deep breath, a clenching of jaw, and she headed up the stairs and
inside.

She found his room easily, took hold of the cold
brass knob, peered in through wavy glass. Seeing O’Connel for the
first time in two years, she let her hand fall away.

Leaning back against his desk, hard forearms folded
across his chest, O’Connel looked less like a teacher now than he
ever had.

His hair was longer than she remembered. He needed a
shave. Gold wire rims perched absurdly far down his nose. But as he
spoke to the class before him, she could see he hadn’t changed, not
really, not in any way that counted. With distaste she pictured him
cowering before her. She couldn’t imagine him afraid and didn’t
want to see it. Watching him, she smiled sadly. No, he hadn’t
changed. It might have been easier if he had.

The bell clanged, loud in the silent hall, making her
jump. Doors banged open, and screaming seventh, 8th and
9th graders flooded out. Expecting his door to open like
the rest, she stood aside. It stayed shut. Solange sidled up to the
glass to find his students poised like thirty sprinters on the
block, and O’Connel, relaxed, finishing up. It took a certain kind
teacher to keep a class from stampeding to the door at the bell, a
certain kind of person.

He would be one.

He waved an arm in her direction, and they raced for
the door.

The last gone, she took a long breath, hardening
herself for what she would see, and went in.

O’Connel glanced up, pressing back his glasses with a
single finger. Unperturbed, he looked at his watch, reaching wide
in a long, lazy stretch, and smiled his usual easy, crooked
smile.

“Good morning, Ms. Gonsalvas. You’re late.”

• • •

She didn’t get it. He’d known she was coming and
didn’t seem to mind. It didn’t make sense. She’d only known herself
since late Friday.

Forcing herself closer, she took a deep breath, head
erect, leather case held protectively before her. “Mr. O’Connel,
I’m here to observe your classroom.” She gave him what she hoped
was a withering look. “You seem to know that.” Tossing a pen
carelessly onto the desk, he laced fingers behind his head, leaned
back in his chair, springs squealing. “So I heard. It isn’t every
day a man gets a visit from an angel.” She felt herself redden. She
didn’t want him calling her that.

Not him—especially not him.

The Angel of Death—that’s what they called her. At
thirty, assistant superintendent of the second largest district in
Oregon, firing bad teachers was her job. She’d done it and done it
well, but it had cost her. Teachers she’d taught with every day for
five years froze up at the sight of her now. Never having made
friends easily, now she made none at all.

Moving easily, he swept up a tattered leather
briefcase and held the door. “Time to go, my next class is
upstairs.” She watched him closely as she passed. If he were
frightened, he didn’t show it. In the hall, he smiled over his
shoulder, entertained by her struggle to keep up.

“Different from the district office, huh?” Bitterly,
she smiled, wrenching her bag between two boys taller than she by a
head. O’Connel wasn’t intimidated in the least. The bastard was
enjoying seeing her fight her way through the throng in suit and
heels.






• • •

The third floor classroom was freezing. The floor
gave ominously under her heel.

“Don’t worry, it’s pretty spongy in spots, but
nobody’s fallen through yet.” He opened the cock on the radiator,
setting off a cacophony of hissing and rattling from a monstrosity
offiligreed brass.

“It’s good you brought your jacket, you’ll need it
for a while yet.” The third floor was quiet now. She went to stand
at one of the tall windows. Her eye was drawn to the timbered
horizon where mist hung in the folds of the hills—much too nice a
view to be framed by a fly-specked window like this one. She craned
her neck to look out at the half-circle sheet-metal slide sloping
down the outside wall to the ground. Rust seeped through the latest
coat of paint at the joints, trailing to the center to run in a
bloody stream downward. Stomach tight, she pulled back. It was a
long way down.

“You a fan of our fire escape?” he said.

“I’ve never seen it from way up here, that’s all. You
don’t use this thing anymore, do you?”

“For drills, no. I slid down ten years ago on a dare.
I wouldn’t do it again. It’s pretty shaky, bolts held by six layers
of paint and force of habit. The kids use the stairs now.” A small
country school gobbled up by a big city district, it was only a
matter of time before it would be torn down and Elk River’s kids
bussed to larger schools. The five years she’d taught here had been
the hardest of her life. The plumbing ran pumpkin soup when it ran
at all. Radiators moaned and squealed like rooting hogs. Plaster
dust sifted from twelve foot ceilings. When it rained, teachers
covered whatever they wanted to keep dry with tarps.

Impatiently she turned away from the window to glance
at her watch. “Where are they?” He went on writing on the board.
“Nutrition break, new thing.

Board member’s kid wasn’t eating breakfast, so they
started giving them ten minutes between second and third to buy
doughnuts and sodas. Started the year you went downtown.” He came
to the front of the lab table to fold his arms. “So, how’s the
place look to you now?” She looked around the room. “Old, run down,
small.” She shrugged. “The same.” He smiled. “Can’t wait to get
this over with, can you?” Was she so easy to read? “Why do you say
that?” He shrugged. “That’s the way I’d feel about it. If I had an
office waiting for me downtown, I wouldn’t be able to wait to get
the hell out of here.” He was going to say something more; she
could feel it. Solange had heard teachers beg. It was always the
worst of them. The volleyball coach who took his girls out drinking
had been one. She looked appraisingly at O’Connel once more.

Definitely not the type to beg. What then? “Look, we
both know why you’re here.” He disentangled one burly arm to
delicately press on his glasses with a forefinger. “I could give
you a song and dance. Don’t think I couldn’t. I toed the line for
twenty years. I could sure as hell wear a halo for a week or two.
If I did that, what would you get? Nothing.” Absently she reached
up to check the top button of her blouse.

This was a new one. “So, just what are you
saying?”

“I’m offering you a week with me being my usual
lovable self.” This was getting really strange. “Why would you help
me?”

“Why does anyone do anything? To get something.”
Revulsion passed over her in a wave. Now she understood. It wasn’t
happening. “No deal. Dr. Merrill didn’t authorize me to offer you
anything. I can only go by the contract.”

“No, no, no, you don’t get it, do you. It’s not
money.” He held up two powerful hands as if sculpting the air
between them. “In twenty years I’ve never been observed for more
than a quarter of an hour, maybe once in five years.” He spoke
barely above a whisper, voice taut. “I’ve done what I’ve done in a
vacuum. Parents are too busy, most the kids don’t care, the
principal only shows up if she gets a complaint. What I do, I do
for myself—but once, just once, I’d like someone to know what it is
I’ve been doing for twenty years, to see it from my point of
view.

Someone who knows what it is they’re looking at.
Someone like you.” Out in the hall, students tromped up the
stairs.

That couldn’t be right. She must have misunderstood.
“That’s it? That’s what you want—to be observed?” Several juniors
came in wearing pajamas, long underwear, flannel nightgowns,
carrying teddy bears, stuffed animals and pillows as they continued
shouted conversations.

O’Connel gave her a look that said they would pick it
up later and went to take roll. Now she really didn’t get it. Still
confused, she sat at a desk in the back, opened her laptop. The
sooner she got started, the sooner it would be over. And she wanted
it to be over.

He could only want one thing—his job. And that he
couldn’t have. Still, like an itch in the back of her mind, his
proposal nagged her. There was something there, something that
didn’t fit.

But what?

• • •

Late last Friday, the superintendent had caught her
just as she was headed out the door, ruining her weekend with the
news. A kindly, incompetent old man, Dr. Merrill couldn’t adjust to
the clawing and biting that went on in a large school district.
Five heart attacks in five years and he didn’t look good. She was
afraid the job was killing him. Seven years ago he hired her as a
rookie, encouraged her to go for an administrative credential and
five years later backed her for assistant superintendent.

Owing him more than she could ever repay, she did
what she could to shield him from those harrying his flanks. He
promised her this year was his last, and if she could help him get
through it, he could almost guarantee she would be the one to
replace him.

And that—that was everything.

From his shirt pocket Hugh took a little black
notebook in which he scribbled notes, and she stifled a smile.
Whenever he spoke to anyone, out came the book. The problem was,
once safely down in his notebook, that was usually the end of it.
Pretty soon it was a joke, he and his little pad.

In the five years she’d worked with him she’d learned
he cared about more than his salary. He cared about the kids, and
with her that counted for a lot. The book, well, if it was a little
strange, it was kind of cute, too.

Looking tired, Hugh rubbed his eyes with the heels of
calloused hands. “Monday starts the second term and O’Connel’s
flunked a quarter of his students again, two board members’ kids in
the bunch.” Solange’s heart fluttered. She’d heard about O’Connel’s
troubles, but had hoped it wouldn’t go this far. It was funny, but
when Hugh had called her back, she’d thought of him.

“Mrs. Noble’s been on the warpath for a week now, got
the board madder than hornets. I just had another call before you
came in.

That damned Welshman— Since the accident he just
won’t play the game.” Concerned, she leaned forward in her chair.
“You sound tired, Hugh. Should you have come in today?”
Impatiently, he waved away her concerns. “Oh, don’t baby me, I’m
all right, but Christ, I’ve got enough on my mind right now without
all this nonsense.” He pushed himself off the desk, lowering
himself carefully into a chair. Patiently, she waited, wanting to
reach out, but not daring to embarrass him.

He paused to catch his breath, exhausted from the
effort. "You used to work together out at Elk River, you did know
his wife and child were killed a couple years ago?” She wiped a
hair out of her face, nodding with what she hoped was nonchalance.
She’d seen Patti several times and remembered with a touch of envy
how well they’d looked together. “I heard about it.” He shook his
head, blue veins pulsing at sunken temples. “When he came back he
wasn’t the same.” He took out a pipe, and began packing it with
cognac-scented leaf from a small glass humidor on his desk.

“You’ll see what I mean. Won’t work with CIM
implementation committees, refuses to teach the class the way it
should be taught.

Won’t change, won’t try anything new. Only appears at
faculty meetings when the urge strikes him. Doesn’t shave or cut
his hair, looks a bum half the time.” He shrugged, sucking air
through the still cold pipe. “Kicked about a dozen kids out of his
classes the first week, won’t allow them back. We can’t have
teachers telling us who they’ll have in their classrooms, can we?”
Hands palsied so that she wanted to steady them in her own, he tore
a match out of a book, shaking his head sadly. "After midterms we
had twenty parents screaming for transfers before their kids
flunked. A scheduling nightmare’s what it was. You should have
heard Lovejoy scream over that one.” Striking the match, he held it
over the packed bowl, sending clouds of blue smoke wafting about
him. She loved the smell of his pipe and his gentle manner of
speech. Such a nice old man. She was fiercely protective of her few
friends; he and his wife were two.

Content, he rocked back in his chair. "And after all
that, he still failed one out of four students. How do I justify
failure rates like that to the board? The way things are going, the
laws they’re sending down? Both you and I know we’re moving towards
non-graded portfolios. We’re emphasizing success today,
self-esteem, and most teachers are coming along with the program.”
He leaned close, pointing at Solange with the stem of his pipe.

“You understand this is between you and me. The board
wants him out, and although I feel for him, I’m afraid I agree.
Dai’s got tenure and twenty years seniority, but I’ve spoken with
Hersch at OEA, and he assures me that if we have proper
documentation—and we do—they won’t go to bat for him. He’s been a
thorn in their side too. We’re in good shape as far as the contract
goes. We’ve filed all the necessary papers notifying him of his
deficiencies and let the appropriate time pass and so forth. What I
need from you, my dear, is what you do best-document no
improvement. I’ll do the rest.” Placing bifocals on his nose, he
peered down at his calendar.

“I’m penciling it in for next Thursday’s board
meeting. That gives you three days. Not a lot of time.” Rising
painfully, he came around the desk to lay an icy hand
affectionately on her shoulder. “You’ve always been able to help me
out with these things, but I have to tell you, this one’s special.
Noble’s gang would like nothing better than to use this as an
excuse to force me out and bring in Lovejoy as superintendent. If I
can’t get him out, there’s a good chance I’ll be handed my walking
papers. And if I am, you know where that leaves you.” A frozen
stiletto knifed up through her stomach.

She knew—she knew precisely.

• •

O’Connel passed up and down the aisles as they wrote,
tossing a copy of the Constitution in a small booklet onto desks as
he passed.

Pajama day—another excuse not to work, another
distraction for kids who already had too many.

“Okay, guys, in here it’s a workday, so put down the
toys and get busy. You’ve got five minutes.” Under his gaze they
settled down. The sky had grown inky black with cloud. The river
would run high tonight. At his desk, he leaned back, resting his
feet on an open drawer.

So this was it.

They must be serious this time. What else could he
expect after all the crap he’d pulled? It’d been fun, but he should
have known it couldn’t last. Everything ended—everything. After
what he’d lost, what was a career? It would almost be a relief to
lose the last thing he cared about, the last thing binding him to
the world.

He watched her working across the room with the same
fascination he felt watching the river. He had to admit it—she was
magnificent.

Best of all, she held herself as if she had no idea
just how magnificent she was.

“Solange Gonsalvas— “ He said the name under his
breath. An incantation of the unattainable. A charm against
loneliness.

Solange Gonsalvas—his dark angel.

Seven years ago, a rookie teacher in her first job,
she came to Elk River. Now she’d come full circle to finish him. It
made a queer sort of sense in a way. Like a force of nature, deadly
as a river in full flood, she would sweep him away without a
thought.

• • •

Across the room, Solange sat listening. Through the
walls on either side, she could hear loud talking and laughter from
the neighboring classrooms. Here there was only the pinging of the
radiator and the scratching of two dozen pencils on paper. Rain
pattered against the windows. She felt comfortable in this room,
safe, although she didn’t know why she should, so near to the man
she’d come to ruin. He knew why she was here, yet there he sat,
feet up, as if he hadn’t a care. What could he be thinking? She
noticed him raise his glance, and rousing herself from her reverie,
quickly typed her first note.

Copying engages only the lower cognitive domains.
They could better be given a handout.

She wrote it, but felt something else. Glancing
around the room, she felt a tension as they worked, but also a
certain sense of comfort, of security. Routines were comforting in
a way, she conceded, but having kids copy didn’t teach them to
think. And wasn’t that why they were here? He’d been warned about
that in the many notices of deficiency she’d read in his file. Yet
he’d changed nothing.

She watched as O’Connel, looking up from his desk,
noticed a boy with long blond hair asleep on his arms. He went to
stoop beside him, and the boy peered up through bleary eyes.

“Huh?”

“You sleep last night, Frank?”

“Nah.” Frank rubbed at his eyes.

“You’ve got to get some rest before I can do anything
for you.

Go grab a cot in the nurse’s room.”

“I was hoping you’d say that, Mr. O’Connel.” He
scooped his binder off the desk, slid out of the chair and out the
door.

The radiator gave off heat at last. Solange shrugged
out of her coat, and looked up to find him squatting beside her
desk, forearm across the desktop.

He nodded at the door. “Frank, the one I sent out,
lives in an eight by sixteen travel trailer with his mom, dad,
sister and brother.

Five people— His little sister’s got the croup, and
no one’s slept for a week. That’s one thing this old dump’s got
that the new buildings don’t— a sick room. I’ve been sending him
there to get some rest.”

“The office doesn’t mind?” He made a sound through
his teeth. “What do you think? Sure they mind. Parnell sent him
back the first time, with a note that said beds were reserved for
illness, so I went down and raised hell, and they haven’t said
anything since. What’s the use of him being in class if he can’t
stay awake? They’ve got empty beds in an empty room. Who’s Frank
going to bother?” A girl laughed and squealed hysterically next
door. Someone pounded on the wall. Frowning in puzzlement, she
caught his eye.

“I’ve been told that I’m stifling their creativity by
having them write like this when they come in.” He shrugged with a
smile.

“Maybe I am. The gal next door is a very popular
teacher, great coach. She doesn’t stifle anything. Everybody’s got
their own style, that’s just not mine.” Several pencils were set
down with finality, and he went to the front, giving them thirty
seconds to finish writing.

She made a second entry— A student was sent out of
the room (without a warning or parental notification) for falling
asleep, a violation of district policy and assertive discipline
guidelines.

She folded down the screen, preferring not to see
what she’d written. Okay, it wasn’t exactly the truth, but it
wasn’t a lie either.

When most had finished, O’Connel leaned against the
lab table, arms folded across a broad chest. “OK, ready or not,
here we go.” Several students continued writing.

“I’ll wait.” Grudgingly, they laid down their
pencils, looking up.

“Right. Today we’re doing a group discussion. Miss
Gonsalvas, our assistant superintendent is here visiting.” He
winked. “So make me look good, huh?” Pleased he had pronounced her
name correctly, she nearly smiled.

Few got it right—for some reason he always had.

“You’re responsible for ten questions. You’ll find
the answers you need in the copies of the Constitution I just gave
you. Everyone must have the answers in their journals for a written
grade, and each group will make an oral presentation at the end of
the hour for a second. Test tomorrow over the Bill of Rights as
well, so we’re talking about twelve points here, guys. Make sure
and pick the best speaker in your group because you’ll be graded
both on the thoroughness of your answers, and the effectiveness of
the speaker.

“Now, I’ve given you ten situations. A couple are
hypothetical, the others you can read about in the photocopied
articles on the counter along the windows. If the amendments offer
protection, I want you to find it and quote the line where it
occurs, and I want your opinions on what should be done to right
the wrong if one was committed.

“If you don’t think the Bill of Rights offered
protection, explain why not. I’m going to ask each group for one,
but you won’t know which one, so you better be ready to do any of
them. Okay. First situation— Men, women, and children, members of
both racial and religious minorities, are gassed and burned.”
Chelsea spoke up— “The Nazis didn’t have a bill of rights.”
O’Connel shook his head. “I’m not talking about Germany.”

“China, USSR, Turkey, Cambodia, Africa, Timor, it
could be anything,” a boy dressed in black said.

“It happened here, Paul.”

“Two hundred years ago in Salem, maybe,” said Moses,
a small boy with dark eyes.

“Eighty American Christians, many of them black, more
than twenty of them children, were gassed with cyanide and burned
by U.S. Government agents.”

“Waco! I remember that. They were a bunch of crazies.
They had machine guns and they were sexually abusing the children,
weren’t they?” asked Armando.

“We’ll never know. The evidence was bulldozed into
the fire and incinerated with them.”

“Why would they do that?” Armando asked.

“Why does anybody destroy evidence?” Paul asked.

O’Connel cut them off. “If the Bill of Rights
protected them, cite the amendment.”

“I’m not sure protected is the word you want,” Paul
said.

O’Connel nodded. “Second question— When you go to the
polls, you’re told you must pay a tax to vote.

“Wait a minute!” said a tall, slender young man. “Why
a tax to vote?” O’Connel shrugged. “Why do you think, Armando?” He
frowned. “To raise money?”

“To make sure certain people don’t vote,” said Paul
over a paperback.

“Ah, you mean that way only the people with the money
to pay could vote.” Paul shook his head, rolling eyes
heavenward.

“That was the idea,” answered O’Connel. “Numbers
three and four— When Chelsea goes to vote, she’s told she has to be
twenty-one, and for that matter, since she’s a woman, she should
just go on home and not bother.” Chelsea folded her arms over her
chest. “They’d better not!” she said quietly.

“Have you registered, Chelsea?”

“I will next month when I turn eighteen.”

“Five— A woman is shot and killed by BATF agents when
they raid her home in the middle of the night. She attempts to
protect herself and is shot and killed. It was the wrong house.
Their warrant was for the house next door.” Chelsea frowned.
“What’s a B-A-T-F? Paul answered without looking up from his book,
speaking slowly, emphasizing the first letters of each word as if
he were explaining to a child— “Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and
Firearms, B-A-T-F.” Chelsea gave him a saccharine smile. “Well,
thank you so much, Paul. I’m just so stupid, I don’t know what I’d
do without you.” O’Connel clenched his jaw to keep from smiling.
“Six— A college student at a town meeting asks President Clinton
why he reneged on his promised middle class tax cut. The President
is taken off guard by the question from a crowd he was assured was
friendly, and has the Secret Service ask him to leave, which he
does.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Chelsea said.

“A few hours later, he’s arrested at home.”

“No way!” said Moses. “For what?”

“The charge is creating a disturbance in the presence
of the President, and being where he shouldn’t have been. The
Secret Service later told him he wouldn’t have been arrested but
for the President’s insistence. “

“Man, that’s scary!” Chelsea said.

“Freedom of speech only applies when you agree with
the government, I guess, huh?” asked Armando.

“Ask a question, go to jail,” said Paul.

“Seven— In 1994, a New Jersey teacher is fired solely
because of her color.”

“Man, racism sucks!” Moses said. “Was she black or
Chicana?”

“She was white. Her firing has since been upheld in
court.” Several students expressed disbelief He raised a hand,
waited for silence.

“Eight— A black landscaper pays for an airline ticket
with cash and is turned in by the ticket agent.”

“For what?” asked Moses.

“For having cash. He’s stopped and frisked by DEA
agents—” Chelsea turned around. “That’s Drug Enforcement Agency,
Paul.”

“Wow, no kidding?” he said, voice dripping with
vitriol.

“Okay, okay,” O’Connel said, bringing them back.
“Thirty thousand dollars in cash he is carrying for the purchase of
nursery stock is confiscated. He’s charged with nothing.” Moses
laughed, not believing. “That’s true?” O’Connel nodded.

“So what happened to his money?”

“It’s DEA money now.”

“Man, you got to be kidding!” Moses said.

Paul raised a hand. “Sieg, Heil!”

“Nine— An immigrant farmer is arrested, tractor
impounded, business ruined, the value of his land wiped away. His
crime— While tilling to plant bok choy, he ran over a rare kangaroo
rat.

“A what?” Chelsea said. “A rat? And he went to
jail?”

“My dog kills rats all the time under the trailer.”
Moses said.

“How come he’s not in jail?” O’Connel waited for them
to quiet down.

“Ten— During a crisis, the government knocks on your
door and demands twenty U.N. peace keepers sleep and eat in your
house for the night.”

“Be kind of crowded at my place,” Moses said. “I’d
send them to Frank’s.” They laughed.

“OK, you have thirty minutes, no more, presentations
at 9:45.” They broke into groups, and he moved about the room,
answering questions, restating problems, and reminding them of the
time.

Soon most were leafing through the small
booklets.

A couple girls at the back of the room were obviously
doing no work. Solange watched as they laughed and gossiped, and
one fed the other from her bracelet of candy hearts. Surprised,
Solange opened her laptop.

Students permitted to remain off-task during
lesson.

Chelsea called O’Connel over. “Mr. O’Connel, I just
don’t see why Paul has to be in our group. He won’t help at all. He
just reads.

Why should Armando and I have to do all the work, and
then he gets the same grade we do? It’s not fair.” Solange smiled.
How would he handle this? “Well, what do you think, Paul?”

“About what?”

“About Chelsea’s complaint. Do you think it’s fair
that you read while they do the research when you’re all graded the
same?”

“No.”

“Well, then, will you help?” Paul said he
wouldn’t.

“See what I mean?” she said.

“Okay, Chelsea, what do you want to do?”

“Can just Armando and I work together?”

“Sure, go ahead. It looks like you’re on your own,
Paul.” When the time was up, they gave their results. Paul set his
book aside momentarily to answer the question posed to him from the
top of his head, using no notes. He had no problems.

Last to come up were the two girls in back who tried
to bluff their way through by aping other presentations.

Solange watched his face, wondering if they were
fooling him.

When they had finished, he read off the grades by
number. There were two zeros.

Outraged, one of the two slammed her notebook to the
desktop. “Why’d we get a zero? We did the stupid thing!”

“You got a zero because you chose to do nothing.”

“That’s not fair!” she said, lip curled back over
small, sharp teeth.

“You can’t just fail people because you feel like
it!”

“Yes, I can,” he said, eyes smiling. “You see, it’s
my job to prevent outbreaks of false self-esteem.” She turned away
in her seat, disgusted. “I’ll have my mom call the school about
this! She knows Mrs. Lovejoy, and she can get you fired.” O’Connel
nodded. “You do that, Kim.”

“Mr. O’Connel,” Moses said, “If this stuff happens,
even though it’s against the Constitution, then what good is the
Constitution?” The room quieted. O’Connel found a perch on the edge
of his desk. “Maybe you’re asking the wrong question, Moses. Maybe
you should ask— if we allow our government to ignore our
Constitution, what kind of citizens are we?” Moses frowned, shook
his head, not getting it.

“Shaw said, ‘Democracy is a device that insures we
shall be governed no better than we deserve.’” Chelsea raised her
hand. “How come I’ve never heard any of this on the news? I mean, I
heard it, but not all of it. This is stuff we should know, isn’t
it?”

“It’s not anyone else’s responsibility to keep you
informed,” O’Connel said. “It’s yours. There’s no such thing as an
unbiased source for the truth. Not me, not the—not the paper, not
the radio.” Chelsea opened delicate hands. “You mean they’re all
lying to us.”

“I don’t know if lying’s the right term—let’s call it
selective truth telling.” Chelsea scratched her blond head.
“Selective truth?”

“Yeah, it’s not exactly lying, is it? Mom asks if you
took the car out for a spin last night, and you say you were in bed
by ten. It’s not a lie—you were in bed by ten. You just happened to
be up by eleven.” She laughed. “Oh, you mean just not telling some
of the truth.” O’Connel nodded. “After Korea, the government knew
that U.S.

POW’s were being sent to the Soviet Block to be used
as human experimental animals. Some were exposed to deadly doses of
radiation or chemical and biological agents, some were used to
train field doctors to do amputations.” Chelsea gasped. “You mean
they cut off their arms and legs?”

“That’s what amputation is, Chelsea,” Paul said,
annoyed.

“We knew it, but if the government had told the
people, we would have demanded they go in and get them back. One
admiral whose son was one of the men taken suggested sailing
nuclear carriers up off P’yongyang and sending a one word
message—produce.

“We could have done it, though it might have started
World War III. But we didn’t. They kept it quiet, and thousands of
young men, not much older than you, were abandoned.” The class was
silent.

“I’m not saying it wasn’t the right thing to do,
trading several thousand lives for tens of millions, though I’m not
sure I could have done it. The point is, don’t expect the truth and
you won’t be disappointed.

Truth is dangerous, it’s power. No one gives power
away.” Chelsea shrugged helplessly. “Then what can we do?”

“For a start, read, read everything factual you can
get your hands on, no matter what anyone else says or thinks about
it. Communist, fascist, liberal, conservative, radical, moderate,
progressive read it all, file it away in your mind. Run it all
through the filter.

Shake it, sift it, and keep an open mind while you do
it. Question, suspect—everything! “Subject every source to the test
of reason, of logic, and let it stand or fall on its merit. Think
for yourself— and always, always ask— Why am I being told this?
And— What is it they aren’t telling me? And most important of all—
What do they want me to think about this? And eventually, maybe,
you’ll find what’s true for you.

“But you’ve got to be a cynic, don’t let anybody do
your thinking for you. It’s not easy, and it’s not fun, but no one
who doesn’t can think for themselves. Adolf Hitler said— ‘What luck
for rulers that men do not think.’ Herr Schicklgruber had it right.
Without thought, a people cannot remain free.” A blond with a
radiant smile raised her hand.

“Anna.”

“But how do we start?” O’Connel smiled. “For now,
read, listen, think. That’s enough to make you different from most.
The rest will come.” The bell rang, and when the class filed out,
Anna stayed behind.

“You know, Mr. O’Connel, I read a whole bunch. I love
reading.” Solange made one last entry on her laptop, listening,
fascinated.

O’Connel nodded and smiled as he gathered up the
booklets.

“That’s great, Anna”.

She followed him, notebook clutched to her chest.
“And I’m trying really hard in school this year, and I’m going to
pass all my classes. I want to get a good job to support my little
girl.” He stopped, dropping the booklets in his case. “How is
she?”

“Growing like a weed.” She smiled proudly. “I’m due
again in May.” Shocked, Solange looked up to see her gently
caressing her swollen abdomen through the jumper.

O’Connel held his face carefully neutral. “I didn’t
know.” She nodded, beaming. “Yeah, I’ll have two in the nursery
next year.”

“Well,” he said, “ I’m glad to hear you’re working
hard, Anna.

Keep it up, okay?” She breezed to the door. “Sure
will, see you.” When she had gone he looked up at Solange, then
away. “A good girl, but she can barely read. She’s sixteen.”

“My God,” she said, stunned, crushed under a great
weight of hopelessness. “What was that about? Why’d she stay?” He
smiled sadly. “A little attention, maybe, a little pat on the back,
that’s all she wanted. Sometimes I think it’s the most important
thing I do.” Rain beat heavily against the windows.

Solange looked down at her laptop.

“Did you intend to give the activity closure? I mean
if Moses hadn’t asked that question?”

“Closure—” He smiled, snapping his briefcase closed.
“I haven’t heard that since teacher training. Oh, I know how it’s
supposed to work, but the last thing I want is closure. I try not
to give them answers. I just try to get them thinking. I never have
been very good at wrapping it up in a neat little package and
sending them on their way. It’s never closed; it’s never done. I
want it to nag them, to drive them to distraction. Maybe, if I do
it right, they might just switch off the tube long enough to read
something.” He clicked off the lights, leaving the room in near
darkness.

“I’ve got to return a call to a parent. Coming?” She
had to struggle to keep up in her heels. The passion he felt for
the job surprised her. Nothing like what she’d been led to expect,
he had the fire in the belly, she could see that—anybody could.

Halfway down the crowded hall she remembered what
he’d said before class. “I want to know what you expect for all
this cooperation.

Because if you think I’m going to go easy on you—” At
the head of the busy stairway he turned abruptly to face her.

She reached out to stop herself, and drew back a hand
from a chest taught as a horse’s flank, bringing it to her
throat.

“Don’t misunderstand me.” He leaned close, face
hard.

She could smell him, a man smell—good, clean,
familiar. Her father’s smell. The pulse throbbed on his bull neck,
and in that endless second she was ten years old, a girl wanting a
father’s approval.

Blinking rapidly, she stepped back, fearing somehow
he might read her feelings. It was insane. It was her job to get
rid of him, destroy his career, his reputation. It was no time for
weakness, for daydreams, for romantic fantasy. What was happening
to her? He spoke slowly, voice barely more than a whisper. “I’m not
asking for any favors.” He stabbed a thick finger at her heart, and
she flinched from an impact that never came.

“I know what you’re here to do—I don’t kid myself
about that.” Heart pounding, she stood her ground, holding his eyes
with hers. She could take it. If he was tough she was tougher.
“Then what is it you want? because you’ll get nothing from me.” He
nodded, his smile making her somehow ashamed.

“I know it.” The woman was maddening. The worst of it
was that he was sure she knew what she did to him. Why else would
she stand so close? Maybe that was the way she worked—using that
face, that body to fluster the men she went after, making them
muddled, vulnerable.

if he hadn’t known better he might have thought she
was embarrassed. Her cynicism sickened him. He knew it existed, but
to see it in front of him, in such a face, behind such eyes —

Slowly, he turned and went down the stairs. “Forget
it. It was a stupid idea.” Hands moist on the cold railing, she
followed down the wide staircase. What had she seen in his eye?
Revulsion? Attraction? Hopelessness? She would have to watch
herself There was something here scared her. Something she couldn’t
understand, couldn’t control.

if she was sure of anything, she was sure he was not
going to be one of the easy ones.

Not even close.






• • •

For Celia, it was just another day.

Sorting mail for the teacher’s boxes, phone cradled
at her neck, she made copies while pinching the nose of a sobbing
kindergartner, his face smeared scarlet with blood. Dark hair
trimmed short, standing barely five feet tall, Celia was a hundred
pounds of high strung competence. Though she never raised her voice
in anger, she ran the office with all the languor of a Marine drill
instructor—a DI with a cute figure and an elfin smile.

Teachers respected Celia. Those that didn’t soon
learned their mistake. Some feared her, but most, like Solange
herself— couldn’t conceive of running the school without her.

As O’Connel came through the door, Celia handed him a
message.

“Mrs. Sandoval just called again. You can use Dean’s
office.” Solange caught her eye as she passed through the swinging
door at the counter. Celia knew why she was here and didn’t like
it.

Why should she be different? Recoiling from the
frosty stare, Solange followed O’Connel inside, curious what to
expect.

The vice principal’s office was a small, windowless
room not much bigger than a janitor’s storeroom. A small desk and
two chairs filled it. An old paddle, drilled with holes, hung on
the wall, thick with dust. Solange hated the look of it. If
inflicting pain was the only way you could reach kids, you’d lost
already.

O’Connel shut the door and punched up the number,
putting the call over the speaker. Mrs. Sandoval spoke as if she
had just bitten into a lemon. “Yes, thank you for returning my
call. Vincent received an F on his mid-term report, and I would
like to know what happened.” She was not pleased.

O’Connel ran a finger down the open grade book. “What
happened was, he didn’t do the work.”

“What work did he miss?”

“Well, I’m between classes now, I can’t list them for
you, but out of twenty assignments, he didn’t bother to do ten, and
the grades he does have are mostly C’s and D’s. He’s bright enough,
he just doesn’t seem to care. What he does turn in is usually
incomplete.”

“Yes. Could you please send me a list of the work he
has missed? I’ll have him make them up. We’ve always told Vincent
that his school work comes first, and that before he is to go out
with his friends, he is to have it all done. We ask him every
night, ‘Do you have any homework?’ and he says he has it all
done.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Sandoval, but your son’s been lying.
And I’m sorry to say I don’t allow any make up work in my class.”
There was a long pause. O’Connel smiled across the desk at her.

He’d been here before. He knew what was coming.

“You don’t allow any make up work?” Storm clouds
gathered in her voice.

“No, I don’t. Your son thinks my class is a joke, my
assignments are a joke, and sees no reason to do a thing. He spends
his time in my class talking. I don’t see any reason to let him
make it up now.”

“Vincent’s father and I do not allow Vincent to get
any grades below a B.”

“Well, Mrs. Sandoval, I’m afraid you’ll have to make
an exception this time. Vincent’s failing.”

“What are you going to do about this F?” she said,
voice edged.

“I’m not going to do anything, Mrs. Sandoval. It’s
simple. Your son didn’t do the work, and he failed.”

“Well, what are his father and I supposed to do if
you won’t allow him to make up the work? We’ve got to get his grade
up.” O’Connel shook his head, nudging wire rims back in place.

“You’re not supposed to do anything. There are only
two weeks left in the quarter now. It’s too late. If Vincent
decides to bring up his grade next quarter, all he has to do is
work.”

“I want to make sure I understand you. This quarter,
you’re going to give Vincent an F and there’s no way we can bring
it up?” He raised his hands in appeal to heaven. “Yes, Mrs.
Sandoval, you’ve got it right.”

“Well, that’s just not acceptable. You have to give
parents a chance to help their children improve. You can’t just
fail them.”

“Vincent isn’t a third grader. He’s in 8th
grade, thirteen years old. We talk a lot about responsibility.
Well, this is it. He’s blown it for this quarter. No, Vincent’s
about to learn something very valuable—that lack of effort leads to
failure, and that not even Mama can save him. You want Vincent to
improve, I say that’s great. Next quarter he can earn an A; all he
has to do is earn it.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” she said, all
veneer of courtesy stripped away. “Have you been teaching
long?”

“Yes, Mrs. Sandoval.” He looked up at Solange. “Some
might say too long.”

“Well, Mr. O’Connel, I can tell you that I’ll be
speaking to Mrs. Lovejoy about this.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Sandoval, I’m sure you will.” He
stabbed the button to disconnect and got up. “And that is, I hope,
my parental contact for the day.” She followed him out into the
office where Celia asked him if he got her.

“Yes indeed, another satisfied customer.” She made a
face. “That bad, huh?”

“Well,” he paused in the office doorway, “just don’t
put any big money on me for teacher of the year, huh?” Celia shook
her head, smiling as she sorted a stack of notes a foot high.

Solange followed him out, irritated despite the
material she’d gained.

“You certainly handled her with finesse.” He kept
walking. “So write it up. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? I’ve
given in to these spoiled brats’ mamas for twenty years. Pat them
on the kenneypopo, and send them home happy with an A for the
little darling. No more.” He strode down the hall, making her skip
every fifth pace to keep abreast. “Everybody talks about making the
kids responsible, but when it comes right down to it, it’s all
talk. If a kid fails today, it’s the teacher’s fault. Write a pass
to the library, and when the kid ends up smoking out under the
water tower, it’s your fault—you wrote the pass. We’re doing a
great job of teaching responsibility, aren’t we?” Solange watched
him, amazed. He was really worked up. It didn’t make sense. Today
nothing did. She’d expected a burned out cynic, not this.

Did she know anything about him, really? He
shouldered open a swinging door into the locker room with a bang,
barring her way with an arm. “I told you I’d give you what you
needed. That was it. Enjoy it.” He knocked back his glasses, ran a
hand through his hair, took a long breath. When he met her eye, he
looked tired. “You’d better go on around and up the stairs. I’ll
see you in the wrestling room in a minute.” He went in, letting the
door swing shut after him.

• • •

Alone, still confused by what she felt, she crossed
the ancient gym one slow step at a time, heels echoing across
polished maple.

She loved this place. Silent, empty, it always
reminded her of a church. So many voices raised in ecstasy, in
despair, over so many years, perhaps in a way it was.

if he was a loose cannon, then why did she agree with
him? Okay, too brash, too truthful maybe, but did that make him a
bad teacher? She found the door around the side of the bleachers,
and went inside.

The reek of unwashed sweat clothes hung heavy in the
air. In the shadow of the bleachers, back against the cold wall,
she stood where she could see without being seen. Out on the big
mat, ten boys and three girls sat cross legged.

Sixteen years ago she’d been here. A different
school, but the same. A small, dark thirteen-year-old speaking
little English among big-boned blonds, she’d tried in vain to blend
in. Wrong size, wrong color, wrong language—she’d been a poor
chameleon. Was that why she hid here in the dark? The schedule said
the class was self-defense. O’Connel came in the other door wearing
gray sweats, arms cut off at the shoulder, and she could see why it
was he moved with such evident ease. He held a pair of foam-padded
gloves and a face shield.

He nodded, and one of the older boys led them in
finger pushups, stretches, and crunchies. O’Connel did the
exercises effortlessly in back where he caught one boy getting
lazy, and called for an extra ten from everyone. Several boys
shouted threats at the loafers, and this time they did it
right.

As they formed a circle on the edge of the mat, she
saw him spot her. He’d seen, but given no sign. She was glad of
that. If she stayed where she was they wouldn’t need to show
off—and she wanted to observe, not influence what she saw.

When they quieted he began. “Okay, last quarter, we
went over strikes and throws. Today we’ll put them together in a
take-down.” He called Moses onto the mat, and tossed him the face
protector, pulling on the gloves. “I’ve told this guy I don’t want
to fight, I tried to walk away, now I’m cornered and he throws a
punch.” Moses struck out with a slow right.

“I block with both hands, double open palm strikes
downward into his forearms, the pressure points here and here. Then
I grab whatever clothing I can. Don’t forget your yells, I want to
hear them.” He demonstrated, shouting as he struck, pulling his
strikes. “If he’s wearing long sleeves, I grab above the elbows, if
not, I get him by anything I can get hold of keeping my elbows up
to block. He can’t punch me now, I’ve got him tied up. I kick him
fast in the shins and stomp his instep.” He showed them, yelling
with each kick. “I’m still hanging on so he can’t punch. Now I spin
him around like this, and kick the back of his right knee with my
right foot and lay him down.” He lowered Moses gently to the mat by
his sweatshirt. “Remember, kick his left knee and you’ll be under
him when he goes down.

In real life put him down hard and fast. Here I want
you to lay your partner down easy; don’t drop him. We don’t want
anybody hurt.” He stood. “Any questions?” A hand went up.

“Why do we have to kick him in the shins? That’s like
what a little kid would do,” Frank said. “Why not punch him
out?”

“Ever been kicked in the shin, Frank?”

“Hoo, yeah, sure have. My sister’s real good at
that.”

“How’d it feel?” He reached down to rub his leg. “I
thought I was going to die!” He laughed. So did the others in the
circle.

O’Connel cocked a finger. “That’s why we kick him in
the shin.

Now, get with a partner, and go through it. In twenty
minutes, you’ll use it on me for a grade.” They paired off and went
through the moves, as he moved among them, watching, correcting. A
couple guys clowned. He warned them once, and when he turned his
back they started in again.

“You’re done, hit the showers.” One began to protest,
but he pointed at the door, and they went out. Twenty minutes
later, he called the circle back. Frank was first.

All went well until the take-down, when he hesitated,
scratching his head, ears crimson against white hair. “Aw, now what
knee was I supposed to kick?” On the second try he got it, and
O’Connel went down slapping the mat.

The circle cheered, and Frank swaggered back to the
circle, skinny arms held wide. “Ah, I guess I made you eat some mat
all right, huh, Mr. O’Connel?” O’Connel got up stiffly. “Yeah,
Frank, I guess you did.” From her place in the shadows Solange
smiled. She liked Frank.

One by one they took turns. Chelsea was last. When it
came to kick she faltered.

The circle groaned. She tried again and it was the
same.

The shower bell rang. No one moved.

“Come on, kiddo, you’re not going to hurt me.” She
looked as if she might cry. “1 cant!” she said, covering her
face.

He stooped, hands on knees, to look in her eyes.
“Chelsea, look at me, come on, look at me, now.” She hung her head,
hiding her eyes with her hands. “No, I cant! I just cant!”
Solange’s eyes filled. She knew what Chelsea felt. The same things
stayed the same. The wheel turned and you were older inside you
were the same. A pair of wrestlers from the next period slammed in
the door roughhousing, making her jump. O’Connel barked and they
slid on their seats to sit quietly against the wall. He looked at
his watch, made a decision.

Laying an arm gently on Chelsea’s shoulder, he bent
to look her close in the face. “Okay, we’ve got time for one last
try. I want you to do the best you can. Will you do that?” Wiping
her eyes, she nodded.

Under the bleachers, Solange pressed a fist to her
mouth. What kind of man was he that he saw so much, cared so much?
He slapped the padded foam on his head. “You see this? You can’t
hurt a hardhead like me in here. It’s okay. You can do it. This
time, I want you to yell as loud as you can on every move, and I
want you guys to yell with her, okay?” He clapped his hands. “All
right, this is it. Here we go.” Fists clenched, Solange wanted her
to succeed, needed her to. A tear coursed down her cheek and
irritably, she wiped it away with an open hand.

Coming to the kick, Chelsea hesitated, and Solange
squeezed her eyes shut, unwilling to see her fail. A slap on the
mat, and a cheer told her it was over. Solange looked up to see
O’Connel flat on his back and Chelsea, a grinning, teary-eyed
sprite kneeling on his chest.

O’Connel smiled, reaching up to touch her forehead
gently with a finger. “Not bad, now get out of here and get a
shower. You’re late.” When they had gone, Solange came around the
front of the bleachers to sit on the bottom bench.

O’Connel lay where he was, arms wide, palms up. “I am
too old for this.” She couldn’t help smiling. “She did it.” He
shrugged. “Oh, yeah. I knew she could. She’s just a little
hesitant. I can’t blame her.”

“What do you mean?” He looked over his shoulder at
the locker room doors. They were closed.

“When she was six, her mother was strangled by a
boyfriend.” Solange shivered, suddenly cold.

“She was there. She saw it. She’s been in foster care
ever since, but Chelsea— “ He nodded. “She’ll make it, she’s a
fighter. She waits tables at Bette’s five nights a week, and she’s
still got a 3.8. What a sweetheart, huh?” The rain picked up again,
peppering the roof high overhead, a gray, desolate sound.

He lay, head flat on the mat, watching her. Suddenly
self-conscious, she looked away. There was no way he could know
what he did to her, how he made her feel—she would make sure he
never did.

“Your stupid idea.” She crossed her legs under her
case. “I’d like to hear it. You said you want to be observed, but I
do that anyway, I always do that.” He nodded, setting back his
glasses. “You must be pretty anxious to get back to that cushy
office.” She squirmed uncomfortably on the hard bench, ran her
tongue along the inside of her teeth. So he was right, he couldn’t
know for sure. She wouldn’t get sucked in that easily. She smiled
sweetly, eyes diamond hard.

“So you’ve said.”

“Hey, don’t give me that look, I don’t blame you.
I’ve thought about it myself Nice office downtown— Nice secretary—
Twice the money for half, or a tenth, the work, depending on your
inclination—Meetings— Conferences— Suit— Tie— Just see kids when
it’s time to give out awards— Shake a few hands— Pass out a diploma
or two— Seventy-five grand a year.” He planted a noisy kiss on the
ends of gathered fingers. “Sweet set up, a real gravy train.” She
swung her foot impatiently, high heel dangling loose on a toe.
“Does my job look easy to you?” He turned his head to look at her,
ear to the mat, thinking it over. “I wouldn’t trade you.” He sat up
with a groan, his hands braced behind him on the mat. “What’s nuts,
what’s really nuts is without the kids, there wouldn’t be any
reason to be here. Why not just work in an insurance office, hang
out with the gals at the water cooler? No, the kids are what it’s
about. They make it a great job on the good days, and a rotten job
on the bad ones.” She had never met anyone quite like him. She
couldn’t deny it—she was intrigued.

“So are you going to tell me?” He looked at her
doubtfully.

“You want to hear it.” She said she did.

“Okay, if you’re going to take my scalp, at least
stick around long enough to find out whose you’ve got.” He did the
thing with his glasses, and she bit her lip to keep from smiling.
It was a prim, almost effeminate habit. She liked to see him do it.
It made him less frightening.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you spend a week as my Siamese twin.”

She let go of the breath she’d been holding. What was
this? “A beguiling image, I’ve got three days.” He gave up, slapped
the mat. “Okay, three days, then.” Her eyes narrowed. What could he
want? “And in return you offer— “

“I told you—you see me the way I am, warts and
all.”

She shook her head. “Uh, uh, not enough.” He leaned
forward, elbows on knees, feet spread. “What else do you want, my
still-beating heart?”

“I want your resignation.” She shrugged. “As
insurance.”

• • •

Slowly, he got to his feet, rubbing the small of his
back. It was good to see her sitting there on the bleachers. He’d
missed her since she’d been moved to district. Oh, they’d never
really talked much, but he missed watching her brush that mane out
of her face. Like a kid would do it. Not for show, but only to get
the damned stuff out of her eyes. He liked the way she looked at
people in a way that said, ready or not here I come. He liked the
smell of her, for Christ’s sake—even that.

Small. Slender. He could see over the top of her head
in his bare feet. Yet there was something in her eyes—a fierceness.
Years ago he’d seen a cougar gone to tree with her yearling. The
big cat’s eyes were like the hazel ones he saw before him now.
There was something hard in them—a look that said if she were
pushed, if she were made to stand and fight, she would come back
with every atom of her being. It scared him—it was what he liked
most about her.

“You don’t kid around, do you?” It was a barter—three
days with this deadly angel for his job, straight across. A few
days with a lovely stranger for what little was left of his life.
He wanted her to take the deal, wanted it more than he’d wanted
anything in a long time. Something told him she would.

He shook his head no. “You want my job, you can damn
well try to get it. I won’t resign. You heard the deal. I’m making
it easy enough.

I’m not going to hand it to you. Take it or leave
it.” He went out, the locker room door swinging shut behind
him.

• • •

She’d take it.

Her fingers moved quickly over the keys of her
laptop. Fourth period— self-defense. Two students sent to the
showers without office notification, a second violation of
assertive discipline guidelines.

She slipped it back into her bag. Dh, she was good.
She didn’t need his resignation. She’d just asked to see what he
would say. It was a trick she’d learned at the mercados in Sao
Paulo—ask for more than you need and you’ll get what you want.

Thursday night it would be over. Friday she’d be back
in her office, her wonderful office, smelling of new carpet and
freshly brewed chamomile tea. Her eye fell on the empty mat, moving
with grim slowness about the empty wrestling room, dead silent,
now.

Where did that leave Chelsea, Moses, Frank, and the
others? It left them with a rookie who didn’t know a thing about
teaching except the useless nonsense they taught in teacher
training, and it left the district with fifteen thousand saved on
his salary. Not a bad deal—for the district.

Could she do it? Could she fire a good teacher to
keep her job? She went to wait for him in the hall, letting the
door swing shut behind her.

She didn’t know the answer.

She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

She waited for O’Connel in the stale hall.

Through large windows she looked out over the front
lawn.

The rain had let up, but the sky hung heavy still.
Lightning skipped above bloated clouds, rattling the plate
glass.

The last time she’d seen her father had been a day
like this. He’d taken her up on the roof of their apartment, and
together they watched a storm blow in from the east, stinking of
the sea—of rotting kelp, crab shell, sewage.

On the roof with its forest of aerials and vent
pipes, her father sat under the tin overhang of a pigeon loft
holding her close in strong arms. Around them Sao Paulo stretched
an endless noisy jumble to the hazy horizon.

Sipping at a bottle of beer, eyes on clouds sweeping
above them, he spoke to her as he never had. Smelling of beer, of
sweat, of diesel, he pressed her to him, tired eyes full of love,
beard sandpaper against her face.

“Minha pequenina, what will you be, eh? A great
woman? A special woman?” Tongue-tied with emotion, she could say
nothing. Most nights, shuffling home coated with dust turned to
black mud in the sweaty creases of arms and neck, he found little
to say. The family table at dinner was a solemn and silent place,
the only sound of eating, of drinking. Now, under a bloated sky, so
many words at once. He had never said such things—not to her.

He took another sip of beer, sending droplets of
condensation running up the neck of the bottle. With a big
calloused hand, nails stained brown with hand-rolled cigarettes, he
stroked her hair. “My little one, who reads so much and says so
little.” He shook his head, smelling of the rich black earth of the
forest. Even in the cab it reached him, the fine dust, the flesh of
the earth the wind carried away from the raw-scoured wounds he left
behind.

“I’m a poor man, an ignorant man. I work, I sleep, I
eat. Such is my life.” He nodded, eyes on the horizon, perhaps
seeing out past the smog to the forest. The forest he loved. The
forest he leveled to buy their food and clothing, to buy her
books.

Bone weary, he sighed, eyes barely open. “I know
nothing but how to work—only to work. But you, Solange, will be
much more than I. This I know.” Suddenly came a flash of blue-white
and a rattling, rumbling, booming of such power that she hid
herself against him, secure in the smell of his sweat.

Against the swollen bruise of dark cloud wheeled
specks of dazzling white. Around and around they hurtled under the
heavy ceiling of cloud.

He raised a black arm. “There, see the gulls, they’re
not afraid.

You, Solange, are one of those.” So many words had
tired him. He said nothing more. Solange faced the cracking sky,
doing her best to be brave. She loved him that day so hard it
scalded her heart.

The next day he rose in the dark and caught the bus
to the forest.

He never came home.

A two hundred foot mahogany crushed the cab of his
Komatsu, its two steering levers impaling him through the chest. He
died quickly, they said.

After the funeral, a short service with a priest
reeking of wine in a mud-stained church on the edge of the forest,
Solange slipped off into the jungle, drawn to see the wrecked
machine. Alone, good white shoes ruined in the sucking mud, she
climbed into the mangled steel cage. There, as he lay dying, in the
thick layer of dust on the diamond plate floor, her father had
traced her name.

• • •

She looked up to find O’Connel beside her in the
quiet hall, long hair wet from the shower. “You don’t like
thunder?” She looked up, eyes narrowed, on her guard.

Just how much could he see? “I like it, why?”

“You looked a little sad for a second, that’s all.
Come on, it’s lunch time.” He led the way down the hall toward the
teacher’s lounge.

Dreading this, she hung back. “Oh, I didn’t know, I
should have looked at the schedule. I brought my lunch, I’ll eat in
my car.” He turned back, smile mocking her. “Afraid to mix with the
hoi polloi?”

“No,” she said, voice rising slightly in
exasperation. “I just don’t see any reason to subject them to it.”
Or herself.

“To what?” She sighed. Could he be that stupid? “To
having me there.”

“Why? You chew with your mouth open?”

“You know how they feel about me.” He shrugged. “You
don’t seem like the type to run and hide. Are you?” Their eyes
locked. He was first to look away. “I didn’t think so, come on, it
might be fun.” Fun for whom, she wondered, following reluctantly.
This, she was sure, was a very bad idea.

“Ms. Gonsalvas,” O’Connel said, “you remember Karl
Calandra, Sid Lott, Myrtle Sparrow, Aurora Helvey.”

“Solange,” she said awkwardly. “I’m still just
Solange.” Myrtle peered up through thick glasses and smiled,
drawing out an arm’s length of yarn from the bag at her feet.
“Well, well,” she bellowed, “what a nice surprise, we don’t see you
much any more. How’s life in the big city?” Solange sat, leaning
over to hug her. “Oh, Myrtle, I miss you.

You sure I can’t bribe you to come downtown?” Myrtle
hugged her back, then pushed her away playfully with a big flabby
arm. “Oh, stop it, now,” she said, blushing. “I wouldn’t last a
week around all those bigwigs. It wouldn’t be long and I’d be
telling one of them to put his head down on his desk and shut his
big fat mouth.” Solange cocked her head, smiling. “That might not
be so bad.” How she’d missed this lovely old woman.

“Hey, everybody,” Myrtle said, wrinkled hand pressed
over Solange’s, “I want you all to know this woman is the best
damned teacher I’ve ever worked for.” Encircling Solange with a
beefy arm, she pulled her close. “Honey, you get tired of being a
big shot downtown, you can come back here and go to work with me,
any time.” O’Connel nodded at five new teachers huddled together
further down the long table. “Those are our up-and-coming rookies,
true believers just passing through on their way to bigger and
better things. They keep themselves apart so the cynicism won’t rub
off” The big man seated with them spoke up with an apologetic
shrug, “There’s only one lounge.” A woman spoke up, “Well, Solange,
from what I hear, you’ve come to bring the renegade here, to heel,”
Solange opened her Tupperware of sliced carrots and celery, setting
it on the table in front of her. This was it—they were all
listening.

“I’m here to observe Mr. O’Connel’s classes if that’s
what you mean, yes.” The new teacher drew a finger across her
throat with appropriate sound effects, giving O’Connel a saccharine
smile.

“Now children,” O’Connel said, wagging a finger,
“don’t go moving your blocks into my toy box yet.”

“Good timing,” Sid said through a mouthful of apple,
running shoes propped up on the back of a chair. “You’re just in
time to get your two cents in, O’Connel.” He pointed to the
chalkboard on the wall. “We’re listing the fads we’ve seen go over
the dam in the last thirty years.” Aurora went to the board,
holding a floret of raw broccoli between her teeth as she wrote.
“Open Classroom.” Karl, blowing on a cup of steaming soup, thick
glasses fogged, waved his spoon in the air. “That had to be one of
the biggest jokes.

I taught in an open school in L.A. in the sixties.”
He shook his head, giggling. “It was a loony bin. Kids flying
everywhere, everybody talking at once. All that freedom was
supposed to really make them want to learn, right? Uh,
uh—monkey-wrencher’s paradise.” Aurora spoke up with a vehemence
that surprised Solange. “We’re still fighting it thirty years later
in classrooms divided with sliding curtains. The way sound carries
you might as well be in the same room. They wasted millions
building the stupid things.” Sid picked a piece of apple from his
jeans. “Let it all hang out.” Setting aside her broccoli, Aurora
tore open a pound bag of M

M’s. “How about New Math— Remember that?”

“I did that!” Solange said. “All it ever did was
confuse me.” Sid leaned over to examine Solange’s carrots and
celery. “Me, too, and I had to teach it.” He squinted up at
Aurora’s candy as he took another bite of apple. “I wonder, do you
think there’s any relationship between the food people eat, and the
way people look?” Aurora smiled, plump face reddening. “Okay, smart
ass.” She sent a floret of broccoli flying past his ear. “At least
I had good intentions.”

“Oh, I saw that. I saw that. You ate what? Maybe
three pieces of broccoli? That balances out a bag of M

M’s. I was just asking is all.”

“What about Whole Language?” Solange said.

“Good one,” Aurora said. “We threw out phonics in
favor of guessing at words. Now, ten years later, oops! A
generation of kids missed out on learning to decode. And we’re
still teaching it! Why?”

“Follow the money,” said Karl. “Textbook publishers.
Who needs a book to learn phonics? A two dollar chart on the wall,
and you’re done. No money in it, that’s why.”

“But wait a minute,” Solange said. “When I was here
we taught phonics. It was coming back. I thought all the primary
teachers in the district were still teaching it.”

“Wrong,” Aurora said. “I’m the only one I know of ,
and I can only get away with it because I’ve been here so long they
leave me alone. I’m not supposed to be.” Sid covered his eyes.
“What are you telling her for?” Aurora blew air through slack lips.
“I’m not going to teach kids to memorize words, to look at the
picture and guess. I’ve been teaching reading for thirty years. I
may not have the neatest room, or the quietest room— “ Karl and Sid
raised their eyes to the ceiling.

“Okay, okay! I don’t have the neatest or quietest
room!”

“Got any grades in your grade book yet, Helvey?” She
laughed, face coloring. “Not yet, it’s only November!” Karl moaned,
covering his eyes.

“I’ll get to it. But my second graders can read! They
can spell!’ She rummaged in a big purse. “Let them fire me! I got a
letter from PERS right here, says I can retire right now and draw
fifteen hundred a month.” Sid whistled. “Big money! Okay, grab some
chalk, Helvey.

Units— Remember when they were big? if you could
teach without a textbook, man, you were really teaching! “ Karl
peeled open a candy bar. “And portfolios, what about them? They’re
coming back around now. Just shows to go you, you wait long enough
and you’re on the cutting edge again.”

“I’ve got one,” Aurora said, “Twenty-first Century
Schools and Certificates of Initial Mastery.” Karl shook
make-believe dice. “Stand back, baby, this one’s the one! I feel
lucky this time!”

“Boy, speaking of luck,” Sid shook his gray head,
“Oakland and Yoncalla have sure got it made with their four day
week. What a gravy train. I’ve been suggesting we go to a four-day
week for years, and they just laughed at me. We had to watch our
minutes of instruction, and we didn’t even have enough to shorten
the day by twenty. How come minutes aren’t important now?”

“They got a waiver,” Solange said. “They spend
Fridays in meetings to get their portfolio programs and Certificate
of Initial Mastery program up and running. The teachers think it’s
great.” Aurora put back the chalk. “Oh, I know I would. What I
don’t get is why the parents go for it. They get their kids at home
one more day, and the teachers get a day with no kids. If I were a
parent, I’d be yelling my head off”

“Hey, I know!” Karl said. “We could have a one day
week! One, twenty-four hour day. What do you think, Solange? Will
it fly?” She smiled despite herself “I’ll bounce it off Hugh and
let you know.” He grabbed thinning hair with both hands. “Oh,
Christ, don’t tell him, he’ll write it down in that little book of
his.”

“What’s the matter?” Sid said. “don’t you want to be
in his memoirs?” Karl raised a hand. “I take the fifth.” For a
moment it was quiet, and Solange couldn’t stop herself “You know,
what it is, is that kids fail. Nobody wants that, so we’re
constantly trying to change the rules so all kids will succeed. The
problem is, nothing works. No matter how low we set the
requirements, kids keep failing.”

“We’ll never change that,” O’Connel said, “not if we
set any standards at all.” Solange ran a piece of celery around a
small container of ranch dressing with grim determination, her mood
turning dark. He was right. It was as sad and as simple as that.
“No. I guess we won’t, will we?” Sid reached over to grab a
pamphlet off the shelf by the door.

“Okay, kids, let’s not get maudlin. Here we go. This
is the one that’s going to take us over the top— The Oregon
Educational Act for the 21st Century. ‘Toward New and
Higher Learning Standards— ‘“

“Wait ‘till next year,” Karl said.

“I quote— ‘To attain the Certificate of Initial
Mastery, a student will demonstrate the ability to think creatively
and reflectively in making decisions and solving problems, direct
his or her own learning, including planning and carrying out
complex projects, communicate through reading, writing, speaking,
and listening, and through an integrated use of visual forms such
as symbols and graphic images.’” Karl snorted. “You know what that
means, don’t you? It means they cut pictures out of magazines and
paste them on poster board and call it a report. I kid you not.” He
pointed at the rookies down the table. “They’re doing it right
here.” Sid read. “’They shall use current technology, including
computers, to process information and produce high quality
products.’”

“That means they can scan a picture in a magazine and
then print it out to use for a report,” Karl said.

Myrtle laughed. “Don’t knock it, it beats
writing.”

“’They will recognize, process, and communicate
quantitative relationships.’” Aurora’s mouth gaped. “Huh? Does that
mean they’re going to count? My second graders can do that.” She
laughed—a wonderful, goofy laugh. “Boy, I’m doing better than I
thought. Can they get a certificate?”

“Come on Helvey, I’m trying to teach you something,
here!” She raised her hand. “Can I go to the bathroom?” Karl yawned
wide. “I’m bored.”

“Can I sharpen my pencil?” O’Connel said.

Solange laughed, basking in the warmth of acceptance.
She’d forgotten how much she missed it. Such a small thing, being
accepted by the people you worked with. Absent it left such a
yawning void.

Myrtle slammed her needles to the table. “Will you
please shut up. Read it, Sid.”

“They’ll ‘...participate as a member of a team,
including providing leadership for achieving goals and working well
with others from diverse backgrounds.’”

“It’s about time they brought back the ‘plays well
with others’ box on the report card,” O’Connel said.

“Fine,” Helvey said. “As long as they don’t grade us
on it.” Solange nodded. “What that part means is that the bright
kids will get stuck helping the not-so-bright instead of learning
themselves.” The rookies looked her way, ears pricking.

Sid frowned. “You’re not sounding much like a
cheerleader, Miss Assistant Superintendent.” He turned back to the
pamphlet. “The student will ‘deliberate on public issues which
arise in our representative democracy and in the world by applying
perspectives from the social sciences…”

“I can see it now,” Karl spoke into an imaginary
phone. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Mrs. Jones, but Johnny
failed the unit on deliberating and applying perspectives from the
social sciences.

Yes, uh, huh. He forgot his scissors so he couldn’t
cut out the pictures for his research report.”

“They will ‘understand human diversity and
communicate in a second language, applying appropriate cultural
norms.’ Hey, wait a minute, I thought normal was a dirty word.”

“Ah, now, a second language is good,” Myrtle said.
“Maybe we should make it English.” Sid went on. “They will—
‘interpret human experience through literature and the fine and
performing arts, apply science and math concepts and processes,
showing an understanding of how they affect our world— ‘“ Myrtle
slammed her knitting on the table, shutting her eyes.

“God in heaven, who writes this gobbledygook?”

“You’ll notice they didn’t say they would be able to
multiply or divide without a calculator,” Karl said.

“Or write,” Aurora said. “Or spell. Or do anything
that can be objectively graded. It’s failure proof, and they can
stay in school and try and pass the tests until they’re
twenty-one.”

“Okay, here’s the last one. They will ‘understand
positive health habits and behaviors that establish and maintain
healthy interpersonal relationships.’”

“Beautiful!” Karl said. “I knew they’d have to get
condoms in there somewhere!” Sid tossed the brochure away and it
fluttered to the floor. “Do the people who write this stuff believe
they’ve really done something?” Solange put away her lunch. “They
say it’ll improve self-esteem.”

“Hey, hey! Make a note of that, Helvey!” Sid tossed
away his apple core, disgusted. “Let’s hear it for self-esteem!
Maybe while we’re massaging their egos, a few of them will
accidentally learn something.”

“Kids are number one!” said Karl.

“So, what?” Myrtle asked. “Is that it? The future of
education? Not requiring anything that can be tested? Being
satisfied with a sixteen-year-old who can’t add, can’t spell, can’t
write, can’t read, as long as he thinks he’s the cat’s meow and
knows diversity when he sees it? Well, I think it stinks!”

“And something else that stinks,” Solange said
without thinking, her voice scaring her.

Sid raised his eyebrows. “Okay, Ms. Assistant
Superintendent, what stinks?” They were all watching her, and
suddenly she wished she had kept quiet. “The district has a strict
policy on alcohol and drugs, too, right?”

“That’s right,” Myrtle said.

“Yeah, they did,” Solange said, “and I...I didn’t
think it was right.”

“Well, you know what?” O’Connel said, voice low.
“Neither did we.” Myrtle reached over to pat her hand, and for a
long moment no one spoke. Solange felt a lump grow in her throat.
For two years, she had spent lunches alone. This welcoming was much
more than she expected. It was like coming in before a fire after
too long in the cold. She noticed O’Connel was almost smiling.

The intercom crackled. “Dai, you there?” It was
Celia.

“I’m here.”

“Mrs. Lovejoy has Mrs. Noble in her office. She’d
like to meet with you now.” He looked down at what was left of his
tuna sandwich and sighed.

Solange studied his face as she groped her mind for a
reason why this particular board member should be requesting a
meeting with him now.

He pushed away from the table. “Okay, Cel, I’ll be
up.”

“And Mr. Parnel says he’ll be ready for elementary
teachers to pick up their classes at the cafeteria in five
minutes.”

“Oh, crumbs, we’re coming!” Myrtle frowned. “God
bless rainy day schedules! Don’t you let the old bag buffalo you,
Dai.” Crushing his foil-wrapped sandwich into a ball, he sank it in
the trash can across the room and lay a hand on her shoulder as he
passed.

“I’ll do my best, Myrtle.” He stopped at the door.
“Coming, Ms. Gonsalvas? You don’t want to miss this.” She hurried
to follow.

He was right—she didn’t.

Not a word.

• • •

It seemed she was always chasing him.

On the way to the office, he went out the front door
into the rain, motioning her after him. What, was he crazy? The
branches of the oaks soughed overhead, the wind holding strong.
Raindrops stung her face.

“What are we doing out here?” Pausing on the steps,
he pointed up at the front of the school where four-foot letters
hung from the second floor windows advertising the Fall Carnival.
Leather jacket dripping, he smiled, eyes filled with mischief Such
eyes... No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t keep her
distance. She had no idea what he meant, and she was getting
cold.

“What? What is it?” He rushed past her and up the
stairs. “Come on.” She followed, struggling to keep up, feet
paining her. Why hadn’t she worn her walking shoes? She stopped at
the foot of the staircase, confused. “The office is that way.”
Taking the stairs three at a time, he called back. “In a minute.”
And she sat on the bottom stair rubbing her feet until he came down
carrying one of the gold letters.

In the office, he left it behind Celia’s desk,
answering her puzzled frown with a finger to his lips and devilish
smile.

Mrs. Lovejoy, Elk River’s curriculum coordinator,
hair piled in a beehive, scowled disproval. Seeing Solange, she
puffed up like a rouged toad.

“Mr. O’Connel,” Lovejoy began in her most reasonable
voice, “Mrs. Noble is concerned that her son, Dusty, received an F
on his first quarter grade report. She says she wasn’t informed
that Dusty was not turning his work in, and she has asked me how he
can bring up his grade.” O’Connel held up his hand. “If I called
every parent whose kid missed an assignment, I wouldn’t be doing a
hell of a lot else.”

“Mr. O’Connel, as a professional…” She looked at
Solange as she pronounced the word, as if to say she used the word
with reservations. “…it’s your responsibility to keep parents
informed how their children are progressing.” She spoke as if he
were a child, making it plain what she thought of him. The woman
was trying to impress her, Solange realized with distaste. How
could she not know how little she thought of her? Lovejoy reminded
her of an old hen she’d seen her mother scald and pluck on the roof
of their apartment house. She decided it was her nose, blue-veined
and sharp like a hen’s protruding breastbone.

“Hey!” he waved his finger in the air, as if
experiencing a great explosion of insight. “I’ll bet that’s why we
have report cards, isn’t it.

Now, of course, we have mid-term reports, and we’ve
got a whole lot of kids carrying around weekly reports.” He
shrugged. “It hasn’t made a whole hell of a lot of difference, has
it? Maybe what we need is reports on the hour, huh?” He leaned back
in his chair. “These children are three or four years from
adulthood, and we can’t expect them to turn in a homework paper
without Mama nagging them to do it? We’ve got a mother here that
comes by every single day to check to see if her angel, a fifteen
year old, has turned in his homework and gotten his work for that
night. She may even do it for him, for all I know. Now she’s a
concerned parent all right, but she’s barking up the wrong
tree.”

“We’re here to talk about Dusty, not some other
student,” Lovejoy said.

He held up his hands in surrender. “Please forgive
me. If I might ask, Mrs. Noble, what grade would you like for
Dusty?” Mrs. Lovejoy spoke up again. “I don’t think the grade is as
important as the fact that Dusty makes up his work.” He raised his
eyebrows. “Oh, then after he makes up the work, you’ll be satisfied
with an F, is that right?”

“Certainly not,” said Mrs. Noble. “Dusty’s perfectly
capable of earning an A.”

“I thought so. Well, in that case, I’ll tell you what
I’m going to do. I don’t allow my students to make up work they
just didn’t bother to do, but because Dusty’s such a fine young
man, and because his mother’s a school board member—” Mrs. Noble
clutched her purse in red-nailed hands. “This has nothing to do
with me being a board member! I’m here as a parent.” Mrs. Lovejoy’s
face had turned a bellicose red. “Mr. O’Connel, I don’t think being
flippant and disrespectful is to your advantage, considering your
present situation, do you?”

“Of course not!” He leaned forward and gave Mrs.
Noble a sly wink. “Especially not in my present situation. So what
I’m going to do is to give you exactly what you want, but not
because you’re a board member. Do I have that right, now?” He
stood. “Also not because Dusty’s earned it, because he hasn’t.” He
went out and came back with the four foot tall, gold foil-covered
letter A.

“Ta daaa! It is with great pleasure, that I present
you with an A for your son.” Mrs. Noble sat open-mouthed as he
leaned the letter against the vice principal’s desk.

Lovejoy held her mouth as if she smelled something
long dead.

He dusted off his hands. “Now that that’s taken care
of…” He sat on Mrs. Lovejoy’s desk, leaning close to Mrs. Noble. “I
was wondering if you’re going to spend the rest of your life
cleaning up your little boy’s messes.”

Mrs. Lovejoy, trembling with rage, rose to her full
bantam height. “You will apologize to Mrs. Noble this instant!”

Solange cringed, wondering if she had used this
method to intimidate her students.

He ignored her. “You know, little Dusty’s in for a
shock when he gets out in the big world where Mama can’t make
everything all better.”

Mrs. Noble gathered her things. “I’ll be seeing you
at this Thursday’s hearing, Mr. O’Connel!”

The bell rang. Solange gave silent thanks.

“Love to chat some more, ladies, but those rascals
upstairs are thirsting for knowledge, and I dare not tarry.” He
waved, flashing a bright smile. “Bye, now.”

Solange followed on his heels, face burning. Those
women, the situation—all of it—made her ashamed. She was here to
defend this? To get rid of the only man with enough guts to rock
the boat? Was this why she did what she did? to protect board
members who blackmailed teachers for their lazy kids? Celia looked
at him as they passed, shrugging, hands wide in puzzlement,
although before Solange she dared say nothing.

“God,” O’Connel said, “I’ve always wanted to do
that!” Out in the hall, they merged into the lunch hour crush.
Struggling to keep up, Solange stopped to adjust a heel and was
straight-armed in the solar plexus by a football player chasing a
squealing girl in a short skirt. She lost her briefcase and went
down hard on her back.

O’Connel caught the kid by the neck of his jersey as
he passed and jerked him to a halt, tearing the shirt halfway down
his back.

The big kid, head shaved, turned ready to swing, saw
who had him and shot off his mouth instead. “What the hell you
think you’re doing?”

O’Connel put him against the wall. “Stay there,
Wagner.”

She felt cold air on her thighs. Dress awry, she
tried to cover herself— but couldn’t. Kids stared down at her,
smiling, laughing, concerned.

O’Connel dropped his jacket over her legs and the
warm satin on the inside of the heavy leather comforted her.
Kneeling among the moving tennis shoes and boots, he cradled her
head in his hands.

She had to get up, but couldn’t breathe.

“You hurt?” Panic ballooned inside her. She flailed,
pushing him away. She had to get air! He held her, fending her
off.

“It’s all right. Give it a minute. You hit the floor
pretty hard. Don’t fight it, your breath will come, it’ll come.”
His voice, a fluid whisper, calmed her.

Moaning with embarrassment, she lay in his arms
gulping air. Jesus, she must look like a carp.






He nodded, eyes reassuring. “It’s okay, relax,
now.”

Damn. Her father’s eyes.

Little by little her breath came back.

“That’s right,” he said, shielding her from the
thinning crowd with his shoulders and elbows. A boy sprinting to
class caromed off O’Connel’s arm and went down.

O’Connel looked up. “You okay, Moses?” He was, and
set off again at a run.

O’Connel smiled down at her. “Better now?” She looked
up at him through tangled hair. A rock, he shielded her. When he
might have stood off to the side in embarrassment, he stayed.

Why? She wanted—she needed—to know. Why? She tried to
think of any man she knew whom she might rather have holding her,
and—how sad— could think of none. Her father twenty years under the
black earth of the rain forest, brothers scattered—lovers—now that
was a joke. There’d been no time, and no one worth what time she
had, not for a long long, time. No, there was no one else.

But for the boy waiting, sullen, against the wall,
the hall was empty. She could see his feet pacing in place, eager
to go.

O’Connel told him to wait in the office.

“I got class!”

O’Connel turned to look at him, voice deadly calm.
“What you got, is deep trouble. Now, go.” The kid went, hissing
through his teeth.

O’Connel brushed hair gently out of her face. “Got to
watch yourself around here. It’s not the district office.

Ready to get up?”

Not sure of her voice, she nodded.

O’Connel slipped his arms to the elbows under hers,
gently drawing her to her feet. She turned her head away, feeling
the heat of him near her. How good to be standing. At least it was
over.

It was then she began to feel odd.

Finding herself on the floor again, she felt a
delicious warmth spread over her thighs, and realized to her horror
that she had wet herself. Once more, he cradled her.

Not willing to look at him, she struggled to rise, a
small whine coming from deep in her throat. This couldn’t be
happening—not here, not now.

“Take it easy. It’s okay. That didn’t work so well.
You pulled a fast one on me, I’m just glad I caught you. You better
just sit up this time first, huh?”

She did as he said, bracing elbows on her knees. God!
Why her? “Nothing like this has ever happened to me before,” she
said. “I can’t believe this.” Face on fire, she clamped her jaw
tight, tears of embarrassment welling into her eyes.

He sat, shoulder warm against hers. The hall,
deserted now, a muted sound like the hum of a hive came through the
walls from classrooms above and around them.

He looked down the hall at the stained green
carpeting. “Okay, that’s the last straw! We’re just going to have
to replace this rug.” She saw he was kidding and, despite her
embarrassment, laughed, sending mucus running.

He handed her a tissue, and waited while she blew.
Mrs. Noble left the office, pausing to frown in their direction,
before continuing out the door. They laughed again at her scowl,
and Solange felt another surge of embarrassment wash over her. God
only knew how she must look there on the floor.

“I’ll tell you a story while you rest a minute,” he
said. “When I was in college, I ran, long distance, mostly. One
meet, halfway through a ten K, I got cramps like—” He shook his
head. “I thought I was going to split wide open. I could either
quit and run to the toilet, or I could finish the race.” He stood.
“You ready to get up? Here we go.” For the second time he helped
her to her feet, and this time it was going to be okay. She looked
down to see a dark stain on slacks and was thankful for the empty
hall.

She had to know. “Well?”

He smiled his crooked smile. “I ran. People laughed
and pointed as I went by. When I crossed the line, I just kept on
running right into the showers. They never let me forget that one.
So, hey, don’t let it bother you. It happens. Life goes on, you
know?”

Did it? She looked at her watch. “You have to teach
now, don’t you? You’ll be late.”

“Lott will cover for me, it’s no big thing.”

He walked with her to her car. “You be here
tomorrow?”

She nodded, slacks clammy against the cold leather
seat. “I’ll be here. I’ll take your deal, by the way.” She started
the engine, and he tossed the door shut with just the right amount
of force, so that it shut tight, but didn’t slam. Few people got it
just right. She smiled at her foolishness. It was insane thinking
like this. She opened her window.

“Okay, first period starts at 7:30. You be late and
I’ll be on the horn to Doc asking where you are.” He smiled,
turning away.

She felt her throat tighten up, but kept her voice
steady. “Mr. O’Connel…”

He stopped, not turning.

There was too much to say, and too much she
couldn’t.

“Thanks.”

He waved it away as he went up the steps and
inside.

• • •

It was all such a mess.

In the shower, her head against the tile, she let the
scalding spray pepper her as the events of the day wormed their way
into her mind.

Even here, the memory made her cringe. What did it
matter if he thought she was a hag? She was there to terminate
him—and she would.

As superintendent, she could stop the hypocrisy she
saw today.

In the top job she could reach not just a classroom
of kids, but a whole district of them. She could help make their
teachers more effective, more compassionate. She could see to it
all Silver Mountain’s teachers held themselves and their students
to high standards.

The way he did.

Oh, Christ—

She felt like a worm on a hook—the more she squirmed,
the deeper in her flesh it set. She turned the water as hot as she
could stand it, sliding down the tile to sit, arms on knees, under
the pelting spray.

With a drop out rate pushing twenty-five percent, and
the lowest test scores in the district, Elk River was no one’s
first pick of assignment. Rookies were sent here to sink or swim.
Those that survived moved on as teachers at the larger schools
retired. A few spent their careers there—she could think of four—
Helvey, Calandra, Lott, and of course, O’Connel. They’d been there
long enough to remember when things were better. Compassionate,
caring teachers, they were stuck. Too high on the pay scale to
start over at another district, branded as troublemakers for their
outspoken manner, they stayed on, doing what they could with what
they had.

Most of Elk River’s parents worked at the mill.
Children of Oakies fleeing the dust bowl, few thought much of
school. Dropouts themselves, they did fine. If they didn’t need
school, why should their kids? Even parents who cared about their
kids’ grades had a hard time getting them to. What, after all, does
school have to offer a kid who can pull down $12.85 on the plywood
line the day he turns eighteen, diploma or no? But Elk River was
changing. Vineyards followed in the wake of raw clear cuts, snaking
the contours of the hills, gaining on retreating timberland more
each year. And vineyards brought laborers to Elk River. Labor
planted, tied, staked, trellised, pruned, sprayed and harvested.
Labor made wine, and just about all of it was Mexican.

Legal or not, when these immigrants crossed the
border, they came with respect for work, for school, for teachers.
All too soon they learned that in America only fools worked or
studied. In Mexico, those who didn’t, starved. In El Norte, all was
given.

Solange had seen the change in the faces of the older
students many times, from humble sincerity to sneering contempt in
a few short weeks. Watching men at work in the fields from behind
the fence, they taunted, sneering at such a shameless display of
ignorance.

“Ay, payasu!—what a clown! Studying was for school
boys, and they were no school boys.

They were vatos locos—crazy boys, gangsters,
banderas. Two brothers, seniors, were arrested for carjacking only
last year. Drive by shootings were becoming common, and there was
nothing anyone could do to stop it.

Her second graders practiced in crayon the script
she’d seen spray-painted on the wall of the market. They imitated
older brothers’ gang signs with tiny fingers, and no matter how
many times she stopped their small hands with hers, she could do
nothing to change the way they thought.

There were others, too—families that worked together
in the fields, some with more than a dozen children. Fathers who
came in after a long day in the vineyards to sit respectfully at
teacher conferences.

Straw hats stained with sweat and dust held in big
hands, they listened carefully as their wives asked always the same
question— ‘M’ijo, se deporte bien?’—is my son behaving himself? The
answer was always the same. Their children sat respectfully quiet,
eyes ready to learn, soaking it all up. Enrolled speaking no
English, they were immersed in it. At first they listened. Within a
year they were talking. In two or three, they spoke as well as
most.

When the time came, they graduated from high school
with high grades, speaking perfectly.

For these children, school worked.

For them it always had.

As a classroom teacher, she had seen her children’s
needs with painful clarity. They came to class having eaten no
breakfast, with dirty arms and faces, with filthy stinking clothes.
They came on frosty mornings in thin tee shirts with empty bellies.
They came yawning and nodding from too little sleep. They came with
eyes that had seen too much, needing to be hugged, listened to,
spoken to. They came needing all that parents should give but too
of ten didn’t.

One little boy, Rene, she had never been able to
forget. His mother, an attractive divorcee, had left him for days
at a time with a baby sitter while she went on with her life. She
must have loved the boy, but she wasn’t prepared to give up her
life for him. Well dressed, well-fed and washed, he wore the
unbearable pain of her abandonment in his eyes, in his face.

Solange met his sitter. She was nice enough, but had
a family of her own. Having Rene live with them for weeks at a time
was more than she’d bargained for. When she quit, the mother picked
him up only to drop him off at a new sitter the very same day. Rene
did nothing at school that day, she remembered, but sit and stare.
How must it feel, she wondered, to know your mother didn’t want
you? Could there be anything more painful than that? Solange went
to see her that night, and by a stroke of luck found her at home.
She had guests and was not at all happy to see her.

A blond with a model’s body and deep blue eyes, at
first she’d offered her business smile. When she recognized her
son’s teacher, her face soured. She came outside, pulling the door
closed behind her. “What do you want?” Solange hadn’t expected to
be met with such hostility. The woman’s eyes brimmed with hate. For
whom? Herself? “I wanted to talk with you about Rene.”

“How I raise my son is my business,” she said,
already bored.

Solange knew there was no good way to tell a mother
how to raise her child. So she just said what she’d come to say.
“He needs you so much— Today I couldn’t get him to talk to me. I
called his sitter, and she said you’d come to get him.”

“If you’ll excuse me, I’m entertaining.” She went
inside, leaving Solange standing alone on the sidewalk. A cold rage
grew inside her as she went to her car. What else could she do? He
was her son; she could raise him any way she chose. The pain she
lavished on Rene, while more painful than any blow, left no scars,
no bruises. Solange marveled that such obscene ugliness could exist
behind such a lovely face. Nearly to the street, she turned on her
heel, circling back.

The woman opened the door with a wide smile meant for
another guest. It became something ugly. “Still here?”

“If I were God,” she looked the elegant woman in the
eye, “I would reserve a special place in hell for you.” She shut
the door on Solange for the second time.

Solange could hear laughing and talking in the
apartment. She knocked again, harder.

Rene’s mother opened the door, face set. “I’m calling
your principal tomorrow! I’m sure he would like to know about this
harassment.” Solange ignored her. “In a few years you’ll be too old
to interest men,” she said, voice low.

The woman stepped back, preparing to shut the door,
and Solange pressed her shoulder to the jamb.

“I’m not finished. If I have to, I’ll raise my
voice.” The elegant blond cast a quick look over her shoulder.
“Then will you please finish?” The woman’s politeness was somehow
worse than rudeness.

“You’ll want your son, but it’ll be too late. By then
he’ll hate you, and you’ll be alone. Then you’ll understand what an
evil thing it is you’ve done.” The woman watched, eyes hard as the
diamonds at her ears.

“That the sermon?” She went doggedly on, not willing
to give up. “Don’t you understand what you’re throwing away? That
little boy loves you with all his heart.”

“You finished?” Solange moved out of the doorway.
“I’m finished.” Without a word, she returned to her guests.

Rene was absent the next day, and the day after that.
A week later she found out his mother had pulled him out of school.
Nothing Solange had said had helped. All she had done was make
Rene’s life harder.

Solange shut off the water, stood dripping amid
rising steam.

Where was he now? He’d be twelve, still young, but
Rene would be a very old twelve.

It was for kids like Rene that she did what she did,
for them that she had given up a life of her own.

And she was close. She was so very close.

It was too late to stop.

Too late to go back.

Too late even to think about it.

She dried herself, put on a pot of tea, burned her
fingers taking the plastic off her microwave dinner. As she took
her first bite of chicken, the phone rang. It was Hugh.

“Goodness, but you’ve been a busy girl! You
okay?”

“Yeah,” she lied, “I’m fine.”

“Mrs. Noble called, said you were there. Next I get a
call from Parnell. He tells me O’Connel blew his top over this kid,
Wagner, I guess his name is, bumping into you in the hall. Demanded
he miss this week’s game. Said if he were allowed to play, you’d
press charges.

Of course I knew he couldn’t be right about
that.”

“Of course not,” she said, wincing as she reached to
massage the small of her back.

She smiled to her reflection in the dark window. So,
he’d told off Parnell. It embarrassed her, but pleased her as well.
Just thinking it she felt traitorous.

“Parnell says this kid is one of his starters, and
they’ve got a tough game coming up this week. of course he’ll
apologize. Parnell says it was just an accident.” She said she was
sure it had been.

The boy’s sneer had been a vile thing, his eyes
anything but sorry. Solange’s stomach burned, and she pushed the
tray away, no longer hungry.

“The main reason I’m calling is to touch bases with
you on how it’s going. Are you making any headway?” She frowned.
How ridiculous. Why the ring around the rosy? Why didn’t he just
say it? What dirt had she gotten on him? “I’m rewriting my notes,
now.”

“And?”

“And I’ve documented several instances of
misconduct.”

“Ah, that’s exactly what I hoped you’d say. Why do I
get the feeling there’s going to be a but coming up here
somewhere?”

“I don’t know, Hugh,” she said, dredging up
enthusiasm she didn’t feel. “I’ve got them here.”

“Okay, you get some rest, now, and fax them over
tomorrow, will you?” She said she would. As she set the phone down
she tried a smile at her reflection in the darkened window. It was
no good. No good at all.

She set her dinner on the floor for the cat. Felix
sniffed at the low-fat chicken entree, and stalked off, tail
swishing. Chucking the meal in the garbage, she dug a pint of Dutch
chocolate burnt almond ice cream out of the freezer. This she
polished off at her desk as she composed her notes into something
she could read at a hearing.

A death sentence for a dedicated man’s career. Maybe
they weren’t so far off after all; maybe she was the angel of
death.

It was past midnight when she finished. She went to
bed and lay awake, mind refusing to be silent. The comforter
gathered under her chin, she watched as the streetlight sent
strange shapes flitting across her ceiling. A car’s horn from
somewhere down Fourth blared three short blasts.

She and O’Connel hadn’t spoken much in five years at
Elk River.

They’d run into each other at the copy machine,
passed in the lounge, seen each other at meetings... But he’d been
married at the time, and she’d been with someone.

There was something there, though. It wasn’t going
anywhere, but it was there, just the same. Two years hadn’t changed
a thing—at least not for her.

She was pushing thirty, and as any good Brazilian
girl knew, and her mother had of ten reminded her, a man was caught
in your twenties, or forever lost.

She smiled at the memory of her mother in the kitchen
of their tenth story apartment near the Capemi building in Sao
Paulo. On swollen feet at the stove, she waved a long-handled
wooden spoon in the air as she recited her cautionary tales. She
was so round, so wonderfully plump, her voice so comforting, even
when chiding.

“Que isso? What is this? Always your nose in a book!
A girl should be learning to cook so she can be a good wife, not
always hiding in a book! Come here, now, little one. Corta uma
cebola para sue Mae, querida. ‘Cut Mama an onion, sweetheart.

Every minute she wasn’t in school Solange spent at
the battered table in Mama’s kitchen. In a frightening world, it
was a place of warmth, of safety. She read, steam from a simmering
pot of black beans billowing about her. Neighbors yelled, fought,
laughed, sang, made love—all on the other side of cracker thin
walls. When the bedstead began its rhythmic thumping, her mother,
cheeks hot with anger, would beat on the wall with her spoon,
dressing the energetic lovers down in words Solange heard in the
markets, but never at home, and certainly not from her mother’s
mouth. Her laugh of delight silenced by her mother’s hard look, she
went back to her book.

At meals, four brothers, all older, crowded into the
small room, moving in chairs from the hall. Towering over her, they
gave her a pet or a pinch—she was the baby and they tolerated her.
To Solange they were strangers, busy with lives of which she
understood nothing.

Much better were the quiet afternoons in Mae’s steamy
kitchen.

Now, like black beans scattered across the table from
hastily ladled feijoada, they were cast wide across the world. One
here, one there, each busy with families of their own, children of
their own, some of which Solange had seen only in pictures sent in
Christmas cards.

Mae, they left to Solange. After all, who better than
the youngest daughter? Who better than she? Who better than one
with no family of her own to take care of Mama? Solange smiled
bitterly into the dark.

Let them go, all of them. She would never ask them
for a cent.

She would show them what the baby could do. Now, like
in the old days, it was just Solange and Mae. The flesh of her
mother’s meaty arms wasted away to sagging wrinkles, back humped,
now, her eyes were as sharp as ever, perhaps sharper.

A vague thought tickled at the back of her mind—what
was it? What was she forgetting? Though she strained to remember,
nothing came. She would have to drive home and see her this week.
Take her bags of pigs feet, linguica, tea and the cheap orange
jelly candies she loved so.

Though Solange paid the bills, her mother refused to
take any money, so whenever she visited the little trailer on its
weedy acre, she would sneak a few tens into the pickle jar on the
shelf by the sink as she rinsed the dishes. When Solange suggested
she get her an apartment in town, her mother set her lip
stubbornly, dark moustache bristling.

Unconsciously, Solange’s fingers felt at her upper
lip in the dark.

Reassured by the silkiness she felt there, her hand
slipped back under the covers. Mae wanted only her chickens, her
garden with its peppers and tomatoes, and the skinny mongrel,
Pepino.

Ah, Mae— if only life t were as simple now as it was
in your kitchen.

Exhausted, aching for sleep, she willed her mind be
still.

It refused.

• • •

Patti O’Connel brought her Volvo wagon down the on
ramp onto 1-5 just as the sixty-foot tractor trailer swept by in
the fast lane, rocking the car in its wash. Accelerating into the
flow of cars on the rainy highway, she watched as the speedometer
passed seventy, then eighty. She was late—doubly so, having called
to postpone her presentation once already. She would play hell
making even the later one, now. She glanced at the sleeping two
year old strapped in the car seat beside her and reached over to
brush a strand of hair from her perfect face. Smiling to herself—
she glanced over her left shoulder and, giving the signal time to
blink only twice, moved into the fast lane.

Topping eighty-five, she came up close behind the
eighteen wheeler, mirror-polished stainless double doors reflecting
a fun-house view of her car, lights on bright, white lines flashing
by.

The truck’s black lift gate, a 480 pound, eight by
six foot sheet of three-eighths diamond plate, hung on one hinge
pin, buffeted by the wind, a single quarter-inch retaining chain
the only thing keeping it upright. The day before a fire safe had
tipped off its pallet onto the ramp, shearing off one of the
inch-thick pins and putting a stress crack most of the way through
the other.

Patti looked down at the dashboard clock and pressed
the accelerator. Why wouldn’t he move? Dear God, don’t let her be
late, not after all she’d done to get them to listen. If she could
just get past this guy, she could drop Nikki at her sitter and just
about make it. She checked the slow lane and found it blocked by a
land yacht, car in tow.

Damn, damn, damn! At that moment the truck passed
into a stretch of highway becalmed, and the quarter ton gate, freed
from the constant pressure of wind, slammed back against its safety
chain. A gust from the west sent it back again, harder this time,
and a hairline crack appeared in the tack weld binding chain to
frame.

Patti looked down and saw a single pinhead size
bloodstain on her bone silk blouse.

Dh, just great. She dabbed a tissue to her tongue and
worked at it. It was no use. She would never get the blood out of
her blouse, now.

A second gust and the chain tore free, sending the
gate in a slow arc downward. When it reached horizontal it severed
the remaining pin. Caught up on the eighty-five mile an hour draft,
the rearward edge, worn smooth and sharp, knifed downward through
the air.

Patty, seeing it come at her on the slipstream,
knowing in that instant she was to die, opened her mouth wide as
she reached out to shield Nikki with her right hand.

There was time for nothing more.

• • •

O’Connel, grunting in terror, flung back the covers
on the four poster and came erect.

The dream again.

A peacock shrieked from its perch high in a fir along
the bank of the river, and shivering with cold sweat, he staggered,
trembling, to the toilet. Just the dream again.

Returning to sit on the side of the bed, he squinted
through sand-filled eyes to see the time, 5—58. Groaning at his
dashed hope for further sleep, he switched on the lamp and, wiping
his face, hoisted himself to his feet.

Stiff of mornings. Forty, and mornings he felt every
day of it.

Drawstring O.R. scrubs barely hung on his hips as he
padded bare foot down the squeaking stairs. He’d worn them in the
delivery room the night Nikki was born, and worn them every night
since.

He hit the power button on the stereo as he went by
on his way to the laundry room, and the house echoed the trill off
lute and orchestra as he rummaged in the dryer for a clean pair of
socks.

“Jean Pierre Rampal with the Academy of St.Martins in
the Fields, Sir Neville Mariner, conducting,” he said.

Roused by his voice, an old liver Dalmatian bitch
teetered through the kitchen, hindquarters wobbling.

With a grunt of disgust, he settled for a navy and a
black. “I’m telling you I’m right this time, Sonny.” A mellifluous
voice named the performers. “There, you see? What’d I say.” Happy
for the attention, the dog’s eyes brimmed.

• • •

About the house hung tenebrous phantoms of wife and
child—a family dissolved into mist. When least on his guard they
came, leaving him shaken and trembling.

Up on the mountain, in the midst of thinning, over
the growling of the chain saw, he’d hear Patty’s call to dinner
echoing up the mountain. So real, he would kill the saw, raising
his hardhat to listen, voice still sounding in his mind. There was
never more than the wind in the firs—just that.

More than once he’d started from sound sleep,
‘Daddy!’ whispered an inch from his ear. A two-year-old��s laugh in
the silent kitchen, the sound of bare feet on the stairs.

Once while shaving, he felt Patty’s cool hand on a
bare shoulder.

A presence so tangible, he’d smelled her hair. Gone
in an instant, the feeling of her hand on his skin he would keep.
He could feel it now.

Her last morning she’d been in a hurry, as she was
every day of her life. Making tea, she slammed the pan down on the
stove, spilled water sizzling on hot iron. “The boat needs oil and
there you sit! I’ll be late again!” To his shame, he had teased her
about being in a hurry to die.

“And why in the name of all that’s holy do we have to
live way to hell and gone? Why can’t we live on a street like
normal people? With garbage collection, and electricity that
doesn’t go out every time a leaf falls, and neighbors, and children
for Nikki to play with?” After five years, he’d learned when to
back off Nettled, he went out to add the oil. By the dock he found
a peahen, back torn open by an owl the night before. He held the
animal in his lap on the porch stairs, knowing he’d have to wring
its neck, and not willing to do it just yet. The wound was too much
to heal on its own. Way too much. As much as he hated to do it,
there was nothing else to do.

Patti came out dressed and ready, Nikki in tow, and
seeing him sitting, opened her mouth, ready to explode. When she
saw the wounded bird, she sent Nikki in to play, running a finger
softly down the bird’s green neck. “Poor baby, what happened to
you, huh?”

“I’ll put her down,” he said.

She looked at her watch, sighed, eyes shut, tension
draining from her. “No, you won’t. Bring her in.” The phone cradled
at her neck, she tied an apron over her best suit. An illness in
the family, she said. They’d have to put it off for an hour.

He held the bird in a towel on the chest freezer, and
with a curved needle and cotton thread, she sewed back the skin,
sealing it in place over the exposed muscle. Watching her as she
worked, he could only marvel. God, what a woman she was. On the far
bank, she’d held him for a long moment. “I was lying, I’m glad we
live here. I wouldn’t change anything, you know that. See you
tonight.” He lifted Nikki into her seat and buckled her in. Excited
about the trip, she squeezed his neck hard before he shut the door
and watched them pull up the hill to the highway.

Less than an hour later he got the call from the
state police.

He went to Eugene to see them, holding their cold
hands one last time. To make sure.

To know.

Just to know.



• • •

The clock chimed, it was time to go.

O’Connel ran a hand along the old dog’s head and down
her bony back. Filling a milk jug with hot water at the tap, he sat
down to put on his shoes. The old bitch, face to the door, did a
stiff-jointed jig, eager to squat on the gravel.

“Oh, knock it off. You really think I might forget to
let you out? Is that it?” Sweeping up his jacket and case, he
swatted her bony rump, setting her hind end wagging. When he opened
the door she nosed through, knocking the screen door back as she
went.

Dawn outlined firs against gray sky. A low mist hung
heavy over the river, cold wind raising cat’s paws on dark water.
It never failed to move him, this place, just as it had the first
time he’d seen it. , that’s what it was—a fierce kind of beauty
that took your breath. There was no other way to describe it. A
beauty without mercy. Without pity. The river, the steep slopes
beyond would likely kill him as not. Either way it meant
nothing.

It was a cold place, a hard place, a place he loved.
That’s why he hadn’t sold out, but stayed on alone years after he
should have left the empty house and its ghosts behind.

A pair of shovelers, wingtips skimming water, passed
low and fast, spreading ripples marking their passing. A mated
pair, they rode each other’s wake in turn, spelling the other at
point as they wheeled, following the river. He watched them round
the bend out of sight past a stand of big leaf maple, leaves singed
jonquil by frost.

The boat rocked under him. Waves sloshed under the
wooden hull passing on to slap a hard mud bank. On the third turn
of a tired starter the old Chevy straight six roared, the stink of
exhaust mixing with tangerine—tomcat odor of fir.

He rubbed Sonny softly under the chin. The dog
yawned, whining, baring worn yellow teeth.

This was his favorite part. Setting the milk jug in
the bilge, he pushed away from the dock with a foot, shoved the
throttle forward viciously. The motor coughed and roared.
Sluggishly, the old boat picked up speed. Left behind on the dock,
Sonny followed with sad eyes. Exhaust out of his face, he could
smell the sea, less than ten miles down river.

With five hundred yards of river to cross, he seldom
went in a beeline. He loved the feel of the old boat in a turn. The
way she lay over, hull cutting in. Humming to himself, he cranked
the wheel over and back, tilting the boat until she began to slip.
Ears burning with cold, he ducked below the cracked windscreen to
escape the wind.

At the other side, he killed the engine. His wake
caught up and gave him a gentle shove as he let the current carry
him down to the dock. This one was even worse than the one he’d
left. The railing hung from a single nail, trailing in the water.
Fixing it was something he never seemed to do, no matter how many
times he swore he would. No time for it. He dipped his hand in and
brought it out aching, water beading on the leather sleeve. It’d be
a crying shame to die in water as cold as this. Water so cold it
robbed a man’s breath.

A man could die in it with his head well above the
water, unable to fill his lungs. Tonight he would tack up a new
railing at last, he promised, all the time knowing he wouldn’t.
Once home, he’d not venture back out in the cold.

He tied up and got his jug. The warm water burned as
it brought feeling back to his fingers. Up the mud track, frozen
hard, to the waiting Landcruiser, white paint twenty years faded to
rust. He drizzled steaming water over the frozen windscreen, glass
pinging as it warmed. Wrenching open the door, he slid over icy
vinyl, choked the engine, and with a prayer, turned the key.

On the last spasm of a cold-weakened battery, the
engine caught.

Frigid dry valves tapped angrily. Oil reached the
head and they quieted.

O’Connel ran a hand over the cracked dash with
affection. He promised himself he would buy a new battery today,
then smiled at his second lie of the morning.

Why keep going through the motions like he did?
Eating. Sleeping.

Crossing the river. So much trouble for what? Habit,
that’s all it was, all that kept him going. It would be so much
easier just not to get out of bed at all. So much easier to take a
walk up the mountain— he, Sonny, a .357.

He let the brake ratchet in under the dash. Not
today. Today he had classes waiting.

• • •

Six-thirty Tuesday morning the school was empty, the
halls quiet.

This time of peaceful half-light was when Solange had
always gotten most of her preparation done. She missed the urgency
of it, missed knowing that in little more than an hour children
would pour into her classroom to wash away educational theory like
sand castles before an incoming tide.

Mounting the stairs, she smiled. For a beginning
teacher this testing of method engendered thinly veneered terror.
That she didn’t miss.

What had he said? She remembered now. “Without the
kids, why bother?” The same thought had nagged her every day since
the day she’d quit the classroom. And somehow it didn’t help to
know he felt the same.

At the foot of the second flight, a large, dark man
hailed her.

Built like a Sumo wrestler, he smiled broadly, taking
her small hand in his larger one. She remembered Genaro from her
years at Elk River.

School handyman, pouch of tools sagging from his
belt, he kept the aging building from falling to pieces around
them.

Genaro paced her up the empty staircase. “Is it true
that you’re here to let Dai go?” he said, concern shading his round
face.

“I’m here to observe, that’s all,” she said, a
partial truth.

“Yeah, I know what that means.” He shook his head,
sighed, barrel chest deflating. “Well, I know you got to do your
job same way we all do.” He hesitated as they made the second floor
landing, checking to see they were alone. “You got a minute? Could
I tell you something?” She set her bag on the rail. “Go ahead.”

“I’ve been the scout leader here for twenty years.
One day after school, I was cleaning Dai’s room, and we was talking
about wrestling and such, and we got into an arm wrestling match.
Oh, it was friendly all right, but a few of my scouts, his
students, were around waiting for our meeting, and so it was a mite
bit serious, too. I thought I’d beat him easy enough, outweighing
him like I do.” He rubbed a meaty face with his big hand, white
teeth bright against dark skin. “But I’ll be danged if he doesn’t
have some wings on him! “We sat there, both of us giving it
everything we had, the boys cheering us on. Remember, now, these
were his students. He was just starting out a new teacher, back
then. He didn’t have the tough reputation back then that he has
now. Those boys tested him every day, and they were no angels. You
got to know he wanted to show them what he could do. You know how
it is.” She knew.

He nodded, face close to hers. “Well, I couldn’t
budge him, and he couldn’t move me. We just looked each other in
the eye, arms shaking like twigs in a wind. Nobody took a rest, we
never let up.

This went on and on! Well, after a while, I felt him
give my wrist a twist, just testing, you know, to see what I had
left. And, I’ll tell you, the truth was, I didn’t have much.” He
laughed, a full, round, laugh that made her smile. “I was just
about done, and he knew it, too. The kids were egging us on, and I
knew then and there he was going to put me down right in front of
my boys.” They rounded the third floor banister and he stopped,
leaning on the rail to catch his breath. “But he didn’t. He called
for a draw.

We got up and shook hands, and as far as my scouts
knew, we’d tied. But he knew. And I knew.” He paused, looking
timidly up at her, and then at the floor, stooping to scrape up a
wad of gum from the tread with a putty knife. She waited while he
put away the knife, tossing the gum in the trash, his movements
those of a big cat.

“We never talk about it, but that day on we been
friends. After he lost his wife and kid, I went up to his room
after school and shook his hand. Didn’t say nothing. What can you
say, anyhow? I just wanted you to know that—to know what kind of
man he is, that’s all.” He went back down the stairs, leaving her
alone in the silent hall.

She found O’Connel at his desk, marking papers by the
dim light from the windows.

“You want the lights on, or you want to be in the
dark?” she said.

He didn’t look up. “Leave them off”

“Can you see what you’re doing?”

“They’re going to let him play.” of course they were.
She wished he hadn’t brought it up. “I know.”

“Well, it stinks.” She turned, hiding a smile, to
take a desk near the back of the room. There was something
thrilling about him getting this bothered about it. When she had
her face the way she wanted, she turned back. “You knew I wouldn’t
press charges.”

“I guess I did.” He got up, rolling sleeves up thick
forearms.

“They say sports build character, but all I see are
young men taught to be coarse and vicious, then being fawned over
for their brutality.

How can you expect to teach a kid to skirt the rules
to hurt the other team, and not have it spill over onto everybody
else? Wagner knows he can do whatever feels good, and nothing’s
going to happen to him. The kid’s barely scraping along with a D
average. If we had any standards at all—”

“Okay, okay, will you just drop it? I’ll live!” The
last thing she wanted to hear was this. It was too close to what
she had been thinking herself Wincing at the pain in her chest, she
squeezed out of the desk to drop a stack of letters in front of
him.

“You’ve been busy.” He leafed through them.
““Insubordination to a member of the board… Failure to include
closure in a lesson… Departing from assertive discipline
guidelines… Manhandling a student… Sending a sleeping student to
the infirmary… Departing from district curriculum.” He paused,
puzzled. “Who did I manhandle?”

“Wagner, you threw him against the wall pretty
hard.”

“Oh, so you were even on the job out there flat on
your back, huh?” He laughed, not believing. “Beautiful, just
beautiful.”

She returned his look. “Just doing my job.”

“Not bad for the first day.” He tossed the stack into
the bottom drawer, kicked it shut. “ I’d better watch myself, or I
could be in some real trouble.”

She watched him, not understanding. How could a man
who loved teaching as much as this one not care about being forced
to quit? “You’re not worried?”

“Nah. I’ve got a plan”.

She frowned. “A plan, what kind of plan?” He went to
the counter where an electric kettle whistled. “Tea?”

“Sure.”

“You see, you’re going to be so impressed with my
competence, you’re going to tear them up.” She looked at him
doubtfully. “I am.”

“Sure. Sugar?” He held a cube poised over the thick
mug.

“Two, no milk.” Could he believe it? He didn’t look
stupid. “I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.” He shrugged.
“We’ll see.” She looked down at the math papers on his desk. Each
paper had either a check, a number three, two, or one. There were
no corrections. “What do these mean?”

“The check’s full credit, or an A, a three’s a B and
like that, get it? A paper that’s half done I give a two, or half
credit, and one that’s less than that I give a one or a zero. I
stole the idea from Karl.” Curious, she frowned, looking up to
catch him watching her. “I don’t see you’ve made any
corrections.”

“I don’t. We correct them in class. That way if
anybody has any questions, they can ask them right there with their
papers in front of them. I learned a long time ago not to waste my
time correcting papers that would never be looked at again. My
first year, I spent all my nights correcting papers, and when I
gave them back, most of them were crumpled into balls and in the
air, on their way to the trash before I’d taken a step away from
the desk. They may not have learned anything from that, but I sure
as hell did. I grade on effort now; if they try it, if they turn it
in, I give them full credit. My classes are a pushover. I still
have to fail a quarter of them. What does that tell you?” He
brought her tea, and they stood by the radiator in front of the
windows. The sky looked angry, ominous. Across the valley, mist lay
in the hollows of the hills.

The radiators hissed and moaned in the quiet
room.

“Lot of water up there,” he said.

He wasn’t getting away with discussing the weather.
She’d fired a lot of teachers, but never had one react this way.
For some reason it bugged her.

Because she believed in what she did, she always made
sure.

Teachers singled out because of politics or
personality she wouldn’t touch. Those lacking class management
skills she secured the help they needed. A tired few, nearing
retirement, she found an undemanding niche to wait out the year.
Some, for whatever reason, no longer cared about anything but their
salary; these she went after with widely known ferocity. Now a man
who obviously cared so much acted as if he didn’t—it didn’t make
any kind of sense.

“Why are you hanging yourself this way? You can
teach, why not go with the flow? Just a little?”

Eyes on the hills, he smiled. “Hey now, better watch
yourself— that sounded suspiciously close to a compliment.” He blew
over his steaming tea. “I played the game, but I didn’t like it. I
did it because I had to—I had a family. Then one day I didn’t
anymore, so I just thought, why bother, you know?”

She scalded her tongue on her tea, set it roughly on
the desk behind her, sending it sloshing over the rim of the mug.
He was so frustrating. “You know this isn’t a game. Those letters
are for real. In two days, the board will terminate you.”

He cradled the cup in his hands, warming them,
answering in little more than a whisper. “Maybe.”

“Maybe? Maybe what? Don’t you get it? It doesn’t
matter how good you are, how dedicated, how right. You won’t get
another job, not in a classroom, not in this district, not
ever.”

Curious, he turned to look at her. “Does that matter?
to you, I mean?”

She felt an icicle stab her chest, but held his gaze,
looking him hard in the face. “It can’t—it can’t matter to me.” She
went back to her briefcase and fighting to keep her hands steady,
found a schedule. “And what about this? You’ve got Spanish,
Physical Science, History, Basic Math, PE, AP Lit, and
Geometry—that’s seven preps, and no prep period. And you’re always
on the move between rooms. What kind of schedule is that?”

“They thought they could get me to quit.” He shook
his head. “I’m still here. Oh, and here’s another letter for
you—there’s a faculty meeting today after school I’ll be missing.”
She slammed the notebook back in her case. “Why? It’s just a
faculty meeting. You’ve been to hundreds.” It didn’t make sense.
“Why make my job so easy?”

The bell rang and he shrugged. “You want to see why I
stopped going? All right, but you better bring your laptop. You’ll
need it.” Before she could ask him why, the room filled with noisy
tenth graders. They sat down under his watchful eye, and at the
bell began looking up the vocabulary words listed on the board.

One boy kept talking.

O’Connel asked him to get to work.

He kept it up.

Looking bored, O’Connel put a paper on the boy’s
desk. “Give me— ‘I’ll do my best every day’ twenty times quietly,
please. If you write quietly, it’s over.” As O’Connel turned away,
the boy flicked the paper off the desk with a nail, smiling over
his shoulder, proud of himself Several boys in the back were
enjoying the show while not yet willing themselves to be a part of
it. They wrote, but didn’t miss a thing.

O’Connel went back to the front lab table and wrote
out a referral.

Tearing off the pink copy, he placed the first three
carbonless sheets on the edge of the lab table.

“Goodbye, Mr. Dodson. Come back tomorrow, and we’ll
try it again.”

“I didn’t do anything,” he said, writing, now.

O’Connel sat down at his desk and went to work.
“That’s the problem, all right enough. Take that to the office,
please.” The boy made no move to leave, and someone in the back
tittered.

“Mr. Dodson, can you get to the office on your own,
or will you need my assistance leaving the room?” His voice was
very calm, very matter of fact as he continued marking a stack of
papers.

Writing had stopped. Pencils stood poised over
papers. Thirty students held their breath as eyes moved from
O’Connel to the boy, and back.

O’Connel stood. “I see you do.”

“I’m going!” The boy made a show of closing his
binder, slamming his book shut, crumpling the paper O’Connel had
given him.

“Tell Mr. Parnell that if he sends you back up here,
I’ll take you right back down to him myself. Have a good day, Mr.
Dodson.”

As he went out the door, he paused to look back.
“You’re a crappy teacher, nobody likes you.”

O’Connel went on marking papers. “You don’t have to
like me, Mr. Dodson. What you will do…” He looked up. “…is respect
me. See you tomorrow, now.”

The boy slammed the door shut behind him and the
class went back to work.

Solange released a breath. How long had she held it?
Her hands found the home keys on her keyboard, but were still. It
took something to stay that calm. She didn’t know if she could do
it. Hugh said he had kicked out a dozen kids from his classes
already. If this one was still here, what had the others been like?
What was happening that a boy should say that to a man like this
one? As a child she had worshipped teachers with a fraction of his
talent.

With the class, O’Connel went over a list of a dozen
questions, having them repeat in Spanish, repeating the same
sentence several times if the pronunciation was not just right.
Next, on their own, they translated the question and answered it in
Spanish. Solange was amazed at their response. It was as if he had
offered them a new puzzle to solve. Eagerly they began.

No one stared out windows, no one whispered. They
hadn’t the time. Watching O’Connel through narrowed eyes with
grudging admiration, Solange had to admit it—he had them. In his
maddening way, he was a pro.

“Okay, be prepared for a Spanish-speaking guest
tomorrow.

You’re going to interpret.” They groaned.

“That’s right, and it’ll be for eight points, so get
this vocabulary down cold, and be prepared to ask questions.” When
the room emptied, Solange got up to stretch.

He spoke over his shoulder as he wrote a formula on
the board.

“So how’s Doc?”

Noble’s faction would love to know how ill he was so
they could use it against him. “What do you mean, how is he?”

“I was just wondering how he was. I don’t know him
very well, he just seems like a nice guy to me. I know everybody
makes fun of him with his little black book, but I kind of like
him.”

She chewed the inside of her lip, wondering how much
to tell.

There was absolutely no reason to trust him, but for
some reason she did. “He’s not good, he worries too much about
everything. The job’s not good for him.”

“Why doesn’t he quit?”

“He’s a fool—he cares about the kids.”

“He doesn’t sound like a fool to me,” O’Connel
said.

Didn’t he get it? “He sent me here, you know that,
right?”

“Yeah, I know it. I figure he’s just doing his job,”
he said, dusting chalk from his hands, his eyes smiling. “Like
you.”

Stomach churning, she turned back to the window. He
was a bastard. A ceiling of dark cloud hung low over the tree line.
There would be no clearing today. For some reason she wanted to
tell him. She faced him. “If I can’t get enough documentation to
terminate you by Thursday, Mrs. Noble and her faction on the board
will force him out.”

He frowned. “Well, would that be so bad? I thought
you said his health—” A smile spread slowly across his face. “Ah,
now I see…he goes, you go, that it?”

She felt blood rise to her face. She had never before
been ashamed of what she did. She didn’t like the feeling.

“So,” he said, “It’s you or me.” His gaze made her
uncomfortable. She was relieved when the class began to fill
again.

When the class had quieted, he hunkered down at her
desk, mouth close to her ear. “I want you to watch her,” he said,
nodding at an obese girl in a striped pink and white blouse. “Her
name’s Sally. She’s an artist; watch her work, but don’t let her
know you’re watching.”

While the rest of the class had already begun
entering the experiments on the board in their journals, Sally
watched those around her. O’Connel smiled, and with only a gesture
asked her to begin.

Sally nodded rapidly as if to say she had the matter
well in hand.

With extreme care, she opened her binder. This done,
she proceeded to turn the pages of each section slowly, searching
for just the right page on which to begin her entry. When she found
a fresh piece of lined paper, she paused to inhale deeply.

She snapped open the rings and removed the sheet,
which she placed on the desk in front of her. The binder she closed
and put into the backpack at her feet.

Next came the pencil.

After a noisy search through the deepest recesses of
her pack, she came up with a brand new one. Extracting herself from
the desk, she waddled slowly to the sharpener, making several stops
on her way to check the progress of other students. Arriving at the
sharpener at last, she inserted her pencil and, in consideration of
those working, ground the handle with excruciating care. After what
seemed to Solange like minutes of meticulous grinding, she withdrew
the pencil, bringing it close to her small eye.

Nope, not quite right .

More muted grinding .

A second examination was no more successful, and the
process was repeated.

Mouth hanging open in disbelief— Solange looked
around the room in amazement. The class ignored Sally; they had
seen it all before.

On the third examination, the pencil, now barely half
its length, passed muster, and Sally returned to her seat. She
shook out heavy arms. This was it—now she would write. She got
comfortable in the seat. Her pencil, sharpened to perfection, hung
poised over the blank sheet. Electricity charged the air.

Solange found herself anxiously waiting for Sally to
go to work.

Surely she was ready now. Surely she would have to
begin.

Wait.

Something was not right.

Sally sat up, squinting down at the sheet of blank
paper. She cocked her head, looked again. No, it wouldn’t do. She
brought out her notebook, and again found the correct spot. She
opened the rings, and delicately replaced the unsullied sheet.
Yes—she would write in the binder after all. She slumped into a
comfortable writing position.

Now, she could get down to business.

She looked up at the board.

She frowned.

She squinted.

She pursed cherub lips.

She moved her head forward, back, side to side.

Another rummage through her pack yielded a case
containing a pair of glasses. These on, she once again regarded the
chalkboard.

Shaking her head dramatically, she took them off.

Incredulous, Solange watched as once again Sally
rustled in her pack, coming out with a tissue. A couple of noisy
exhalations on each lens, and she gave them a thorough rub down.
Sighing heavily, from the effort, Sally glanced up at the clock,
then settled back in her seat.

At last she was comfortable.

At last she was prepared.

Her pencil descended, coming ever nearer the surface
of the paper.

Solange gripped the edge of her desk, knuckles white.
Now! Now, at last she would do something! O’Connel glanced at the
clock, came to his feet. “Time’s up.

Pencils down, please. Have your periodic charts
out.

Sally’s mouth fell open wide in dismay. She was
crushed. After all her painstaking preparations, she would not,
after all, be able to copy down the experiments. Taking this
disappointment in stride, she sat up and earnestly began to search
her backpack for her chart.

Solange looked up, and O’Connel, meeting her eye,
came very close to smiling. He had expected this, she could tell.
Dear God, it went on like this every day? O’Connel came from behind
the lab table to sit on the corner of his desk. “Okay, we’ve been
talking about the elements, and today we have several gases to
test— oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, helium, neon, and a mixture of
acetylene and oxygen. Volunteers will test each for combustion and
explosion. First is nitrogen. Take a deep breath.” They breathed
with him.

“You’re breathing mostly nitrogen right now. Some
plants can take it out of the air and make their own fertilizer.
Legumes— beans, peas, locusts are all legumes. Beans are good for
you because they contain a high percentage of protein.”

“Is that why they give you gas?” It was Sally.

“They give you gas because you can’t digest them
completely, and what’s indigestible ferments in your colon.”

“You know how they say you should light a match?”
Sally said.

“Why do they say that?” The class was paying
attention, now. This was killing them.

“They say that because gas is part methane, like what
comes out of a gas stove, so it burns.”

“Is that why it stinks when you fart?” This sent them
into hysterics.

Solange hid her mouth behind her hand. This was the
first time she’d seen him with such a young group. He was taking it
pretty well, she thought.

“It smells because it came out of your bowel.” A
dozen hands went up, each with a story about methane, but O’Connel
waved them down. “Okay, guys, save your stories until after we get
done. If we have time, then, I’ll let you tell them. The first
person to tell me the mass of nitrogen will be our volunteer.” The
volunteer was given a pair of safety glasses and a long bamboo pole
to the end of which was secured a match. This was lit, and placed
under the balloon.

It collapsed with a dull pffft.

The experimenters were outraged and disappointed at
the lack of conflagration. O’Connel explained that nitrogen is not
flammable.

They were not appeased. With much groaning, they
dutifully wrote their conclusions.

Next was oxygen. He explained that oxygen was very
dangerous because it accelerated combustion, and that many horrible
fires had begun when oxygen was used in hospital rooms. He had the
first row move their desks back, and he ducked behind a cupboard.
The student with the pole, fearful, crouched low.

Solange squinted, not sure what to expect.

Pffft· They groaned.

It was no good.

It was boring.

“You fooled us!” Solange smiled at herself for
falling for his trick.

“Did I? Okay, remember, oxygen’s necessary for
combustion, but is not itself flammable.

They weren’t happy, but they wrote it.

“Next is hydrogen.” From a cupboard he took a large
balloon.

“What will happen if we use a match to provide
activation energy for hydrogen in the presence of oxygen? Sally
surprised Solange by throwing up a plump arm. “It’ll bond?” He
smiled over Sally’s head at Solange. “So, you’ve been listening.”
O’Connel waved her up, “Okay, come on up here.” This balloon, big
as a beach ball, went up in a ball of orange fire three feet across
to flatten against the high ceiling, leaving no smoke at all and
twenty-four thirteen-year-olds yelled with one voice.

Sally’s face lit up in rapture—now this was more like
it! When he had them quiet, he mentioned the Hindenberg, and said
that there was now some water vapor up near the ceiling that hadn’t
been there before.

As they predicted, the noble gases merely made a
small raspberry sound when touched by the burning match. This
caused several imitations. The mushroom cloud of flame forgotten,
they were again bored.

He took a balloon the size of a grapefruit down from
a high cabinet. “Now what we have is a mix of acetylene and
oxygen.”

“The gas they use for welding?” Sally said.

Again Solange was impressed.

“That’s right. Now the hydrogen we burned wasn’t
mixed with oxygen.”

“Just when it burned, right?”

“Yeah, well this gas is, and when fuel is mixed with
oxygen burns very quickly. Very dangerous. Very good bombs.”
Groans. The balloon was too small, they all agreed. It wouldn’t do
anything but fart, anyway. They shut their journals, chins cupped
in open palms. The period was nearly over. They watched the second
hand on the clock as it ticked down taking them nearer the
break.

He called for a volunteer. Sally’s was the only hand
raised.

The small balloon went off like a bomb in the closed
room, leaving Solange’s ears ringing. Chalk dust blown from the
chalk tray by the concussion hung in the air like a fog. It was
dead quiet, now.

Sally stood by the lab table, frozen, open mouth
slack, stick held under the empty ring stand. Slowly, a smile grew
on her face, tiny pig-eyes wide. “Wow.”

O’Connel took the bamboo pole out of her hand. “Well,
you always said you wanted to blow something up. Now you have. I’ll
let you go a minute early for break, go get some fresh air.” He
opened several windows, as the class filed out in stunned
silence.

Solange worked her finger in her ear. “That was
loud!” He smiled. “Yeah, I think it woke them up.” Lott stuck his
head in the door, frowning at the pall of dust.

“What the hell’d you do, blow the place up?”

“I blew up your best student.”

“Oh, Lord, not Sally! Who’s going to take roll for
me? You got her to do any work in your class, yet?”

“It’s only November. Today she came dangerously close
to writing her name, though,” O’Connel said.

“What’s your secret? That gal can tell you where
anybody in the school is at anyone time—you pick the period—but it
takes her all period to open her binder! Explain that, will you?”
He went out.

O’Connel wedged the door open to air out the
room.

Solange watched him, thinking. “You know the decision
whether or not to return a student to class is the VP’s. Why would
you say what you did to the boy you sent out?”

“I’ve kicked too many horse’s hind ends out of class
just to have them come back five minutes later with a big grin on
their face, bragging that nothing happened, that’s why. As far as
most administrators are concerned, you see a problem, you made it;
it’s your fault. After a while even teachers get the message.”

What he thought of her shouldn’t matter, but it did.
It did matter. “You hate all of us, don’t you?”

“I’m not talking about you,” he said, tearing open a
pack of gum and offering her a piece. “I don’t even hate the
gutless wonders. They’re just trying to keep their jobs. Their
hands are tied—the courts have seen to that. An administrator’s job
now is to avoid lawsuits. I’ve even seen principals called on the
carpet because of too many kids expelled for drugs and alcohol. You
see, we want it both ways, Drug Free keep the stats low, we
tolerate just about any behavior the kids dish out. I’m not saying
they’re the heavies, I just see it from a teacher’s point of view,
that’s all. Things look different from down here.”

She blew against a pane, breath fogging the glass.
“What if —” She hesitated, afraid she had said too much. Afraid he
would laugh…not wanting him to.

“What?” he said, guessing her thought. “If an
administrator cared about more than keeping her job? if she had
scruples? if she had the guts to stand firm on standards, to stand
up to parents and board members?”

“Yeah,” she said, more than a little surprised by his
guess.

He shrugged. “They might last six, eight weeks. The
thing you’ve got to remember is, the moment you try to do what’s
right, you make enemies, because everybody wants something from the
system. Good grades, free babysitting, a cushy job—everybody wants
something, but nobody wants any trouble.”

The halls were silent, now, the wind filtering in
around the icy panes.

She could think of nothing more to say. “You’re
probably right.”

He passed out some dog-eared math workbooks. “Wait
until you meet this bunch.”

“Isn’t it time for History?” He shook his head.
“Bonehead Math. We operate on a variable schedule—we call it zoo
schedule. We shuffle the class order every day—I say Parnell tosses
dice, Helvey says it’s darts. It’s supposed to keep the kiddies
from getting bored. It’s just something we do to make sure that no
one really knows what’s coming next. Can’t have things getting too
predictable, can we?”

She set her laptop out on the desk, opened it. “So
what’s so special about this group?” He made a face. “I won’t spoil
it for you.” The bell rang and she mentioned that it was quieter
here than in the hallway below.

“It used to knock me out of my socks every time it
went off. I got up in the attic and cut the hot wire. No one’s
noticed, so I guess it didn’t hurt anything.”

Her laptop she switched on.

“Oops.” He winced. “Just gave you one, didn’t I?”

“Yup,” she said, hands moving over the keyboard as
she met his eye. “Don’t forget I’m the enemy…I won’t.”

They scared her. From her seat in the back of the
room she watched boys file in, many wearing earphones and baseball
caps turned bill to the back.

O’Connel stood guard at the door and they slapped
them on the counter as they came. A tough looking blond with an
earring slammed down his binder and, for no reason she could see,
took a shorter boy in a head lock. O’Connel barked and they
sat.

The room filled and still she had seen no girls. How
odd to have a class with only boys—with this group, how
nightmarish.

The blond turned to stare at her with the eyes of an
unfriendly dog. “Who’s she?”

“Miss Gonsalvas is the assistant superintendent.”

She didn’t like his eyes. There was no intelligence
there, only conniving malevolence. The thoughts of an animal seemed
to dart behind them. How much ugliness the boy must have seen in
his short life to have eyes like these.

Sensing weakness, his eyes narrowed. “You mean she’s
your boss, O’Connel?”

“My name’s Mr. O’Connel, Lyle. If you don’t want to
write it, you’ll say it.” He swiveled slowly around. “Mr.
O’Connel…Is she?”

“She is.” This he found incredibly funny. “What’s she
here for?” he asked, guileless as a child.

“She’s here to see if I’m doing a good job.” He
turned to face her once more, mouth twisted into a crooked smile,
and Solange was relieved they were not alone.

“Then if we screw around, you get in trouble, huh,
Mr. O’Connel?”

“If you’re not busy and quiet when the bell rings,
you’ll be down in the office, and you’ll miss it if I do. Wouldn’t
that be a shame? Now, turn around, please, Lyle.”

Lyle swiveled around slowly. “Aw, no way I’d want to
miss that.”

The bell rang and after a couple reminders, they
settled down to work, looking up every so of ten to see if he was
watching. He was, so they went back to work. The tension in the
room was palpable, a presence, like sitting on the lid of an
overheated pressure cooker. She’d never been in a classroom like
it. The boys made it obvious they would rather be anywhere else.
They said it with their postures, their faces, their entire
bodies.

Too tense to sit, she peeked over their shoulders at
their papers.

Slumped down in their desks, they wrote in an
indecipherable scribble. Although they had just begun, their papers
were somehow already wrinkled and torn. Determined to fail, they
left nothing to chance. Glaring up at her as she passed, they dared
her to criticize.

She could feel the hostility in their eyes. They
radiated animus the way a bulb gave off light.

A big boy with eyes set too close together set down
his pencil and leaned back in his chair, looking around the room
for something to interest him. From the way he held his face, she
guessed he must be learning disabled. O’Connel went over and
pointed out what he had missed; with a disappointed groan, he went
back to work.

Lyle threw a crumpled paper overhead where it bounced
off the board next to O’Connel, and he continued taking roll
without looking up. “No basket. Pick it up, Lyle.”

“It wasn’t me!”

“No big deal,” O’Connel said. “Just pick it up, and
go back to work.”

“I didn’t throw it, and I ain’t picking it up,” Lyle
said, arms crossed.

She had seen him throw it with her own eyes, but his
performance made her doubt herself. He was that good.

Sounding bored, O’Connel sighed. “That’s open
defiance, Lyle. I’m going to have to send you down to the office.”
He wrote up a referral and set it in front of Lyle on the desk. His
manner told her this was how the game was played. It was nothing to
get excited about.

“Go on down to the office and tell Mr. Parnell your
sad story of persecution. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Lyle got up to
leave, and as he passed by O’Connel, he leaned close, hissing
something vilely obscene.

O’Connel slammed him up against the wall hard enough
to rattle the glass in the cabinets. Tennis shoes just off the
floor, the boy hung, mouth agape with fear and surprise, the only
sound rain against the windows.

“You know what they do to teachers who touch
students, Lyle?” O’Connel said, voice quiet, deadly calm. “They
fire them.” Lyle said nothing. “You know something else, Lyle? If
they were paying me a hundred times what they are, it wouldn’t be
worth letting you say that to me. Say it again, and they can have
the job. I’ll put you right through this wall. You got that,
Lyle?”

Lyle got it.

O’Connel set him down, keeping him pressed to the
wall. “Now go on down and tell the counselor you want out of my
class. And, Lyle, when you pass me in the hall, don’t smile. I
might think you thought this was funny.” O’Connell him go, and he
went out, slamming the door, screaming obscenities as he went.

O’Connel sat at his desk and seemed to calm himself.
The class worked silently in the book the rest of the period while
O’Connel graded papers. No one had to be reminded to work, to be
quiet, to finish the assignment. The tension was gone.

It was a different class.

That was it—she had all she needed. He had just hung
himself. It was exactly what she wanted, exactly what she
needed.

She had won.

Then why was she disappointed? Looking over what she
had written, she realized how much she had been shaken by it.
Laying hands on a student was grounds for dismissal. Period. She
frowned. Then why, at least on a gut level, had she been glad he’d
done it? And why had the class worked so annoyingly well the rest
of the period? Violence wasn’t the answer, she knew that, but,
then, what was? Just how much crap did we expect teachers to take?
When at last the bell sounded, they filed out, voices hushed.

O’Connel got up to stretch, wiping his face with both
hands. “Guess I blew it.”

“That’s quite a class,” she said.

He stood at the windows, looking out. “Not five will
ever graduate. We’re just warehousing them, keeping them off the
streets, collecting our twenty-five bucks a head every day they
warm the chair. They don’t learn anything, but the sad part is,
nobody anywhere near them does either. They’re together in math
class, but the rest of the time they’re out there mixed in with
everybody else. Most read at about a third grade level. Some have
failed every class since sixth grade, yet here they are until
they’re twenty-one.”

“Okay,” she said, “so where do we put them? They’re
at risk. They need whatever help we can give.”

“Spare me, will you? At risk? They’re at risk? Those
kids aren’t at risk, we’ve lost them. It’s everybody else who’s at
risk—from them. I mean, what, a super teacher’s going to bring them
back? Not me, I can’t do it.” The bell rang. Kids drifted in.

From the first, Solange could feel this class was
different. Chelsea took roll as the tardy bell rang. Moses read the
answers to Tuesday’s assignment. No scowls or backward baseball
caps here. Geometry would make them a group that was on its way, if
not to college, at least to graduation.

O’Connel assigned the class an investigation to
determine whether two triangles with side-angle-side, and
angle-side-side congruence were always themselves congruent.
Solange watched, fascinated, as they split into small groups, and
began working.

When a student asked O’Connel for help, he didn’t
give the answer. Instead he asked a question that allowed the
student to find the answer for himself Classic Socratic method—he
made it work for him. Not stilted. Not put on. He made it seem the
most natural thing in the world to answer one question with
another. His students weren’t merely doing calculations, they were
discovering theorems for themselves. He didn’t dole out
knowledge—he described the problem and simply got out of the way.
It was teaching at its best—teacher as facilitator, students as
active participants in their own growth.

Suddenly her breast flooded with emotion—she
understood him, now, she was sure of it. Like men and women in
schools all over the country, he did the best he could with what he
had. Day upon day. Year upon year. In schools where going along to
get along was called cooperation, conformity passed for consensus,
and independent thought, heresy. In schools where in any
confrontation the student stood to lose nothing, the teacher,
everything. In a society that paid garbage collectors better. In a
country where ten states paid a welfare mother with two children
more than a new teacher—they kept on.

Respected by no one, they took the blame when
students dropped out. When students stayed in school only to
graduate knowing nothing, they were to blame for that, too. Low
grades, declining test scores, cheating—the teacher’s fault.
Increased teen pregnancy, moral decline, increased violence—the
same.

Alone in the middle. Attacked by ineffective parents
who couldn’t control their own kids, left out to dry by
administrators covering their behinds, given the impossible task of
making schools all things to all people—still they kept on. Coming
back every day to teach those who wanted to learn, no matter how
few. Did they want to be paid well? Yes, they did. And shouldn’t
they be?

What right had she to judge them—what right had
anyone?

Suddenly he was there beside her. “You want to see
something interesting?”

“What about your class?”

“Chelsea’s in charge. They’ll be okay for ten
minutes. Come see this.” He led her two doors down the hall and
into a classroom where more than fifty ninth graders pretended to
listen to a student presentation.

The teachers—there were two—waved as they came
in.

Five students stood in front of the group, a map of
Venice beside them. One of these struggled to read the paper he
held. Reading slowly, he stumbled over nearly every word, making it
impossible to follow along.

When at last he finished, O’Connel leaned close to
whisper in her ear. “This is where the latest manifestation of
outcome based education—Oregon’s 21st Century Schools
Program—meets the real world— CIM—Certificate of Initial Mastery.
All freshmen have to give presentations of independent study
projects to meet the benchmarks outlined in the bill, you know
that. Well, I thought you might like to see what it’s really like.”
Another of the group took over and began reading what was obviously
verbatim from an encyclopedia article. Solange turned to find the
two teachers watching as if nothing were amiss, as if the boy’s
speech, report, whatever it was, were not obvious plagiarism.

“All the research,” O’Connel said quietly, “usually
gets done on the copy machine.” His recital complete, the group
sat. The class applauded without enthusiasm, and the two teachers
rose to pass out papers.

O’Connel showed her one. “This form is what everyone
else is doing while they’re supposed to be listening. Teachers,
kids, everyone evaluates. It’s very democratic.” Only positive
comments were listed on the evaluation form.

No possibility of failure. There was no box to check
for copied from a book.

O’Connel got up and she followed him out, shutting
the door quietly behind them.

“Not pretty is it?” She frowned, doubt gnawing the
pit of her stomach. She had read the bill. She had written the
grant that allowed Elk River the honor of being one of the first
schools in Oregon to implement it.

But she was ashamed to realize this was the first
time she had actually visited a classroom to see how the objectives
translated into daily grind. This was one of the most vaunted
education restructuring bills in the country? “It can’t always be
like this.”

He wanted to reach out, take her arms, force her to
see. Instead he took a deep breath. “Why not? Because you don’t
want it to be? C’mon, I’ll show you a class doing research.” In the
computer lab more than fifty Macs lined the walls. A woman across
the room chatted with an aide at her desk. With her eyes, she asked
if they needed help. O’Connel shook his head, smiled and she went
back to her conversation.

“Here’s the tech. lab you administrators brag so much
about the fast lane of the information superhighway. Let’s see what
kind of research they’re doing today, shall we?” They walked behind
students, who, seeing their approach, either covered screens with
their hands or with the press of a key, blanked them out. Two boys
were busily using the movements of their mice to erase a blue
screen as a pencil eraser would erase a poster sized paper of solid
color in a bogglingly mindless entertainment.

Mouth agape, Solange watched them in fascination. At
last she concluded that they were racing to see who could erase his
screen first.

Numb, she followed O’Connel where he stood behind
Paul, who had somehow not noticed them. A photo of a man with a
nose ring glared out at them, middle finger raised in salute.

“You see that screen?”

“It’s a chat shop, isn’t it?” Paul, hearing them,
instantly brought up text.

O’Connel nodded. “What you researching, there,
Paul?”

“Oh, just something on popular culture for history,
Mr. O’Connel.”

“Uh, huh.” They moved on.

“Look around the room, that’s mostly what you’ll
see—if you’re fast enough.” He pointed to a sign saying ‘No
Internet’ and smiled.

“So, here we’ve got kids, fourteen, fifteen-years-old
cruising out there in an adult world with absolutely no
supervision. You know the stuff that’s out there, and you saw the
way they hid what they were doing. Draw your own conclusions. The
same thing’s happening every day all over the country. Our tax
dollars at work for a better America.” They went out. “Why are they
allowed to do that?”

“They’re not, you saw the sign. We’re very strict in
this district.

The kids have to promise not to, and get their
parents to sign a permission slip promising they won’t access any
inappropriate material.

And we also have them under constant supervision of
an adult.” He blew air. “As usual, it’s all a joke. The kids are
going to do what they want to do.”

Dismayed by what she saw and heard, Solange sought
desperately for a reply. “What about the chips, the programs that
are supposed to filter out the garbage?”

He looked at her like she was nuts. “Ever tried to
keep a kid from getting what he wanted out of a computer? if they
want it, they’ll get it. You remember all the claims about how
computers and the information superhighway are going to rescue
education? That’s it, that’s the revolution back there. I think
Paul’s snapshot summed it up pretty well, don’t you?” She followed,
afraid of what might come next.

Just how bad was it—and did she really want to know?
“Where now?”

“More research.” In the library, they found three
classes, more than sixty students with three teachers. The
librarian met them as they came in, face pinched in an anxious
smile. “Ms. Gonsalvas, what can I do for you?” Solange instantly
disliked this woman with her counterfeit smile.

“Nothing at the moment, thank you, I’m here to
observe.”

“Well,” she said, hands pressed together as if in
prayer, “today we are doing research for CIM.” Impatient with her
wheedling, Solange cut her off— “Thank you, I’ll show myself
around.” Listening, watching, feeling, she sized up the room, ear
cocked like a mechanic listening to a slipping transmission. Seeing
her coming, kids cut animated conversations short. Others suddenly
found a convenient book irresistible, only to discard it as she
passed. Each teacher snapped to as she passed, rushing to help or
put a student back on task. They had little effect.

Someone else might have been fooled—she was not. of
the sixty ninth graders in the library, perhaps a dozen worked.
Their insouciance thick as cane syrup, the rest passed time. Having
seen all she needed to, she led the way out into the hall, where,
once alone, she confronted him. “It’s this way everyday?” O’Connel
stopped a girl with short dark hair as she passed on her way into
the library.

“Megan, got a minute?” She laughed. “Boy, do I.”

“This is Ms. Gonsalvas, the assistant superintendent.
She’d like to hear what you think about CIM.” Megan smiled,
intelligent eyes wary. “She does, huh?” She took her chin in a
nervous hand.

“I do if you want to tell me,” Solange said.

“Okay, well, I moved here a month ago from Roseburg,
and there they had the kids grouped according to ability. Here
they’re all just thrown in together, and the work’s so easy that
the smart people just spend all their time goofing around.” She ran
a long finger along the line of her jaw in a habitual gesture. “If
you want to know, I think it’s a joke. The only reason we’re doing
it is so the school can get a lot of money for being the first
school in the state with CIM.

Nobody learns anything. The teachers don’t even know
what they’re doing. Last year, they blew it so bad they had to
start over from scratch.” She backed away in the direction of the
library. “I don’t know if you wanted to hear that, but— “

“Yes, I did,” Solange said, “and, Megan, thanks for
telling me the truth.” She looked at O’Connel. “It’s about time I
heard it.” They backtracked to his room. There, frustration boiling
up inside her, she turned on him. “So why doesn’t anyone say
anything? if it’s not working, we need to know.”

“What are they going to say, I can’t do the job? I’m
sorry, but I think the latest law to come down from Salem’s a load
of horse manure? This is the profession where people are hired for
the enthusiasm they can muster for the latest nonsense to afflict
the system, remember.

Integrate the curriculum? Sure! Great idea! Teaching
the science and math of ancient Egypt because they’re studying the
pyramids in history? Heavens, why didn’t we think of it before?” He
hesitated, hand on the doorknob. “In the real world, people who
tell emperors they’re in their skivvies don’t get a pat on the
back—they get lynched.” He went inside, leaving her in the hall
alone.

She shut her eyes, pressing the heels of her hands
hard against her temples.

It was too much, too fast. There was much needed
fixing. That she knew, but she couldn’t fix it all—not here, not
today. If she lost her job she never would. She was here for Hugh,
for herself— for one reason only—to save their jobs.

She wouldn’t forget that.

She couldn’t.

• • •

She came in as they were just putting their books
away.

“Okay, if you want to join us at the Thanksgiving
feast tomorrow, I’ll need your two dollars,” O’Connel said.

The bell rang and they were again left alone.

Not talking, not wanting to, he set out chess games,
eyes drawn to the hills and steel gray sky beyond. It was cold—cold
enough to snow. He’d have to tarp the boat tonight.

“Today we spend lunch with the chess team. You
remember Paul, the guy in the tech. lab?”

“Yeah,” she said, “he’s the guy who’s always
reading?”

“That’s him, smart kid.”

“Genius?”

“Bright, but no genius. He just looks like a genius
here. Put him in Eugene or Portland and he’d be maybe in the top
third if he worked for it. He’ll be in in a minute. The tournament
is really between him and Armando. Nobody else can touch them. When
they came in here two months ago, neither one knew how to play. I
only have to show them a tactic once; the next time they use it
against me. What about you, you play?” She nodded.

He wasn’t surprised to hear it. “Want to?” She
shrugged. “Why not?” He unrolled a soft leather board and dumped
out a box of chessmen carved from ebony and rock maple. He watched
as she set up the pieces with a practiced hand. It had begun to
snow.

She smiled. “Oh, look, it’s snowing.” He winced,
thinking of the ride across the river. “Oh, boy.”

“You don’t like snow?”

“Oh, yeah, I do, I’m just thinking about my boat.”
She turned back to the window. “I never saw it before I came here.
I love watching it fall.” He watched the side of her face, the
small, dark curl of fine hair in front of her ear, coming close to
feeling it with his eyes. of course she would love the snow. It was
right somehow.

A fifth grade girl wearing a red jumper and an impish
smile came to stand close by them. Hair the color of oat straw hung
to the backs of her knees. Smile gone, she regarded Solange with
intense green eyes.

“Lorena,” O’Connel said. “ You better?”

“I’m a lot better, now. Who’s she?”

“This is Miss Gonsalvas, the assistant
superintendent. Miss Gonsalvas, Lorena, Frank’s sister.

Lorena solemnly offered her hand. Frowning in
thought, she regarded them with large blue eyes. At last, she
decided. “Are you Mr. O’Connel’s girl friend?” Concealing a smile,
O’Connel made some adjustments to the pieces, leaving it to Solange
to explain.

Solange leaned forward on her elbows, hands
supporting her chin. “No, I’m here to make sure Mr. O’Connel’s
doing a good job. What do you think, Lorena? Is he?”

Cocking her head, she frowned in thought. “Frank says
he likes him. I just come here after school on Tuesdays and
Thursdays to play chess. He gives us candy sometimes, so I guess he
is.”

Several more girls came in, and Lorena drifted off.
Solange saw he thought it was funny. “Thanks for all the help.”

“I thought you handled it pretty well.”

She looked after Lorena. “That’s the girl in the
trailer with the croup, huh?”

“That’s her. I want you to make note of what she
said, now, she’s my sole character witness.”

Snow fell heavily now, shrouding cars and asphalt,
tumbling slowly in the calm air. Inside, sounds were muted, voices
hushed.

Paul sat opposite Armando, a tall, attractive boy,
and with few words, they began their game. Contemptuous even now,
Paul read as he played, while Armando gave the small plastic pieces
all his attention.

Solange leaned forward over the board, whispering.
“Is he as good as he thinks he is?” O’Connel regarded the pair.
“It’ll be close.” Several cheerleaders in short uniform skirts came
in to find seats around the two champions and both boys looked up
in stunned surprise.

“Mr. O’Connel,” Armando said, “Why are they
here?”

“I guess they want to know who’s the smartest man at
Elk River. Don’t let it make you nervous, Mondo. They’re just here
to see a good contest, right girls?” The girls looked on, bare legs
crossed tightly, ankles bobbing.

A small, dark girl with a turned up nose and a mane
of walnut curls smiled, blew a bubble, popped it. “Yeah,” she
said.

Still puzzled, the boys went back to their game.

O’Connel laid out a waxed paper-wrapped sandwich and
a Thermos of milk for Solange and himself “What’s this?” she
asked.

“Albacore, mayo, and dill pickle on whole wheat—good
home cookin’. No strychnine, I promise.” She gave him a dubious
look.

He smiled. “Oh, don’t trust me?” He slid both
sandwiches between them. “Okay, here, you choose.”

She claimed one. “Thanks, smells good, I forgot my
lunch. There aren’t many girls in your club.”

“Only Lorena and her friends. Girls don’t seem too
interested. Kind of a male thing, isn’t it?”

“Oh, is it?” Aware he may have offended her, he held
up a hand in surrender, “Hey, I didn’t mean it that way.”

She nodded at the pep squad. “What about them?”

He took a bite of sandwich and nodded as he chewed.
“Offered them extra credit to come.”

She leaned close, whispering. “You bribed them?”

“Yeah, you scandalized? Sure I did, why not? Why
should sweaty oafs be the only ones fawned over? Why shouldn’t
brains get some adoration, too?”

She took his pawn, sweeping it effortlessly from the
board and nearly reached to slap a timer, catching herself.

He frowned, wondering if he’d been had. “How good are
you, anyway?”

She smiled back, eyes wide. “Not as good as I
was.”

He pressed back his wire rims and settling down to
it. “Oh, boy.”

Her mouth curved into a tight-lipped smile. “You’re
not one of those men that have to win at everything, are you?”

He couldn’t help laughing. “No, and it’s a good
thing. Your move.”

Players whispered. Radiators prattled. Outside the
big windows, snow sifted down. He took a bite of sandwich, washed
it down with milk. It was nice. Nice just being there, sharing a
tuna sandwich, a game of chess. Nice. He felt the irony of
that.

That hair, those eyes, how the hell was he supposed
to come up with a strategy? Already feeling the pressure from her
advance down the middle, he warned himself to pay attention to the
board. Lorena called him to settle a dispute, and when he returned
he was again called away. He held his own until the end game, when
freshly back from peacemaking, he stumbled. Having set his queen
where it and the king could be forked by her knight, he groaned,
tipping his king. “You’re good. I was lucky to last that long.”

“You were distracted.”

He was that. She had no idea. He slid the pieces off
the edge of the table into the box. “Okay, I’ll blame it on
that.”

The speaker on the wall over the door crackled.
“Teachers, please excuse the interruption—” It was Celia. “School
will be releasing after lunch because of snow.”

Over the roar of rapture, he heard Celia ask if he
could cover bus duty. He said he could.






Paul, book set aside, grappled with Armando in a
closely fought end game as other players gathered quietly round to
watch. As each sought advantage, the cheerleaders looked on.
Solange saw a move which would give Armando the game. But would he
see it? She concentrated on the nape of his neck.

Reaching out slowly, Armando replaced Paul’s queen
with his own, and she took a much needed breath, relieved.

Ignoring Armando’s offered hand, Paul bolted. The
girls gave Armando a short cheer, clapping their hands in time, and
his face flushed crimson as they went out eying him with what
Solange thought might be newfound interest.

Armando came to O’Connel, smiling in a way that
struck Solange as both humble and egotistical. “Did you expect him
to win?”

O’Connel slapped him on the shoulder. “Two weeks ago,
I would have.”

Armando nodded. “He’s too sure of himself. He thought
no one could beat him.”

O’Connel shrugged. “He let arrogance get in the way.
Now you’re top dog, you going to get arrogant?”

Armando shook his blond head, smiling over his
shoulder as he went out. “Not me. I’m too smart for that.”

O’Connel motioned after the boy. “Father works in the
winery, five kids, everyone of them a good student. The parents
can’t speak a word of English, I doubt they can read. Three of the
kids are in college already. He’ll be next.” He grabbed a leather
jacket off his chair. “School works for kids like him, always has.
School programs aren’t the reason Armando’s what he is—his family’s
the reason.” He held the door for her. “Come on, Ms. Assistant
Superintendent, we’ve got bus duty. Remember what that is?”

• • •

Dense as angel food, snow fell.

They stood in it ankle-deep as kids threw snowballs
and skidded on the sidewalk in their sneakers.

“It’s against school rules to throw snowballs,”
O’Connel said, “but it only snows here once in maybe ten years, so
what the heck.

Don’t count this one against me, huh?” Solange
huddled in her thin wool coat next to him, hands thrust deep in her
pockets. A thin boy in a dirty tee shirt came running up to throw
one of the powdery snowballs at O’Connel. He ducked, and Solange
caught it in the face.

The boy froze, smile gone.

O’Connel called him over. “Oh boy, Arturo, you’re in
big trouble, now, big big trouble. Muy malo! Do you know who you
hit with that? You hit a very very important lady. She’s the boss
of the whole district. What do you say to Miss Gonsalvas, now,
huh?”

Arturo looked down, frowning with thought. “I’m sorry
I missed, Lady.” He looked up at her timidly, worry clouding his
narrow face. “Are you gonna get me in trouble, huh?”

Wiping powder from her eyes, she said she wasn’t, and
he smiled, showing crooked teeth.

“Ha, ha, I knew you were kidding, Mr. O’Connel. I’m
not in trouble, see?”

“Okay, so I was wrong.” Arturo bent to scoop up a
double handful of powder. “Ha, ha!”

“Hey, where’s your coat today, Arturo?”

“Couldn’t find it.” He stuffed the snowball down
another boy’s back, and careened away, chattering with
laughter.

O’Connel looked her over. “You okay?”

“Yeah, it’s just cold.” She shook what she could out
of her collar before it melted, nodding across the yard. “He seems
like a nice kid.”

“Arturo? Yeah. We’re buddies.”

“Isn’t he cold in just a tee shirt?”

He shook his head. “Well, I would be. The thing is,
he can’t seem to hang on to a jacket. I gave him one a couple of
weeks ago, and Monday I saw a guy wearing it down the street at the
tavern. Maybe it was his dad, I don’t know.” He shrugged. “What do
you do? Whoever’s the biggest is the one that gets the coat.” They
watched him race madly around the sidewalk as the buses filled.

“Have you called Child Protective Services?”

He flinched. “You kidding?”

“It’s your legal responsibility to inform CPS if you
even suspect abuse.”

“Oh, don’t start. I know what the law says. If I
thought that would help him, I’d be on the phone in a heartbeat.
What are they going to do, huh, tell me? What?”

“Whatever needs to be done. Sweet Christ, to be
without a coat in this weather—it’s insane!”

“Okay, okay, so it’s cold, what’s CPS going to do
about it, put him in a home? You think that’s what he wants, to be
taken away? He’s had it a little rough, but he doesn’t want that.”
He nodded at Arturo as he went sliding across the snowy blacktop in
his high tops. “Look at him. Does he look like he’s suffering to
you? Hey, just because his parents are a little ignorant doesn’t
mean he doesn’t love them. You know, you’ve got to get over the
idea that we can fix everything—we can’t.”

She looked appalled. “So, what, we’re not supposed to
try? We’re just supposed to forget about the kids, is that it?”

“Calm down. I didn’t say that. Arturo’s twelve; in
two more years he’s going back down to Mexico. He’s got a
grandfather down there. He’ll find himself a little Senorita and
have a dozen kids of his own. We’ll probably have them in class
here, wait and see. He’ll make a good worker, too. He’s not one of
the great minds of the western world, but he’s a good guy, old
Arturo. Oh, yeah, he’ll get along all right.”

“How do you know all this?”

The kids were on the buses, and O’Connel waved to the
drivers to say there were no more coming. “He told me.”

With a great billowing of exhaust, they pulled out,
chains clanking. The engines quieted to a distant grumble, then
silence. Flakes as big as silver dollars floated down on the still
air. They might well have been a hundred miles from school, abused
kids, letters of reprimand. He looked in her eyes and was a swimmer
caught in an undertow. Too strong to fight, it drew him
irresistibly deeper. He fought his way to the surface, with an
effort severing her gaze. He was too old, too smart to be suckered
in by a pair of eyes, a shock of hair, a taut figure. He could
imagine what she thought of him. He didn’t kid himself

“Where could I find a Mr. O’Connel?” A woman in
sweats and rubber boots had come up beside them.

Whoever she was, she didn’t look happy. “I’m
O’Connel.”

“I want to talk to you about my son’s test, the first
quarter final.”

The way she stood reminded him of a leghorn rooster.
“Who’s your son, then?”

“Aaron Reynolds. He says you failed him on his test
because he didn’t put some number on his paper.”

“Good to meet you, Mrs. Reynolds. May I introduce our
district assistant superintendent, Ms. Gonsalvas? I’m sure you’ll
want her to hear this, too.”

The woman’s eyes brightened. “You’re damned right I
do. It just ain’t right, failing kids because they forget to write
some stupid number on their paper!” She was talking to Solange now.
“My boy’s got a name. He ain’t some gall darned number!”

“I do ask my students to put a number on their papers
that corresponds to their class and number in my grade book. It
helps make sure they get credit for the work they turn in and
avoids a lot of confusion. It also allows me to read off grades
while allowing some degree of privacy for the students. I see over
one hundred fifty students every day.”

“Well, I think failing a kid because he forgets to
put a number on his paper is pure bull.”

He clenched his teeth. This was it. This woman was
the whole thing bundled up in one small package—everything that had
changed what it meant to teach.

“The question isn’t whether or not my numbering
system is a good idea. The question is, will your son choose to
make the effort to meet the requirements I set in my class? As it
happens, Aaron failed not because he forgot to put his number down,
but because he didn’t listen, didn’t do the work, didn’t study.” He
opened the grade book under his arm, dusting snow off the line he
wanted.

“Here he is. As you can see, he hasn’t been doing the
work.”

“Well, Aaron says he has been turning it in, and the
only reason he failed the test was because he forgot his number.”
She kept her pig eyes on his face. “My son wouldn’t lie about it.”
He smiled, opening his hands in surrender. “Well, then, I guess
we’ve got nothing else to talk about, do we? You’re welcome to look
through the papers from last quarter. I have them all.” Suddenly,
watching her, he was curious. “Mrs. Reynolds, let me ask you
this—is there any requirement I could set, anything I could ask of
your child that you would support? Anything at all?” She looked at
him, eyes narrowed.

“What are you asking?” She looked at Solange. “What’s
he asking me, Mrs. Gonzales?”

“No, no, really—” he said. “I’ve wanted to know this
for a long time. Is the only way to be a good teacher to ask
absolutely nothing?”

She looked up at him, shuffling rubber boots in the
snow. “I don’t have to listen to your smart mouth.”

He nodded. He might as well be talking to the oak
across the walk. “No, no, you’re right, you don’t. I’ll leave you
with Mrs. Gonzales, here, who I’m sure will want to hear everything
you have to say.” He turned and went up the snowy steps, waving
over his shoulder. “Nice meeting you, Mrs. Reynolds.”

• • •

In the office he checked his box, finding Celia alone
at the counter.

“How’s it look out there?” she said.

Plowing through his stack of ads, he tossed them one
by one into recycle. “White.”

“Thanks a lot. Meeting in ten minutes.” He looked up
in frustration. “Why’d you tell me? I was hoping it was canceled.”
She licked an envelope, obviously intrigued. “I didn’t think you
went to them anyway.”

“Then why’d you tell me?”

“You’re a teacher. I’m supposed to tell teachers the
meeting’s in ten minutes.” She shrugged. “Whether they go or not’s
their business.

Does that mean you are?” He went back to his mail,
disappointed. “I said I’d go to this one.” She smiled. “So, now we
know how to keep you in line, huh?” O’Connel tossed the rest of his
mail away, gave her his best withering look.

She winced. “Hit a nerve, did I? Sorry. You’re not
going to get in trouble at the meeting, either, then, huh?” He went
for the door. “I’m really, really, going to try not to.”

“Oh,” she laughed, hurrying around the counter. “This
I’ve got to see.” In the cafeteria, he found a seat at the table
with Helvey, Calandra, and Lott, who passed him a sheet of math
problems for kids in East L.A. The first was a problem about how
many rounds would be left in a home boy’s AK-47 if he were to fire
so many rounds at each drive by. Another was about a pimp’s
finances, and a third covered the math of a dope deal. No matter
how true, this stuff just wasn’t something you talked about. That’s
what made it so irresistibly funny.

Solange squeezed her way into the cramped cafeteria
bench beside him, and he could feel her there as he might feel the
radiant heat from an open oven. She opened her computer, took out a
pencil and pad. Mouth set, she kept her eyes on her hands—a girl’s
hands, short nails unpainted. He wanted to drag them under the
table and press them to his stomach, entwine his fingers with hers,
feel the pulse at her wrists.

Mrs. Fleming, Elk River’s Principal, clapped her
hands for attention.

A big-boned redhead barely five feet tall in her
heels, she offered them a big-toothed smile. She had taught
kindergarten for ten years and always seemed to be talking to a
child. Head tilted at an angle when she spoke, like a dog puzzled
by a strange sound, she’d always made O’Connel vaguely
uncomfortable.

“Come on everybody, let’s form a circle, big circle,
now. Come on, let’s go. “

With as much grumbling as any school kids, at last
they made something like a circle in the middle of the
cafeteria.

“Now we’re all going to give the person on our right
a back rub,” she said. “Doesn’t that sound fun? Oh, I know it
does.” Karl raised his hand. “Which right, this one?”

“No, dummy,” Helvey said, “the other one.”

“Oh.”

“I remember this,” Lott said, loud enough for all to
hear. “We did something like this at college in the sixties.”

“Oh, an encounter group!” Helvey said. “What if I get
head lice?”

“We used to catch something else in college,” Lott
said.

Calandra giggled. “Is this safe sex?”

Fleming took their ribbing with a tired smile. A
first-time principal, her skin was still too thin for the job. Lott
commonly returned her memos red-penciled for punctuation and
spelling. O’Connel was sure that had to hurt.

“Okay, now, don’t be bashful,” Mrs. Fleming said.
“Let’s get started.” Lott tried to cut in behind a cute aide, but
Calandra shouldered him out of line, and he went back behind
Helvey, making a big show of his disappointment.

Solange stood in front of O’Connel, hair hanging
straight and heavy. She gathered it gently into a satiny bundle and
lay it over her shoulder. Soft as suede, it tingled cascading over
the back of his hand.

She turned to look at him, eyes reproving. “Thanks
for leaving me out there.”

A gold hoop earring lay against her downy neck. An
intimate view, a lover’s view, it sparked a burning in his belly, a
weakness in arms and legs. “Thought you might be gone by now.” She
looked over her shoulder. “I thought you might.” He worked his
thumbs along her spine up to her neck. Thin silk did little to
disguise the feel of muscles taut as roots beneath.

She flinched.

“Too hard?”

“Just tight, I guess.” Lott moaned in the ecstasy of
an overacted climax, setting the room off in nervous laughter.

“Oh, come on now, guys. Let’s take this seriously.”
Fleming clapped her hands. “Okay, time to change.” They turned.

She touched him hesitantly with icy hands, and he
jumped. “Ho, ho, helpless feeling, huh?”

He nodded, giving himself up to her strong fingers as
she worked her way up his back, discovering the sore place inside
his shoulder blade. His head fell forward. He shivered as her nails
went up the nape of his neck. She grabbled a handful of his hair,
drawing his head back.

“Hey,” she whispered, mouth close, “don’t fall asleep
on me.”

Nothing to worry about there. “I’ll try not to.”

Fleming clapped her big hands again. “Okay, guys,
time’s up, that’s all for now!”

“Ooooh,” Sid said, moaning with exaggerated
disappointment. “Can’t we play just a little longer?” They worked
themselves back into the small benches and the speaker, a
horse-faced woman in her forties, came to the lectern.

Lott leaned near. “Wasn’t she the county filmstrip
coordinator or something?”

“Oh, yeah!” Helvey said. “I knew I’d seen her before.
Maybe she’ll tell us how to get those old movie projectors to stop
eating films.”

O’Connel noticed it was still snowing. Why were they
sitting here being snowed in? Six inches was already on the ground,
and more was dropping every second. He wasn’t worried. The old
buggy would get him home however bad it got.

The woman’s talk started out well enough; he’d sat
through worse. It was stock stuff, uplifting drivel about teaching
being the noblest profession and the like. He wasn’t surprised to
hear her talk about how much she’d loved the classroom. They always
said that. It was just the usual inanity.

No one asked her why she’d left. That was one of
those questions you just didn’t ask. They all loved kids so much
that they couldn’t wait to get away from them to give motivational
talks about how wonderful it was to be a teacher. It all made a
wonderful sort of sense—if you didn’t think too much.

She went on to reveal great insights into what she
called their failures as educators. It was simple—they were going
about it the wrong way. Catching her stride, she went on, “As
educators, we’ve got a problem; our students aren’t learning. Now,
why is that? It’s because we’re boring them, that’s why. If a child
hasn’t memorized his times tables, we keep drilling him on it. Over
and over again! if a student hasn’t learned to do long division or
multiplication we keep them at it. Wouldn’t you be bored? I would.
We must challenge them, teach them algebra, geometry, give them
something that will turn them back on to learning.” O’Connel
frowned, looking up from his doodling. Had he heard that right? He
looked over at Lott who shook his head, face red. He must have.

“We’re boring our kids, and they’re tuning us out.
It’s that simple.” Lott’s hand went up, head hanging low. “How am I
supposed to teach kids who can’t divide two digits to factor
polynomials?”

She was quick to reply. “The same way you’d teach
anyone else.”

He asked her if she didn’t think a little thing like
not knowing how to multiply or divide would interfere with them
learning algebra.

She said she had studies backing her up. Lott,
tenacious as always, asked to see them. She said she’d speak with
him after her presentation. It was no use challenging a speaker.
They held all the cards. It was their show. You were expected to
sit and nod like a dashboard Jesus.

She forged ahead. “If test scores are low, it’s our
fault as teachers.

If you were paid one hundred dollars for each student
that scored on grade level and nothing for each that didn’t, all
your students would be there. It’s that simple.”

A burning warmth crept up O’Connel’s neck. He’d had
it, now.

Test scores at Elk River weren’t among the lowest in
Oregon be cause a fourth of the kids didn’t speak English when they
started, or because so many of the parents were uneducated, but
because the teachers didn’t teach.

He looked over to find Celia smiling. She knew him,
knew what was coming, looked forward to it. O’Connel raised a hand
and she pointed to him. “Is anybody listening? The district pays
this woman $1,500 to come here and tell you that you don’t try to
teach, and you sit and listen?”

Waiting, he glanced from face to face. Some corrected
papers, some wrote. Few met his eye. “Anybody offended by
that?”

Nothing.

“Nobody?” He laughed, suddenly tired. “Well, in case
you don’t know it, folks, you’ve been insulted. I’ve seen what you
do. I’ve seen you give your hearts and souls to these kids. I’ve
seen you take them home with you, give them clothes, food, toys,
books. I’ve seen you go home after school dragging your behinds
like you worked the plywood line all day. I know how hard you try.
I’ve seen the kids when they come in through those doors at five
years old speaking no English, never having been read to, never
having even seen anyone read.

“I know where you start, and I know where the kids
are when you send them upstairs. They speak English—at least the
ones that aren’t in bilingual education can. They read—even the
dumbest can read a little. That’s a miracle! Nothing we do upstairs
compares with that. You teach them to sit in a desk, not to hit and
push to get what they want, to wait in a straight line, to be
quiet. You teach them all the things they should learn at home, but
don’t.” He turned to the woman at the lectern. “And she, a woman
who couldn’t do what you do—”

She came around the lectern. “Just a minute—”

He raised a hand to her. “I’m not finished.”

Cowed for the moment, she waited, arms akimbo.

“She comes here and insults you, and your profession—
And you sit there. Do you wonder why we make less money than
garbage collectors? You know,” he said, voice low, “If you really
think that little of yourselves, and what you do— Then I don’t want
to be one of you.” He grabbed his case, and turned to the woman at
the lectern.

“Go ahead, it’s all yours.” The door banged behind
him.

• • •

Snow a foot deep shrouded the cab of his truck.

From the inside, it was the blue-green of the inside
of a glacier— and as cold. The engine caught and he eased the choke
back in to slow the idle. Heart pounding, he waited for the
thermostat to open and send warmth to the defroster. He slammed a
hand down on the wheel. An ass, he was such an ass! He didn’t
belong here; maybe he never had. Then where did he belong? He had
no idea.

He remembered an old owl of a history teacher,
probably long dead. “Just play the game,” she’d said. Years later
he’d understood, but never learned to do it. For years he bit his
tongue. Now, jaws unclamped, he couldn’t stop them.

He got out to lock in the hubs and found Solange
waiting by her car. “You’re missing the show,” he said.

She surprised him with her answer. “I don’t like her
any better than you do.”

Sure she didn’t. He watched her standing in the
falling snow, hair and coat dusted white. Damn it, that hair. “What
are you waiting for?”

She shook powder from her hair, stomped her feet.
“I’m stuck.”

“You are?” He cleared snow from his windows with his
arm. “Got chains?”

She shook her head. “Is there a tow truck in this
berg?” He wiped powder from his sleeve, dusted it from his hands,
warming them.

“Closest one’s Crow.” He looked up. It was coming
down harder, now, if anything. “Might take them a couple hours to
get here if they’re busy.” She looked down at the highway. “If I
could just get out of the parking lot—” O’Connel peered down the
hill to the road, weighing her chances. “They won’t get the roads
out here plowed before dark.”

She frowned. “Well, I’ve got to get home
somehow.”

So much for his big exit. He got out, squatting down
to look at her tires. He flicked snow from the tread with a nail.
“These radials won’t be worth a dime in this stuff.”

They stood in silence, exhaust billowing behind them.
“Where do you live?” he said.

Her eyes turned suspicious. “Eugene, why?”

“I’m going to the bakery on eighth to pick up rolls
for tomorrow.” He shrugged. “I could drop you.” She shook her head,
smiling warily. “I don’t think so.”

Okay. Fine. He’d be damned if he’d argue. He got in,
slamming the door. “See you tomorrow, then.” He trudged back to his
car, leaving her where she stood.

She could go to hell. She could freeze out there
while she waited for a tow, for all he cared. He slammed the brake
in under the dash and jockeyed the rig forward a couple inches to
lock the transfer case into four-wheel drive.

A tap at the fogged glass. He rolled it down a crack
and saw it was she.

“I’ll take you up on that ride. Give me a sec to get
my bag.” He waited in the warming cab, defroster roaring. When
would he learn to keep his mouth shut? Dreading the long, tense
ride ahead of him, he reached over to unlock the passenger
door.

She got in and he set her bag behind the seats as she
ran her hands through her hair, shaking out the snow. “Thanks.” His
tires weren’t new, but they still had some good meat. They got out
to the highway with no problem. Solange settled demurely against
the passenger door in the bucket seat, lean legs tightly crossed,
skirt riding up her thighs.

O’Connel kept eyes on the tracks ahead, clearing fog
off the window with an old tee shirt. Wipers thunked. Tires
crunched dry powder. Her scent filled the musty cab. Was it her
perfume, or just her? Whatever it was, he couldn’t get enough.
Feeling her eyes on him, he wondered if he could stand an hour of
frigid silence.

“That was quite a performance.”

Here it came. “I told you I don’t go to staff
meetings.”

They came to a section of plowed road, tires
singing.

She shook her head, regarding him through narrowed
eyes. “What are you trying to prove? That you’re better than
everyone else? That you’re the only one with any integrity? You’re
not. Those teachers back there are tougher than you could ever hope
to be.”

“Then why do they take that from somebody like
her?”

“They take it because they need their jobs! They’ve
got house payments to make, families…”

He pulled hard onto the shoulder, killing the engine,
getting out fast. The footing was slick and he had to slow down. He
squatted to take out the hubs, forcing himself to breathe deep. She
was right, of course, and he knew it.

She leaned out the window. “You’re not throwing me
out here? How would I…”

He had to smile. “What?” He got up from his crouch by
the wheel.

“Why did you stop?”

She was really scared he was going to dump her. “I’m
unlocking the hubs, we’re on pavement, now.”

She glared at him as he pulled back on the road.
“That wasn’t very nice, I thought you were going to dump me.”

He shook his head as he drove. “Now why would I do
that?”

“Because I was giving you a hard time—maybe because
of everything.”

“I’ve been given a hard time before. I said I’d get
you home and I will.”

She took a deep breath. “When I mentioned
families—”

He cut her off with a raised hand. “Just don’t… don’t
say you’re sorry.”

He drove and the tires sang on asphalt.

“Okay,” she said, looking at the road ahead.

Damn. It was going to be a long drive. He regretted
being harsh with her. “Look… I got to where I dreaded seeing
people. I couldn’t stand to hear them say it.”

“I wasn’t going to.” She kicked off her shoe, dangled
it on her toe, watching him appraisingly with those incredible dark
eyes. She was thinking something over. At last she spoke.

“You know… you may be alone, and I’m sorry… but
they’re not. They don’t have the luxury of thumbing their noses at
everyone the way you do. That doesn’t make you better than they
are. It makes you one of those spoiled brats you talk so much
about. Don’t get confused. It takes a hell of a lot more guts to
stay and put up with all of it than it does to throw a tantrum and
get yourself fired.”

It hurt and he knew why—because she was right. He
downshifted into a long curve. “Okay, I get it. I’m a jerk.”

She sighed long. “That wasn’t my point.”

The rattling of the old truck relaxed him. The road
he loved. It was familiar. In the rig it was warm, cozy almost.
“You know, when I was in college, I spent a month bumming around.
One rainy night in London I met this guy. He seemed old to me at
the time—he was maybe…” He blew out a breath. “I don’t know… forty.
We got to talking on the bus. He had lived in Argentina for a
while. Now he was in London. He had no family, no friends, nobody.”
He looked over at her. “When my stop came up, I shook his hand,
stepped off the back platform, and watched him disappear down
Kensington High Street.”

In front of the bakery, he parked, killed the engine.
It seemed unnaturally quiet with only the sound of traffic muffled
by snow.

He had no idea why he should be telling her this.
“And now, twenty years later, here I am. I’m that guy.”

She said nothing as he unbuckled, went inside,
returned with a big box. Tossing it into the back the smell of
freshly baked bread and toasted sesame seed filled the cab.

She told him how to get to her place, and he found a
spot not too far from the front of her apartment under the branches
of a century old London plane, parked, let the engine run. His
hands he kept on the wheel, his eyes on the street. It seemed
easier that way.

“Thanks for the ride,” she said.

He looked at his hands on the wheel. Why didn’t she
just get out? “No problem.”

She tried to open the door, but had trouble with the
latch, and he leaned across her to work it. He could feel her warm
breath on his neck as he jiggled the stubborn lever, and a rush of
cold as the door swung open. Quickly, he moved back to his side,
and a moment passed in awkward silence as the wind blew exhaust
into the cab.

“Come up. I’ll brew some tea.”

Oh no. No. That was not happening. He wanted to be
alone, in the woods, by the river—anywhere but in here apartment.
Sipping tea? Uh uh. He forced a smile. “Thanks, anyway.”

She reached over, turned off the ignition, and it was
quiet.

“I asked you up for a cup of tea. Are you really
going to say no?”

He looked over at her and felt suddenly numb. He took
out the key, reaching for his buckle. “I guess not.”

• • •

He followed her up the wide stairs to the second
floor, and waited, hands jammed in his jeans, ill at ease, as she
cleared papers from the kitchen table.

“I’ll have this mess cleared in a sec. I don’t do
this a lot—have people over.”

For something to do, he opened a beveled glass
bookcase door, tilting his head to read the titles. “Okay if I look
at your books?”

“Go ahead.” Surprised, he slipped one out, held it
up. “You read Buck?”

“What’ve you got?” She laughed, looking up to see he
held The Good Earth. “Oh, yeah, isn’t she great?”

He nodded, not sure he could picture her reading
about women who walked ten paces behind their men. “Sad,
though.”

She shrugged, filled the kettle, turned the flame up
high, “Life is, sometimes.”

In the kitchen, she motioned him to a seat at the
table, got two cups and saucers down from the cupboard, and set a
sugar bowl in front of him on the table.

Unsure whether or not she’d made a mistake by
inviting him, she leaned back against the counter while the kettle
sputtered and hissed. Head down, he ran a finger around the lip of
the sugar bowl.

She frowned, watching him. Could he be shy away from
the classroom? She searched for spoons, watching him. She couldn’t
imagine him afraid of anything. Not her, anyway. Least of all
her.

As teachers went, he was one of the best she’d ever
seen. But with every right, every reason to hate her, he didn’t
seem to. Why not?

“About what you said— “ He set the sugar jar lid
gently back into its place, as if trying not to disturb a single
grain of sugar clinging to the rim. “I said what I did today
because I respect them—so much. I know they’re just doing what they
have to do. So am I.”

“Oh, yeah?” She got down a box of tea and folded back
the foil. The tea smelled good, solid. “And what’s that?”

Eyes on the sugar, he answered, voice low. “Tell the
truth, do what’s right, teach, really teach.” He smiled, laughed at
himself. “I know it sounds corny. I’m no crusader, I’m just tired
of all the lies. So many years I went along, never believing any of
it. One stupid, inane reform after another.” He tilted his head to
look closely at the sugar bowl, shook his head with finality. “No
more.”

She dumped in a measure of leaves, covering them to
steep. “What about the kids, what’ll happen to them…” She couldn’t
finish the thought. Her throat refused to carry the sounds, her
tongue refused to form the words.

“What, if I’m canned? I don’t kid myself. I’m easily
replaced. Somebody once told me, stick your fist in a bucket of
water, pull it out and see what kind of hole you leave.” He smiled.
“The good kids’ll do okay, they always do. The others will be glad
to see my back.” He looked down and far away. “I’ll miss some of
them, though.”

She watched him, lead in the pit of her stomach. This
was her doing.

Suddenly, he laughed, breathed deep. “It’s pleasant,
this ritual, this steeping of leaves,” he said, toying again with
the lid of the sugar. “It’s really the culmination of human
culture, isn’t it? Hasn’t changed in what…five, ten thousand
years?”

She shrugged, pouring out the tea. “What’s to change?
It works. Care for yak butter with that?”

He smiled, warming his hands over the steaming cup,
eyes focused somewhere far away. “You know, it’d be hard to give
up. When it’s done right, it’s the most challenging job in the
world, addictive as any drug. So much happens at once, so many
decisions to make, so many lives in your hands, minds too. Anything
else would be sensory deprivation. I’d miss it, I really
would.”

She remembered, and went to get a carton of milk and
he watched her, thinking.

“Do you? miss it, I mean?”

She shut the refrigerator door, sat down across from
him, looking thoughtful. At last a smile came into her eyes. “You
know, I do.”

She watched him as he added a dollop of milk to his
tea. “You expected to hear that.”

It was obvious she would be a great teacher. He
nodded, shrugged. “Had a feeling is all.” He noticed her watching
him stir his tea. “I know it looks awful, doesn’t it. Like mud.
Grandma was Welsh, mother too. Da was Irish. They taught me to like
it this way. That’s how I ended up with a name like Dai O’Connel.
Sort of leaves me straddling St. George’s Channel, doesn’t it?”

“What’s it mean—Dai?”

“Oh.” He laughed. “Short for Dewi—David, makes it
Dave, I guess. And it’s not die, it’s a softer D than that, like a
cross between thigh and die, maybe—more like Dthai.”

“Dai—” She tried it. “Dai— Like that?”

“Yeah, that’s more like it, sure. Ah, djou, djou, but
you’re a natural, you are.”

“Oh, right,” she said, face reddening. She topped off
their cups, propping her chin on her hands. “What will you do?”

There it was: The question. He laughed under his
breath. “Oh, uh… I don’t know, raise some cattle, some lambs, maybe
do some selective logging off the mountain, I don’t know.”

It was quiet in the apartment now but for the patter
of rain outside. He couldn’t look too long at her. There was
magnetism in her eyes that pulled so hard at him it almost hurt.
How stupid was that? He looked around the apartment. “You know what
this reminds me of? My Aunt Jesse’s apartment in Portland. Used to
watch me after school. She’d bring out one of those boxes of fancy
cookies, you know, and let me choose one. I think those were the
hardest decisions of my life. Those chocolate ones, and the ones
with jam and pecans— Man! They all looked so good, I mean, good
grief— how’s a kid to choose?” She was smiling at him. “What’s so
funny?”

She went to reach high up into a cabinet and her
blouse pulled free of her skirt as she stretched, exposing flesh at
her hip.

• • •

Turning back, she caught him watching and he lowered
his gaze. Not like the men she caught looking at her breasts. She
felt an upwelling of compassion for this man at her table, and
nearly reached out a hand to smooth his hair. Shaking off the yen,
she lay a box of cookies on the table before him. “Like these?”

He laughed and she realized how much she enjoyed
hearing it.

“Ah, I wasn’t begging.”

Slitting the cellophane with her nail, she unwrapped
it, folding back the lid. “I know you weren’t. Choose.”

He leaned close, inhaled deeply. “Mercy, what a
smell! Can I finger them all while I decide?”

“No!” She snatched the box away, enjoying teasing
him. “Just the one you want. Touch it and it’s yours.”

“Boy, you’re as tough as Aunt Jesse. Just one? Come
on, I’m bigger now.” He cocked an eyebrow at her, giving her his
teacher look. “I think maybe two or three would be more
appropriate, don’t you?”

She drew the box out of his reach once more. “Nope.
One. That’s all.”

“Holy Moses! They ought to put you in charge of the
district’s money.” She clamped down the lid, giving him a stern
frown.

He raised his arms in surrender. “Okay, okay, I give
up, madam assistant superintendent. I’ll take the shortbread.”

She laughed, appalled. “The shortbread? Not the
chocolate? Not the one with the raspberry jam in the middle? But
it’s so plain, so… ordinary.”

“Ordinary, huh? Yeah, well, that’s me. I always used
to pick the shortbread. I just liked to drool over the fancy ones
first.” He dunked it in his tea, and for a while neither spoke and
she suddenly realized how much she enjoyed having him here. The
thought frightened her.

Neither spoke for a long moment as the rain
pattered.

“It’s really pouring out there,” she said. Was that
really the best she could do?

He nodded.

She wanted to talk about it, but didn’t know how—or
even if she should. But she had to. “You’re not making this week
easy for me, you know.”

He smiled out the window, not looking at her. “Good,
I don’t see why I should be.”

She took a deep breath, warming her hands on her cup.
“Easy or not, I’ve got to do my job, you know that.”

He met her eye, nodded. “We both do.”

Now she’d started, she couldn’t seem to stop. “In
spite of how I may feel, or what I think of your talents as a
teacher, I’ve got to do what the superintendent directs me to do.
You understand that.”

“I understand.”

Well, she would be damned if she did. She slapped the
table top hard enough to hurt her hand. “How can you be so damned
understanding about the whole thing?”

He shrugged.

“Why don’t you get mad, yell, do something?”

He looked at her, eyes maddeningly calm. “I am doing
something…I’m teaching.”

She looked down at her hands, feeling sick. It was
true. He was.

He pushed away from the table, picked up his jacket.
“Look, I’ve been thinking— You’ve got all you need, why waste any
more time out there? Just forget the deal we talked about.”

Fear pricked at her insides. He wasn’t doing this to
her, not now. She realized that was the last thing she wanted.
“What? You’re reneging on me? No way, a deal’s a deal.” She wasn’t
sure what she saw in his eyes—relief, disappointment, or something
else? “And I’m not missing this feast.” She went for her purse.
“How much do I owe you, two dollars?”

He waved the money away, laughing that low key way of
his, mostly with his eyes, “Na, my treat.”

“You’re sure?” This was too much.

“Yeah, I’m sure, okay?” He went to the door. “I got
to go. “

She remembered. “Wait! My car, how do I get to
school?”


“I’ll phone Helvey have her pick you up on her way
out. That okay?”

She did her best to smile. “That will be fine.”

And he was gone. She watched from the window as he
pulled away. It was snowing again. After her shower, she dropped
into the deep leather chair to read, but her book held no interest
for her tonight. For a long time she stared at the pendulum on her
clock, ignoring the book held before her. She felt his arms
sheltering her in the hall where she’d fallen and imagined herself
reading what she’d written at Thursday’s dismissal hearing. The
thought made her squirm in the chair’s embrace.

The floor heater clicked on, ignited, sputtered,
ticked.

The apartment had always been quiet. As long as she’d
lived here she’d liked it, needed it that way.

But not tonight. Tonight it was too quiet.

• • •

Aurora picked her up at six a.m., Honda wagon
smelling of roast turkey and oatmeal cookies. Mouth watering,
Solange wished she hadn’t skipped breakfast. They rode in silence
until they were out of the city, the only sound wipers and heavy
rain against the windshield.

She could tell Aurora had something to say. Whatever
it was, she wished she would say it.

“Lordy, if this rain keeps up we’ll need an ark!
River Road’s already under a foot of water.”

Solange waited—there was something else.

“This is Dai’s last week, isn’t it?” Aurora said.

That was it. “It might be.”

Aurora drove as if considering whether or not to say
more. At last she sighed, turning to look at Solange. “He’s a very
special person. I can’t imagine Elk River without him. There are
only a few of us left who don’t take it all so seriously. So many
of the new teachers, like those clucks at the other end of the
table, think every new philosophy that comes down the pike is going
to save the world. They get so excited about everything, you’d
think they thought of it.”

Solange wondered where this was heading.

“After the accident I think he just decided not to
lie any more.”

The wipers worked as they drove past sodden forest
and pasture.

“I’m with him, but let’s face it, where would we all
be if we stopped playing along? We’re not ready for that much
honesty, are we? It scares us, that much truth all at once. The
lies are so comfortable, so soft and cozy.”

Solange frowned. “What is the truth, then?”

Aurora, gripping the wheel tightly, leaned forward to
peer out the fogged window, then laughed her goofy laugh. “That
it’s all flimflam.”

She didn’t understand. “Flimflam?”

“All that about meeting every child’s needs. The
truth is that some kids can be educated, and others can’t, period.
That it’s nine parts what the kid will do—can do—to one part
teacher and school. That’s it, that’s the ugly truth we don’t want
anybody to know.” Aurora raised a hand, palm up between them.
“Well? Isn’t It? That’s why we spend all our time running around
muddying the waters with new programs, new acronyms, new code
words. By the time anyone’s figured out the alphabet soup, we’re on
to the next one.”

Solange smiled to hear truth so simply put.

“Hmm?” Aurora said. “Isn’t that right?”

Solange couldn’t resist a laugh. Of course it was
right.

Aurora turned to look at her. “Now I want you to look
me in the eye and tell me you think Dai’s a bad teacher.”

Solange saw she was perfectly serious, and looked
away, furious at herself for being suckered in. She couldn’t and
Aurora knew it.

Aurora nodded, biting her lip. “Uh huh, that’s what I
thought. Well, at least you’re that honest.”

• • •

Solange found O’Connel in his room upstairs.

He met her at the door.

“Come on, we’re late.” She checked her watch. “Late?
It’s seven to seven.”

“I’ve got a meeting with my pod this morning at
seven.” She dropped her bag on a desk, confused. “Isn’t it a little
late to find religion?”

“It’s never too late, at least that’s what I hear.
Come on, I want you to see why I stopped going.” She shrugged. “I
wouldn’t miss it.”

• • •

They met in Karl’s room. Sid, Karl, the VP and two
other teachers had pulled desks into a circle.

Parnell, spotting O’Connel, dropped his jaw. “You
lost?” Calandra made a place for them. “Ms. Gonsalvas must have
dragged him here.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” O’Connel said, impatient with the
ribbing. “I’m here, okay? Let’s get on with it.”

Parnell handed each of them a paper listing student’s
names, and their infractions for the quarter.

O’Connel groaned under his breath. Already the
novelty was wearing thin. He remembered now why it was he hadn’t
been to a meeting in over a year. Although well intentioned, they
were a supreme waste of time. Calling a parent for the
10th time, scheduling another meeting, none of it
changed anything. If the parents could do anything, they would have
done it.

He smiled, remembering a mother he’d asked for help
with her son’s behavior during a conference. She said she hadn’t
called him for help all summer, so why was he bothering her during
the school year. What could be more fair? First up was a boy
classified special ed. His offenses took up three inches
single-spaced. No serious mayhem, just little things, things that
made teaching a chore and kept anyone else from learning.

“He doesn’t belong in our classrooms,” Calandra said,
tapping his pencil on the desktop.

Olivia, a petite woman with large brown eyes, opened
a file. She was the pod’s special ed teacher. “As you know, he’s
entitled to be taught in the least restrictive environment.”

“Entitled by law to make sure no one else learns,
either,” Lott said.

Karen, a first year teacher, shook a pencil for their
attention, and O’Connel hid his eyes. Sententious and overbearing,
her pontification was something to be endured.

“His Individual Educational Program says he’s to be
taught on his level and given individual instruction.”

“How are we supposed to teach him one-on-one when
we’ve got thirty other kids in here?” Karl said. “He can’t read,
let alone do the math I give him.”

“It’s your responsibility to find a way to do it,”
Karen said. “He’s got the right to be there.”

“His parents are very up on their rights,” Olivia
said. “I’ve tried to suggest to them that he stay in my classroom,
but they want him mainstreamed. They’re very positive about
that.”

“Are they the ones who threatened to sue?” Karl
said.

She nodded. “They want him in the regular classroom.
They won’t even listen to anything else.”

“Ah, yes, the least restrictive environment,” Sid
said. “Dear Lord, we wouldn’t want to restrict anybody.”

“Oh, hell, no,” Karl said.

“I don’t know what else to suggest,” Olivia said.
“I’m already offering him a pizza and soda every Friday if he can
stay out of trouble during the week and remember to take around his
progress report for all his teachers to sign.”

“I haven’t seen it yet,” Karl said.

Olivia shrugged. “He’s never brought me a completed
report, but then he hasn’t been able to stay out of trouble,
either.”

“So, what,” Sid said, through a mouthful of carrot,
“Is there anything we can do about this kid?” He sat up straight,
taking off his glasses. “I mean, he’s not a bad kid, he just needs
somebody to sit there with him and hold his hand. We can’t do
that—not and teach too.”

Olivia shook her head, looking hopeless. “I’ll call
Mom again and see if I can meet with her. We’ll see.” With nothing
solved, they went on to the next in line. It was Lyle Walker, the
boy he’d put up against the wall. O’Connel scanned down the rap
sheet. He had been thrown out of class a half dozen times this
quarter. They’d met with his parents, both of them teachers, three
times. Lyle had signed a behavior contract. The counselor had
counseled him. The psychologist had analyzed him. He’d been
assigned lunch detention, kept after school, suspended—none of it
had worked.

“Well,” Olivia said, “I don’t know where we can go
from here with Lyle.”

“What’d he do now?” O’Connel asked. “I heard some
kids talking about him this morning in the hall but didn’t catch
what they said.”

“That’s right,” Olivia said. “You don’t have him in
your class any more, do you?”

“Yesterday,” Parnell said, “after he left your class,
he called Olivia a bitch, threatened to blow her head off.”
O’Connel waited for him to go on. The faces around him were blank.
“Well?”

“I sent him home for the rest of the day.” O’Connel
was sure he’d misunderstood. “You sent him home? For the day?”
Parnell kept up his doodling, eyes on his legal pad. “His parents
are both teachers in the district.”

“You know,” Olivia said, “I kind of wonder if it
wasn’t my fault the whole thing happened.”

“What do you mean, your fault?” O’Connel said, not
believing.

“I may have pushed him too hard. Maybe if I’d handled
it differently—”

He slapped the desktop. “Will you listen to
yourself?” O’Connel said, wanting to throw something. “You’re a
smart, tough, caring teacher, and he threatened to kill you in
front of your class. That’s not your fault, it’s his! That’s
assault, he should be in jail. So what, he gets a couple hours at
home watching the tube?”

“Judy says he may be O.D.D., and that may be
why—”

“Oh, come off it! This kid’s been around the pike so
many times he knows he can do whatever he wants and get away with
it.” O’Connel held up the list. “Look at this rap sheet— spitting
on a student, profanity, bullying, disrespect, obscene behavior,
open defiance, on and on.” Calandra spoke up, “I heard you threw
him out of your class yesterday. “ O’Connel nodded.

Parnell leaned forward, tapping his eraser on the
desk. “You never should have touched him.”

“I’d had it, Dean.”

“Well, all this is beside the point anyway,” Karl
said. “Next week starts the second quarter. Now we wipe the slate
clean and start fresh.” Sid leaned back in his chair, crossing long
legs out in front of him. “Hey, what a system, huh?” O’Connel
clamped his jaw, glancing at Solange, who seemed relieved he hadn’t
exploded.

Next on the list was Burl, a boy with an insolent
smile and a smart mouth. His mother made sure they all knew he had
epilepsy, and that whatever he did, it was because of his medical
condition. If he sat and stared in class, it was because he was
having a seizure.

When he did nothing but talk and shoot rubber bands,
it was because of epilepsy. When he turned in sloppy, incomplete
work, or forgot to turn it in at all, that was epilepsy, too.

“He hasn’t turned in a completed assignment all
quarter in math,” Karl said. “Mama says he said he turned them in,
though.” He held up his hands. “Gee, guess I lost them all?” Sid
scratched his head. “Anybody see a pattern here?” O’Connel closed
his grade book. “What are we doing here, making ourselves feel
better? This jerk circle doesn’t change one thing. We may be
fooling ourselves with all these meetings, but we’re sure as hell
not kidding them. The kids know what’s going on, and it’s nothing
for them to worry about. Kids see the bottom line…is anything going
to happen if I do this, or not. And I’m not talking about fifteen
minutes detention a week later.”

“I see nothing wrong with our detention system,”
Karen said.

“To a kid, a consequence happens now, not at some
remote time in the future. Now, right now! When a puppy wets the
carpet, you don’t wait a week to swat it. We’re not willing to give
kids consequences unpleasant enough and soon enough for them to
understand.”

Karen shook her head. “I just don’t see what you’re
getting at. We’ve got assertive discipline guidelines in place that
work just fine.”

“What about the kid last week who wandered into the
safe and walked out with a thousand dollars of student council
money? Three days suspension? Three days? That’s what grand theft
gets you now? You think we’re not sending a message with that?
“This kid’s a legend around school now, it’s like he’s Billy the
Kid. Remember the eighth grader last year who robbed a bank and
kidnapped a teller? Eighth grader— if the courts hadn’t stepped in,
he’d still be in school, I have no doubt.”

“If you’re talking about corporal punishment, I can
tell you that I’m glad we’re no longer living in the bad old days,”
Karen said.

“You don’t swat a dog that bites people,” O’Connel
said. “You get rid of them. Are we so afraid of losing five percent
of the kids that we’re willing to let them take the other
ninety-five with them?” He pointed at Parnell. “You know, one of
these days, these parents, the same ones who let their kids get
away with this crap, are going to figure out that they can sue the
district for a million dollars when their kids graduate and still
can’t read. I’m surprised no one’s thought of it yet. It’ll happen,
wait and see.”

“Hey,” said Lott, “maybe I’ll go to law school.”
Parnell, who’d been listening to all this while fiddling with his
pencil, shook his head. “C’mon, Dai, I’m tired of always being the
heavy in this dime novel.” He spread his hands. “You’re no virgin.
You know how it works. Before I can move for an expulsion hearing,
the superintendent wants every base covered. We send the kid to the
psychologist and they almost always come back with a section 504
disability.” He laughed, rubbing his eyes wearily. “My favorite’s
O.D.D. Oppositional Defiant Disorder. It basically means he has the
tendency to tell you to go screw yourself” Parnell stabbed the air
with a finger. “Gotcha! Now he’s special ed—can’t be expelled.
Beautiful, ain’t it? The serpent swallows its tail. Now we get to
sit down and write him an Individualized Educational Program.” He
threw up his hands and smiled. “Guess that shows us, huh? “I just
sat in on a meeting last week for one kid whose parents insisted we
give him the right to get up and walk out of class whenever he
feels like he might get in trouble. This is written in his IEP,
now. He made a big show of walking out of class five times
yesterday.” He held up five fingers. “Five times! You think that
kid doesn’t have our number? “Some of these kids—” He shook his
head, disgust plain on his face. “If you knew the things they went
through— Sometimes I just want to grab parents and tell them— ‘Hey,
you know what? You shouldn’t even have kids.’ But, you know, you’ve
got to be political, so I just suggest counseling.”

Karen shook her head. “I don’t know what all that has
to do with the students we’re discussing, but we have a
responsibility to all the children here,” she said, facing
O’Connel, “no matter what difficulties they may have.”

He’d had enough of her save-the-world garbage. In the
end it didn’t save anybody. “Oh, no,” he said, “not me.”

Condescension was her specialty. “Oh yes, you.”

“Sorry, babe.” He wasn’t taking it, not this time.
“You take responsibility for the horses’ asses! Anytime you want to
come on up and show me how to teach, you go right ahead.”

She shook a finger at him. “You are responsible for
teaching everyone in your class, Mr. O’Connel, every single
student.”

He hunched his shoulders. “Oh, I get tingly all over
when you do that. Come on, preach at me some more.” O’Connel
slammed his fist down on the desk, making her jump. “You know who I
care about? The kids who get ignored. The ones who sit so quietly
you never learn their names. The kids who do everything we ask of
them. The ones nobody pays any attention to because they’re too
busy hammering on the kids who won’t shut up.

“The regular kids, the ones who fall between gifted
and special ed. The little girl in the back who never says boo,
just sits and watches you with those big baby blues while you make
an ass of yourself every day playing ring around the goddamn rosy
with the jerks. That’s who I’m responsible for. It’s about time
somebody was.” He looked around the circle. “Can’t you see it? That
five percent’s turned us into babysitters. We’ve had to dumb it
down so much that the normal kids never have to push themselves,
and the really bright ones like Armando are bored out of their
gourds. And why? Just to keep these losers in school an extra year
or two before they drop out? Just to collect a few shekels a day?”
Disgusted, he stood. “Standards… of achievement… of behavior.” His
voice fell to a throaty growl. “What happened to them? What
happened to us?”

• • •

Chest heaving, Solange caught him on the second floor
landing. “You really should carry around a soap box.”

“So they tell me.” He stepped over a girl seated on
the steep stairs. “We got a lot solved, didn’t we?”

She caught his arm. “You don’t solve this stuff in
one day.”

He took her aside as three boys tore past and,
cornering her on the landing, moved in close. So close he could
hear her breathing, smell her. “Yeah, you’re right, but what I just
realized a couple years ago is that with this system, we don’t
solve anything—not ever.”

Mouth open, she looked as if she were afraid of him.
“What do you mean?”

He wanted to take her by her shoulders and shake her,
push her hard up against the wall and make her see, make her see it
all. He wanted to do more than that. “It keeps us so busy chasing
our tails we don’t realize how nothing ever really changes.”

The bell jangled, loud in the confines of the
stairwell, and she jumped, unpainted mouth opening.

Backing away, he took a deep breath, waiting for his
heart to slow. “And you know what? It works. It works damned
well.”

• • •

Upstairs at his room, two young women waited.

Seeing them, O’Connel smiled. “But today’s going to
be a good day. I want you to meet somebody.” Maria was a cute
nineteen-year-old with a nice figure. She took Solange’s hand in a
cool, firm grip. Salina was twenty, with wavy black hair, dark
eyes, and a dimpled smile. Solange liked both of them immediately,
but was curious why they were here.

When the tardy bell rang, O’Connel told the eighth
graders he had two Elk River graduates there to speak to them.

Maria got comfortable on the edge of the lab
table.

“Some of you may remember me,” she said introducing
the two of them. “I always wanted to go to college. Even when I was
here, sitting where you are now. But my mother and father are more
traditional.

In our culture, a girl doesn’t go to college—she has
babies.” She smiled, apologetically. “They thought I would change
my mind and want to get married. Well, my brother dropped out of
school by the 10th grade, but me—I wouldn’t give up. My
parents told me I couldn’t do it, that I should quit, but the more
they said, the more stubborn I got. I worked hard, and when they
made fun of my dream, it just made me mad and I worked even
harder.” A painful tightening in her throat, Solange watched from
the back of the room. She’d never told anyone how hard it had been
for her to get where she was.

“I watched my friends in high school get pregnant and
drop out. I saw husbands, boyfriends get drunk and blacken their
eyes. I tried to tell them they could have better, but they
wouldn’t listen.” She sighed, smiled ruefully. “So, I did what I
had to do—I graduated with a 4.0 and won a four-year scholarship to
UCLA. I’m going to study law.” Maria was an attractive girl. No
sour grapes here.

Anna raised her hand with a smile that lit up the
room. “Are there cute guys at college?” Salina’s cheeks dimpled.
“Sure there are, but dating comes after studying.” Salina put a
hand to her breast. “I’ve worked hard to get where I am, I’m here
to graduate, not to get married. There’ll be time for that later.
I’m going to be a doctor. That takes a long time, a lot of work. It
won’t be easy.” Solange looked out over those in the room and
wondered which had such strength. Why had these two chosen the path
less traveled? For Solange, a few special teachers had made all the
difference.

A handful out of many, they had seen something in her
she hadn’t seen herself. She knew now that for Maria and Salina,
O’Connel had been one of these, and in that instant saw him
differently.

Her time nearly up, Maria made a last impassioned
appeal.

“You’ve got to want it, want it bad, and if you do—if
you want it bad enough—you can have it. No one on Earth can stop
you then.

I mean it, no one can stand in my way.” Anna spoke up
again. “What should we do now, if we want to go to college?”

“Listen.” Salina said it with passion. “Listen to
what your teachers like Mr. O’Connel are trying to teach you. Do
your homework and study as hard as you can.” The bell sounded, and
when the class had gone, the two said goodbye, taking O’Connel
unawares with a hug that seemed to embarrass him.

“Two very impressive young women.” Solange said when
they had gone. “I don’t think I was that mature at
twenty-five.”

“One thing I know—I wouldn’t want to get between them
and what they want.”

She smiled at him. “I guess we can’t be doing too bad
a job if we can turn out two like that.”

“I wonder how much of what they are is because of us,
and how much in spite of us?” He shook his head. “I can’t take
credit for them.”

She stood, stretching her legs, smiled a skeptical
smile. How could he say that? “You don’t think you had any effect
on them? Not even a little?”

“Ah, if I knew how to do that, I’d write a book.”

She watched his face, newfound affinity welling up in
her. “But, you know, all it takes is to light a spark. I’m not sure
we ever know where we make the greatest effect. It’s like we spend
our days tossing corked bottles into the outgoing tide. The chances
are pretty good we’ll never see any of them again. But just because
we never hear back doesn’t mean no one got them. We couldn’t help
but have some effect, don’t you think? Probably the last place we’d
ever expect.” He smiled, seeing her point. “Now that I think you’re
right about.” The class filled once again, this time for Basic
Math. Today the boys laid their hats on the counter without being
asked, going quietly to their seats, where they played math bingo
until twenty minutes into the class, when they were called down to
the cafeteria for an assembly.

“Another fund raiser,” he said. “You remember what
they were like. We have two a year, now.” They met Aurora, Sid and
Karl at the cafeteria door.

Sid looked outside at the rain, falling now heavier
than ever.

“Anybody think it’ll rain?”

“Here we go again with the fund raisers,” Karl
said.

Aurora clapped hands. “Whoopee!” The stage was filled
with toys, prizes, flashing lights. A man with a guitar sang La
Bamba at the top of his amplified voice. Song over, he launched his
pitch.

“Hey, guys, how would you like to win this Kewpie
doll, or this troll?” Screaming themselves hoarse, three hundred
kids indicated they would like it very much indeed.

“Sell only one box, and he’s yours! But— sell five
boxes, and you’ll win this cassette player!” This was more like
it.

“Sell ten boxes, and you win this giant stuffed
panda!” They went wild with joy.

“And sell twenty, and you get this mountain bike!”
Sid closed the doors, shutting in the noise.

Karl groaned. “Is this stuff getting worse, or is it
just me?”

“This guy’s good,” Sid said. “He’s got them whipped
into a frenzy; and he hasn’t even gotten to the big prizes, yet.”
Aurora shook her head. “What I want to know is, what the hell has
any of this got to do with school?” Sid bent his knee, grabbing his
sneaker in a runner’s stretch.

“Oh, relax, Helvey, just think about those almond
bars. You’re the one who makes these sales a success! Hey, you
know, if you bought a whole box at once, I’ll bet they’d give you a
Kewpie, too.” Aurora gave Sid a shove and he tipped, catching
himself Solange looked to see they were alone in the hall. “If I
were superintendent, we wouldn’t be doing this.” Karl spoke up—
“Well, you’ve got my vote.”

“It’s the wrong thing done for all the right
reasons,” Solange said.

“Now, when he gets done with them,” Aurora said, “we
get to take them back to class and learn them something.”

“Yeah,” O’Connel raised his voice to be heard over
the screaming.

“They should be nice and calm.”

“Who plans these things in the middle of the day?”
Karl said.

Solange laughed. “Someone who’s never been in a
classroom.” O’Connel headed for the stairs. “I’m going up. Send
mine when he’s done calming them down.” Aurora clicked her tongue.
“I’m telling.”

“Who you gonna tell?” Sid pointed. “The boss is right
here.” In his room, O’Connel plugged in the tea kettle.

Drawn by the windows, Solange looked out. Her car was
free, snow gone, melted by warm rain. Wednesday—it would be over
soon.

There was shouting in the hall. O’Connel went to the
door.

“Jesus, they can’t be coming back already, can they?
I thought we’d at least have time for tea.” In the hall, a group of
boys wearing football jerseys surrounded Frank. He wasn’t smiling
now.

Solange started forward but O’Connel held out an arm
to stop her. They hadn’t been seen. He motioned her quiet.

“I don’t want to fight, all right?” Frank said,
trying to walk away.

A much bigger boy with a shaved head pushed him back
against the wall. It was her old friend, Wagner.

“You pushed me, didn’t you, you little faggot?”
Wagner said.

“Yeah, I pushed you. One of these fools tripped me.”
He tried again to walk around the bigger boy. “Sorry about that,
catch you later.” For the second time, he was shoved back against
the wall hard enough to hurt and Solange winced.

“C’mon you little faggot, hit me!” What was he
waiting for? “Are you going to stop this, or am I?” She whispered
close behind him, annoyed that he did nothing.

He shook his head, held up a finger.

“I told you, baldy, I ain’t fighting you,” Frank
said.

The larger boy prodded Frank in the chest with a
thick finger.

Now O’Connel moved between them, sending Wagner and
the others to the office.

Frank came down with them. “Say there, Mr. O’Connel,
I guess it was pretty lucky you came along just then. Another
second and he would have been hurting pretty bad. There’s just one
thing.”

“What’s that?” O’Connel said.

Frank scratched his head. “I couldn’t seem to
remember what to do next.”

• • •

O’Connel shut the door of Parnell’s office after
them.

“I saw what happened with Frank and Wagner.” Parnell
went on writing. “I’ll take care of it.” Embarrassed by their
intrusion, Solange wanted to leave, but stayed where she was. After
all, she reminded herself— she was there to observe.

Parnell looked up. “Oh, hello, Miss Gonsalvas. Was
there something else you needed? Because if not, Dai, I’m kind of
busy here.”

“Too busy to hear what happened?” He set down his
pen. “District policy’s clear. When two students are involved in a
fight, they’re both sent home. There’s no need for a big
investigation. Am I right, Miss Gonsalvas?”

“That’s right, but—”

“Look,” O’Connel said, “I know Frank’s no angel, but
I saw him try to walk away from this one. Why should that get him
suspended?” Parnell leaned back in his chair, fingers woven behind
his head.

“Those are the rules, Dai. If you’re not happy with
them, talk to the board. From what I hear, you’ll get your chance
tomorrow night.”

“So, let me see if I understand. Half your football
team corner Frank in the upper hall during break, try to get him to
fight Wagner, a kid who outweighs him by fifty pounds, Frank tries
to walk away, gets poked, slammed into the wall, doesn’t hit back,
then gets suspended for it. That about it?” The buzzer sounded the
end of the break. Parnell glanced at his watch, rocking back in his
chair. “Don’t you have a class to teach? Or do you do that any
more?”

O’Connel stood looking at him, jaw working. Suddenly
Solange was afraid of him, of what he might do.

He went slack, laughed, shaking his head with
disgust. “Ah, what’s the use?”

He went out and Solange stayed, shutting the door
after him. She was on thin ice here, she would have to be careful.
“This can’t be what the board intended, Dean.”

“Miss Gonsalvas, I don’t have any idea what the board
intended. I do know what they approved.” He patted a binder on his
desk. “And that’s what I go by.”

“But, in this case, I mean, my God, it’s not
fair.”

“Miss Gonsalvas, I’ve been here twenty-eight years;
in two more I retire. How many you have in, five?” He cocked his
thumb over his shoulder. “You see that paddle up there? We used to
call that the board of education. I don’t care how tough they
were—and we’ve had some tough ones—when I swatted them, they had
tears in their eyes. They passed a law that says I can’t use it
anymore, so it sits up there collecting dust.” He shook his head,
looking like an old cowboy in need of a place to spit. “Was it a
panacea? Hell, no. Oh, a few kids I only had to use it on once.
Straightened them right out. For others, it didn’t do a damn thing.
It was just another trick in the bag, is all.” He shrugged, his
wrinkled mouth sour. “Now we talk. It’s no different—some get the
message, and some don’t. Same as always.

“I’ve seen eighteen different superintendents come
through here, lost count of how many assistants. They come and they
go. Me, I just go with the flow.”

She leaned forward, unwilling to give up on him yet.
“Come on, Dean,” she said, cajoling.

He laughed, pointing at the door. “Do you think I’m
going to put my tail on the line for some kid because he says so?
He’s a screwball, and after tomorrow he’s just a memory. My
starting linemen all say Frank started it. Who am I supposed to
believe? Look, I follow whatever policy the board adopts, and right
now the policy is to send them both home for three days. End of
story.” She could think of nothing to say. With a sigh, she got up
to leave.

He spoke to her back, “You’ve been spending an awful
lot of time with him, haven’t you? Is that uh— usual district
procedure?”

He was treading very close to the line. “Your point,
Dean?”

He raised open palms to the ceiling. “No point, no
point at all. Just don’t forget why you’re here. From what I heard,
it wasn’t to second guess me on how I do my job.”

She flushed, wanting to answer, but kept her mouth
closed. In deep enough already, she went out, flinging the door
back against the wall.

Celia’s sympathetic smile said she knew exactly what
had gone on. Solange wondered if there was anything that went on at
school she didn’t know. She headed upstairs. Hugh would hear from
Parnell about that. Why had she put herself in that position? He
was right, she wasn’t here to tell him how to discipline. She was
here to remove a teacher from the classroom, a teacher that just
happened to be one of the best she’d ever known.

She caught herself grinding her teeth as she topped
the stairs and took a deep breath, willing herself calm. How had
everything gotten so complicated?

She found him in Spanish class struggling into a pair
of blue striped coveralls. Slipping in as inconspicuously as
possible, she found a seat. What could he possibly be up to now?
“Okay,” he said, “each of you will serve as translator for our
guest today. Your copy of what is said is due when you leave.”
Puzzled, Solange looked around the room. She had seen no one coming
up.

O’Connel pulled on an orange hard hat and an oversize
pair of goggles. “Our assistant superintendent, Miss Gonsalvas,
will be our interviewer.” He bent to lace up a pair of black boots.
“You wouldn’t mind, would you, Miss Gonsalvas?” She smiled sweetly,
scratching an eyebrow with a middle finger.

His eyes told her he got the message. It was the last
thing she needed right now, but what could she say? “I’ll try.” As
she came up, he handed her a sheet of paper. “I’ve got your
questions here.” He went out the door and came right back in.

She read from the script he had given her. “Ah,
bienvenidos, Senor!” He stood with his hands behind him, suddenly
an arrogant man, looking ridiculous in the odd costume. “Muchas
gracias, Senorita Gonsalvas. Muchas, muchas gracias!” His voice had
become that of an older man, his accent very good, she thought.

He pointed to a girl in the front row, and she
translated— “Many thanks, Miss Gonsalvas.” Solange asked his name,
and he said it was Pescadito Milagroso.

This was translated as The Miraculous Little
Fish.

“Wasn’t this an odd name?” Solange read, to be
translated by the next student in line.

“Para mi, no.” Not for him, it wasn’t.

“Y su profession, Senor?” His profession? “Soy
explorador, “he said, puffing himself up proudly.

“And what is it you explore?”

“Todas las aguas sucias grandiosas del mundo. “All
the world’s greatest sewers.” They laughed as much at his evident
pride as they did at his answer.

“Which of the world’s sewers had he explored?”

“Todas. “All of them. Paris, London, Madrid,
Barcelona, New York, all of them.”

“Y cual es su favorita, Senor?”

“My favorite? A difficult question—” He fingered his
stubble of beard in contemplation. His finger stabbed the air—he
had it.

A student translated, “His favorite was Paris—a fine
sewer, very clean for a sewer.”

“Tal vez es el vino.”

“It might be the wine.”

“What was it like in the sewer?” He grimaced, fanning
the air in front of his face, and they laughed again.

Another translated, “It was very dark, very wet, and
very smelly, but then,” he added, “exploration is not without
hardship.”

“And what had he discovered in his explorations?” He
looked thoughtful once again.

“Ratones del tamano de una vaca.”

“Rats the size of a cow.”

“A veces anillos de oro.”

“Sometimes gold rings.”

“Y siempre, siempre hay mucho excremento!” Paul,
looking bored, translated without glancing up, “There’s always a
lot of crap.” She asked about his family and other things, reading
from the sheet he had given her.

“Porque ha venido usted a visitarnos?”

“Why have you come to visit us?”

“Para encontrar ayudante.”

“To find a helper. The pay is small, but the rewards
are great. There were yet many great sewers yet to be explored.”
With an elegant little bow, he went out to return sans costume.

Relieved it was over, she sat. Disgusted with her
choices and with herself, she turned to the window, no longer
listening. Monday someone else would be here in this room, standing
where he stood now. Monday there would be one less good
teacher.

Because of her.






• • •

His PE class met upstairs to set up for the
feast.

Frank was there, an expression of rapt concentration
on his face as he sliced turkey thin as paper. Wondering what had
changed Parnell’s mind, Solange watched as they worked assembly
line fashion. Anna sliced rolls, Chelsea spread mayonnaise, Moses
slapped on lettuce, Armando applied cheese, and Sally topped it all
with turkey. It was all Solange could do to stay out of the way as
the others moved tables together, covered them with butcher paper,
and set places for seventy. Paul, morose as usual, set a plate at
every place.

At the bell, the room filled quickly, and O’Connel
announced that no one was to eat until all were seated and
served.

Parnell, Fleming, Aurora, Sid, and Karl sat at her
table. Parnell leaned close, nodding at Frank. “Tell your buddy he
can think of it as a going away present.” He said it without
rancor, but it stung just the same. Somehow it didn’t help to know
that any of them approved of what she was doing.

Everyone served at last, O’Connel took a seat next to
her, holding out his hands. “Okay, everybody join hands.” Lorena
balked, but at a look from O’Connel, rolled her eyes, and wrinkling
her nose, took Paul’s offered hand gingerly by a forefinger.

Solange took Parnell’s cold hand on one side and
O’Connel’s on the other. Hard, warm, his hand anchored her to her
seat, to the moment. His grip rigid as oak, soft as buckskin. She
looked away, yet all of her was there in his hand.

He waited for quiet. “You can join me or just sit
quietly for a moment. “ She watched his face, not believing. This
couldn’t be what she thought it was.

Voice low, clear, he began. “Dear Lord— We are here
today to give thanks.” Looking around the table, panic clawing at
her, she was incredulous to see many eyes downcast, some closed.
Here they were, in public school, where any and all prayer was
banned by the Supreme Court, where the mere mention of God was an
infringement on the civil liberties of all within earshot. And now,
here, he dared pray.

“We thank you for this food, for these friends, and
for the chance to teach and to learn, and we ask for your help in
being the finest men and women we can be.” Her mind raced. What a
lawsuit this would be, what a scandal, what a story! It would drag
them all down with it, make them infamous, destroy careers—but what
was it really? Only one man quietly giving thanks to God. How would
anyone, Jew, agnostic, Buddhist or atheist be offended by his
words? It was a moment she would not forget, this prayer with
seventy men, women, and children, skin every shade, every tint of
brown and white, hands linked in this old school room with its
groaning radiators. She felt connected to those in the circle in a
way she seldom did with anyone. For one slippery moment, they were
a common people, giving thanks for a common need fulfilled, food
before them. Things didn’t get any simpler, any more elemental than
that. Where, she wondered was this tolerance everyone spoke so much
about? “Amen.” They answered, six dozen voices together, setting
her spine tingling.

The sandwich was good and, suddenly ravenous, she
bolted it.

When it was over, the room put in order, Sid, Karl,
and Aurora stayed behind. Lott put his feet up on the table,
watching the rain beat against the glass as he picked his teeth.
“Did you see that creek down there this morning? This rain keeps
up, it’ll be over the road again sure as hell. How long’s it been,
now, ten years?”

“Twelve,” Karl said. “I heard Lyle Walker’s mama’s
going to sue the school because you scared her little angel
yesterday. She says it’s a clear case of discrimination.” O’Connel
scowled. “Discrimination for what? The kid’s white as a sheet.”

“Oh, no,” Aurora said, “Mama swears he’s
one-sixteenth Cherokee.” Karl shook his head. “Hundred percent jerk
is what he is.”

“Ah, ah, ah,” Sid said, correcting, “let’s be
positive. Parnell says he denies he ever said anything to you.”
Karl was shocked. “You’re not suggesting little Lyle Walker has a
garbage mouth, are you?”

“What I want to know is, what’s a kid like that doing
here?”

“Oh, come on, Dai,” said Aurora, “the word is
inclusion. It’s every child’s right to go to school, it’s not a
privilege. Regardless of what he does or doesn’t do, it’s our
responsibility to teach him.”

“In other words,” Karl said, “we keep him off the
streets.”

“God damn!” O’Connel put down his sandwich. “I’m so
tired of keeping kids in lock up, keeping them busy with seat work—
dittos, worksheets, coloring, anything to keep the psychos off the
ceiling.

You know, I’m ashamed of what I’ve got to do in some
of my classes to keep the peace. I should be teaching, but I can’t.
I’ve got to sit on them. Why do we force kids like that to come to
school?”

“It’s that money, honey,” Sid said. “It all comes
down to dollars.

Every suspension costs the district. Why do you think
we are so careful to use it as a last resort? Why do you think old
Doc sets up a Mobius strip we have to follow before a kid can be
expelled? It’s the money!”

“Yeah,” Karl said. “When his contract comes up for
renewal, if he wants to get his hundred thou a year he’d better
show a good bottom line to the board,” Solange had heard enough.
“Do you think this started with him? It didn’t. He does what he
does because that’s what the system demands.

He didn’t set up all the hoops you’ve got to go
through to get rid of these kids. There are laws, some state, some
federal, and there’s what the board and the parents want.” Solange
slipped a finger inside the neck of her blouse and pinched it up
tight around her neck. “You may have tenure, we don’t. We have to
keep everybody happy if we want to keep our jobs.” Sid nodded.
“Okay, okay, I’m not saying anybody’s the bad guy, but if you ask
me, the whole system’s lousy.” Solange moved her glance to the
window where windblown rain pounded the glass. What was there to
say—he was right—it was.

She didn’t feel well. Perhaps she shouldn’t have
eaten so fast.

“Well, as long as I’m dreaming,” O’Connel said, “I
want to teach kids who want to learn. Think about that. No busy
work. No lock step holding back the smart ones. Everyone learning
at their own speed.”

“You mean you don’t individualize your classroom
instruction?” Karl said in mock indignation. “I teach thirty
different ability levels in every subject.” O’Connel ignored the
joke. “I’m serious. No more reading about people doing things.
Baking, building, making things—schools used to do that. Some still
do, why don’t we? That’s one part of 21st Century
Schools I like.” The bell rang, and Sid snorted through his nose.
“Wood shop, metal shop, catering, agriculture—that’s exactly what
most of these kids need. They’re not all going to be brain
surgeons, they need a vocation. But it takes money. We’d have to
fire some of the paper pushers downtown, and we couldn’t have
that.

“No, much cheaper just to keep our hands-on program
going.” Karl laughed as he pushed in his chair. “Hands on the
pencil, pencil to the paper. “

“Keep dreaming, Dai,” said Aurora. “Don’t let these
old farts discourage you.” They went out, leaving the two of them
alone, and O’Connel took his sandwich to stand by the window. Rain
coursed rivulets down the glass. Taking a bite, he motioned with
the big roll. “Coming down?”

“Yeah.” Solange watched him as he chewed, suddenly
bothered by the sight of food. “Tell me, why would you do that?” He
smiled down at her, mouth full, pushed back his glasses, signaled
her to wait, swallowed.

“The prayer?” He shrugged. “It felt right.” She shook
her head in disbelief, wincing at the growing nausea washing over
her.

“It felt right? Its against the law! You’re opening
up the district to a lawsuit. I mean, we could have the Justice
Department down here.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. Really, what did you
think? Didn’t it feel okay to you?”

She wasn’t getting sucked into that one. “You know I
can’t just let that go.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

What was wrong with her? Her skin was flushed,
clammy, cold. “I don’t intend to. What are you playing at? Is this
part of your plan, the one that’s supposed to win me over?” He
smiled, so quiet, so calm, so damned sure of himself. She wanted to
pound him with her fists, to do anything that would make him see
how serious this was.

He half smiled. “How’s it working?”

She shook her head in frustration. “You just won’t
understand, will you? It isn’t—it can’t. You know that, I told you
that.”

He nodded slowly. “Okay. Well, I’ve got two more
classes to teach, anyway.” He grabbed up a bundle of newspapers.
“History’s downstairs. Coming?”

Stomach roiling, Solange snatched up her bag, pushed
past him into the hall, not daring to stop.

• • •

She made it in time—just.

Locking the door to the staff restroom behind her,
she gave herself up to the spasms. Bare knees on cold tile before
the toilet, she heaved until her ribs ached, until nothing more
came. Head bowed, eyes squeezed shut, she propped herself on
shaking arms.

Panting, exhausted by the effort, she waited for the
waves of nausea to subside.

How did everything get so turned around? When when
when god oh god would it ever be over?

She wanted her life the way it was. She wanted to
feel in control again, safe again. She wanted to be away—from this
school, from this man who threatened everything she was, everything
she planned to be.

At the sink she rinsed and spit, combing vomit from
her hair with her fingers. Arms braced on the sink, Solange took a
last look at herself in the mirror. She was close now, just one
more period. It was nearly over.

Solange slung her bag and tried the door. It wouldn’t
open.

Twisting the button in the center of the knob this
way and that to no effect, panic rose in her. Desperate, she pulled
off a heel, rapping hard on the thin paneled door. Like gunshots,
her knocking echoed down the empty hall. How was it possible no one
heard? Feeling foolish, she tried calling out.

Still no answer.

Hunting through her purse, she came up with a nail
file to attack the hinge pins. Working them loose one at a time
from the many coats of paint that sealed them in place, she let
them drop with a bang at her feet. All three out, she tried the
door again and found it solid as ever.

Infuriated by her stupidity, she saw why; hinges,
like woven fingers, held the door fast in its jam. Giving up, she
dropped onto the toilet to wait. Chin supported on palms, again her
eye was drawn to her image in the mirror before her.

Superintendent Gonsalvas...

How much was the title worth? One good teacher’s job?
More? How much of herself would she give up to get it? And if she
got it, what then? What could she do, who could she help, if her
main concern was keeping her job? She got up, turning her back on
the glass. Could she think of nothing else? Desperate to be free,
she screamed in frustration, pounding on the door panel with her
fists.

Nothing.

On the toilet she sat cradling her head in her arms,
rocking, eyes squeezed shut. It was no use. There was no way
out.

A gentle rap on the door made her jump. “Hey, can you
hear me? Hey! I’m locked in here!”

“I thought so,” he said.

She sighed, dropping her head into her hands. It
would be him. “What do I do?”

“You need to turn the lock straight up and down.”

“Okay, now what?”

“Now come out.” She tried the handle and incredibly
it turned. Quickly, she slipped the pins back in the hinges and
opened the door. Passing him, she said thanks.

He watched her as they walked. “You okay?”

Annoyed, she glared back. “Why?”

He shrugged. “The way you ran out of there I thought
you might be sick or something.”

Why did he have to be so damned nice? She stopped,
facing him in the silent hall. “Look, I thanked you, okay? What
more do you want?”

He raised empty hands. “Whoa, I don’t want anything.
Would you rather I hadn’t come down? I can lock you back in if you
want.”

She bared her teeth at him. “Ha, ha. Let’s just drop
it, all right? I’m fine.” Jesus, what was wrong with her? He didn’t
deserve to be treated the way she was treating him. One more thing
for her to feel guilty about—swell.

They got to his classroom just as the bell rang. In
two years, Solange had forgotten what it was like to live by the
tyranny of the bell, the buzzer, the horn. She didn’t miss it. She
got her case and they began the trek through the bustling hall back
up to the third floor.

“I don’t know how you do this everyday,” she said,
following him up the stairs with her bags. “All this moving from
classroom to classroom. It’s insane trying to teach like this.”

He smiled. “You get used to it. You can get used to
anything.” At his room, he turned, holding the door. “This is it,
last class, looks like you’ll be back in your office tomorrow.”

She brushed past, feeling the heat of him as she
went. The class came in, a different group than she’d seen before,
mostly juniors and seniors. The schedule said it was AP Lit. These,
then, were the best students Elk River had. She looked them over
from her seat in back.

Paul was there, looking superior as always. So were
Armando, Chelsea, Moses. They were excited about something,
whispering back and forth, watching her. She could guess why.

O’Connel perched on the edge of his desk, waiting for
their attention. He cleared his throat and they soon quieted.
“Merchant, scene three. You were to read it, I assume you did.”
Chelsea’s hand went up as she flashed Solange an angry look.

“We’ve heard she’s here to fire you, and that this
might even be your last day. That’s not true, is it?” O’Connel
seemed to think over his answer. “It’s true, but it’s not her
fault. She’s just doing her job.”

“But we don’t want you to go, why do you have
to?”

“It’ll be up to the board tomorrow night.”

“But you’re a good teacher! She knows that, she must,
she’s been here with you all week!” She turned to Solange. “Don’t
you know he’s a good teacher?”

Solange, face flushing, met Chelsea’s eye, but found
her throat too tight to speak. Besides, what could she say? It was
true, she did. She looked to O’Connel for help, expecting none.

“It’s not up to her.”

Chelsea kept her eyes on Solange. “Mr. O’Connel’s
classes are the only ones I’ve got where there aren’t a couple of
kids who take up all the teacher’s time. They’re the only classes
where I learn anything! Doesn’t that matter to anybody? Doesn’t
it?”

“We should do something,” Armando said, “sign a
petition, something.”

“Oh, don’t get too radical, there,” Paul said,
sneering.

“Yeah,” Moses said, “We could have a rally or
something. I saw a movie once about teachers where the kids did
that.”

O’Connel shook his head. “This isn’t a movie. You
guys don’t need me. You’ll succeed no matter who’s up here. You
don’t earn A’s because of me, you earn them because of you.”

“So what can we do?” Chelsea said.

O’Connel shrugged. “You can sign a petition if you
like. It could be a learning experience, but it won’t make any
difference. You guys are what, sixteen, seventeen?”

“And eighteen,” Moses said.

“Okay, some of you are adults, then. It’s time you
learn the way the world works.”

“So, what,” Chelsea said, looking betrayed, “you’re
telling us to be cynical?”

“No, no, no!” O’Connel nudged back his glasses
delicately with a thumb, shaking his head. “What I’m saying is to
open your eyes, see things for what they are. Then, if you want,
roll up your sleeves and do something about it.”

“But you did that,” Moses said, dark intelligent eyes
sly. “Look what happened to you. Why would we want to?”

O’Connel nodded, smiling. “Good question, Moses, why
would you? I’ve got no answers for you, you’ll have to decide that
one for yourself.” He pointed at him. “Understand. Learn. Breaking
the rules to do what you think is right carries a price—I’m paying
it now. And I’m getting off easy.”

Chelsea frowned. “But if you’re doing what’s right,
then why should you have to pay?”

He smiled. “Just because you do what you think is
right, doesn’t mean other people will see it that way, Chelse. The
day will come when you’ll face it—you’ll see a situation that’s not
right, and you’ll make a choice. But think long and hard before you
decide. Rocking the boat doesn’t win any popularity contests.”

O’Connel boosted his glasses, shrugged. “What’s to
say? You guys are why I cross the river every day. And everyone of
you is going to make it—I know it. I hope you do, because if you
do, there is nobody on the face of the earth who can keep you from
it. Nobody. Now, we’ve got a play to study.” They groaned.

“That’s right, stop your moanin’ and groanin’. I want
scene three from Shylock’s point of view in modern English. If I’m
here Monday I’ll let you see what some actors do with it. Now get
to it.”

Moses smiled his clever smile. “But you may not even
be here.”

“That’s right.”

Moses’ face fell. “Okay, I know.” He sighed long.
“Like you always say, I’m doing it for myself— right?”

O’Connel smiled. “That’s right. Hey, maybe you
learned something from me after all.”

Fighting off a growing distaste for herself and for
what she had to do, Solange entered a note about the prayer. Hands
trembling too badly to type, she balled them into fists, squeezing
her eyes shut. How stupid it all was, how futile, as if she didn’t
already have enough on him for the hearing. Yet Hugh wanted
more.

The fact was, whether or not she was the one to do
it, O’Connel was going to lose his job. If she couldn’t help him,
at least she could save Hugh. She could save herself. She could
save what she’d lived for, worked for. And if she couldn’t sleep
tonight, then she couldn’t. She was getting used to that.

Dark clouds hanging low over the hills made it seem
later than three. Rain caromed off the big windows with a sound
like a thousand nails tapping, searching their way inside to warmth
and light.

Would it ever stop, would the world ever be dry and
safe again? Period over at last, she gathered her things as
O’Connel gazed vacantly out the window.

“So...” he said, “In service tomorrow, board meeting
tomorrow night, no school Friday. That’s it, then.” She watched him
curiously. “You talk like it’s over.”

He filled a box with things from his desk. “Isn’t
it?”

“Not until tomorrow night, it’s not.”

“Ah, come on, I don’t kid myself. This didn’t start
with you, it’s been going on for two years—I know how it’ll turn
out.”

She opened her mouth, but no words came. What doubt
could there possibly be? He was right, there was none at all.

He took up a box with battered teapot and books, and
she followed with another down to his truck. They watched rain
cross the flooded parking lot in curtains driven before the wind.
Awed, she watched water pour off plugged gutters, a solid
sheet.

“My God,” he said, “I’ve never seen it come down this
way. It’s melted the snow in the hills, too. The Siuslaw will run a
wanton tonight.” At his room they found Chelsea waiting.

“Mr. O’Connel,” she said, pointedly ignoring Solange,
“I know it might be your last day, but could you help me just for a
minute with my physics? Mrs. Olney said she had to go home. It’s
just one problem.”

“Sure, Chelse.” He looked at his watch, then at
Solange. “I can get the rest of this. Go on home.”

“Go ahead, help her, I’ll wait downstairs.” Solange
took down another box of books. What was another few minutes? At
last it was over. At last she could go back to her life. Still, the
rain came hard, with no sign of let up, and for several minutes,
she stood alone under the overhang mesmerized by the fury of
it.

His last day, his last class, and he stayed late to
help. The worst of it was she knew he wasn’t doing it to impress
her. He did it because that’s the kind of teacher he was—the kind
of man he was.

O’Connel appeared, arms loaded. She opened the door,
standing back as he set the boxes inside. “Well, that’s all of it.”
Just then Celia came out, running for her car. Puzzled, she
stopped, frowning at Solange. “You’re still here? Did you know Wolf
Creek’s flooding over the road? You’d better hurry, or you won’t
get to Eugene tonight.”

• • •

O’Connel squinted, rain pelting him in the face. He
watched Solange run to her little car and saw theirs were the last
in the lot.

From the front of the school, he could see Wolf Creek
at the base of the hill as it churned, ugly brown, over the bridge
swallowing fifty feet of tarmac on either side.

The water was too high. Much too high to cross. He
went to tap on her window, the driven rain soaking him through the
seams of his jacket.

She cracked the window to look out at him, hair
sodden from her short sprint through the wet. “What is it?” Her
eyes were frightened. “I’ve got to go.”

He yelled over the roar of the rain hitting the roof
of her car. “I don’t think you should try it.”

She looked at him as if he’d told her the sun was
shining. “What do you mean, not try it? How else could I go?” He
thought, rain running chill down his neck. “You could try going
Florence to Newport, but I don’t know if you could get through. If
it’s this high here, the odds are, things will be a mess down there
too.”

She considered. “How far is that?”

He wiped rain from his eyes. “Four, five hours,
maybe.”

She looked forward out the glass, thinking, then
turned back, mind made up. “I’ve got to try it.”

He slapped the roof with the flat of his hand,
sending water into his face. “Dammit, it’s too high! You’ll get out
in the middle, and stall. Once your exhaust pipe’s under water you
won’t have any power.”

She frowned, not understanding. “No power?” She
revved the engine. “I’ve got plenty, I’ll make it.”

He made one last try. “Look, this isn’t a joke, that
water could sweep you right off the bridge.”

She nodded, not listening, said “I’ll see you,” and
pulled away.

He sprinted to his truck to follow. By the time he
made the road, she was already headed into the coffee brown flood,
sending up wings of white water in her wake, as if speed would take
her through. Stomach knotted tight, he watched as she plowed her
way to the center of the bridge. That was as far as she got. He
slammed his hand down on the steering wheel. The stupid, stupid
bitch.

He hit the water in second gear, opened his door,
watching swiftly sweeping java rise to his floorboards as he
steered to the right guard rail and set the brake. That was it—any
deeper and his tailpipe would go under. He was still twenty feet
from her, but it would have to do. Taking a tow belt from behind
the seat, he stepped gingerly into muddy water. Gnawingly cold, it
clawed its way to his knees, and instantly, his legs and feet
ached.

As he came around his open door, the fast moving
current slid her car up against the guardrail where it stopped,
water backed halfway up the door. Over roiling water he heard her
muted scream from inside. The water was rising. It lapped at the
guardrails now.

How long did he have before it reached his tailpipe?
Five minutes, ten? Numb hands fumbling, he wrapped the yellow tow
belt once around the bumper, looping it over the tow hook. There
wasn’t much time, now. The water undercut the eight by eight
guardrail posts and the rail would go—her with it.

Sliding aching feet forward through the current, he
grimaced, careful to keep tension on the belt so it wouldn’t slip.
What was he doing out here soaked in icy water to his thighs? It
was her own stubbornness got her here. He could be warm in the cab
of his truck, halfway home by now. And if she was swept down the
creek so much better for him. Yet here he was making an ass of
himself—again.

Solange climbed out to sit in the driver’s window,
arms braced on the roof. “What do I do now?” She sounded scared. He
made it to the back of her car, looped the belt around her
submerged bumper. Bracing a hand against the cold steel, he eased
one cramping leg, feet dead as wood.

“Get out here, come on, on the root come on, come
on!” She watched the swirling water fearfully, wiping tangled hair
out of her face. “But my car— “ He had no time for this. “Leave it
out of gear, we’ll get it if we can. Let’s go.” She tossed him the
bag with her laptop and scrambled out over the roof, sliding down
the back window, soaked skirt climbing her thighs.

He noticed that somehow she’d managed to stay in her
heels and hot guilt flashed through him, leaving him thrumming,
breathless. If his feet hadn’t hurt so badly he might have smiled
at the absurdity of it. He drew her to him over the trunk by an
ankle, keeping his eyes on her face, then turned his back. “Climb
on.”

“I can walk.” Just then he was nearly swept from his
feet by a log skimming just under the surface. It grated painfully
across his shin as he struggled to step over it. He swore
elaborately. “Look, my feet are frozen, I’m not in the mood to
argue. Get on or I’ll drag you off and toss you over my shoulder.”
On the trunk lid she considered, rain dripping off the end of her
nose. “Okay, turn around, then.” She clung to him piggy-back
fashion and he began shuffling back. Gripping the sopping tow strap
with his left hand, he supported her with his right under her knee,
warm skin burning his hand.

“Would you mind?” He looked back, incredulous, water
swirling about his knees sucking at him. “What?”

“Your hand.”

“My hand what?”

“Move it, is what.”

He strained his neck to look back at her, not
believing. “Pardon the hell out of me.” As soon as he took it away
he felt her begin to slip. She tightened her hold around his neck,
and he had to pull at her wrists to get air.

“Jesus, cut it out, will you?”

She shinnied up his back, thighs clamping down. “I’m
slipping, I can’t help it.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, slipping his hand again into
the satiny crease behind her knee. “I promise I won’t enjoy it.”
His Toyota greeted them with ominous silence.

Stalled.

He set her inside on the drivers seat and she
scrambled to the other seat, bare legs flashing. Climbing in after
her, he groaned, dragging numb feet after him. Water lapping at the
floorboards, he turned the key.

The engine caught, and he let out the clutch slowly,
taking up the slack in the belt. Slipping into low range, he tried
to back out and tires spun, churning muddy water.

“Uh, uh,” he said, easing forward to slacken the
strap. “Your car’s wedged, can’t get it.” He unhooked them, let the
strap go, watched as it was swept away on the current, then backed
them out. On dry pavement, water still sloshing around their feet,
he stopped, letting bilge drain onto the road.

Numb, tired, he cranked the heater on high, and
waited for it to bring the feeling back to his legs. They peered
out fogged windows as a splintered maple bobbed down the creek,
rolled over the upstream rail, limbs flailing, finally coming to
rest against her car.

“Oh.” She moaned. “My car— “ Acting as a dam, the
tree backed the brown flood until it topped the roof. “Can’t we do
anything?”

What did he care about her car? His feet ached like
they’d been beaten with hoses. “We did it. I feel like I’ve been
worked over by the Greek secret police. I’m going home to warm
up.”

She hugged her legs to her, rocking on the seat,
trembling. “Doesn’t this junker have a heater?”

Jesus, she had guts. “This junker just kept your ass
out of the Siuslaw.” He slid the temperature lever back and forth,
but it stayed cold. “Sorry, thermostat’s gummed up again.” She
shivered, hair slicked flat about her face. Her blouse clung to
her, soaked through. She was a mess. A damned appealing one.

Drying his face with a towel from the back, he tossed
her the towel. She looked a defenseless sixteen sitting there
soaked through. Looks could lie.

“What about me? How do I get home now that you left
my car out there?” He’d had it with her whining. “I give up. Walk?
Fly? Maybe you can order somebody to take you across, huh?”

She glared at him. “You are a bastard, aren’t you. I
don’t know why you came out to get me.”

That was an easy one. “I’d do the same for any stray
cat—or bitch.”

Looking mad enough to spit, she reached for the door
handle.

He leaned across to belt her in, guarding the buckle
with his hand.

“You’re not going anywhere.” She flashed a dangerous
glance, balling her fists, teeth bared.

He was afraid she might claw, bite. “I want out,” she
said, voice rising. “Take your hand off that!”

He was calm now. “You know anybody out here?” Her
breathing came fast, breasts rising, falling. Every third breath a
small tremor shook her, chattering her teeth. She looked like a
cornered kitten. He was bitten once by a kitten.

“In Elk River? Only Myrtle,” she said, voice
trembling as she pointed across the creek. “She lives over
there.”

“That’s what I thought.” Making a decision, he gunned
the Landcruiser, heading for home.

“Where are you taking me?”

“The only place I can think of —home.”

Her eyes flashed dangerously at the word. “Oh, no.”
She shook her head no.

Hearing panic in her voice, he looked over at her.
“Don’t make it sound so lascivious. Hot shower, fire, soup,
blanket—that’s the deal. Or I can dump you right here.”

She looked out the window at trees flashing past. “I
have credit cards,” she said, voice breathy, weak. “Is there a
motel?”

“Not on my way, and I’m not taking a three hour
detour to Florence. Look at the road, at the sky, it’s still coming
down. There could be ten mud slides blocking the road between here
and the coast already.”

She hugged her legs to her chest, head on her knees.
Wave after wave of tremors washed over her, leaving her gasping.
Moaning softly; she rocked, eyes shut.

Suddenly tired, he wanted to make peace. “Look, I’m
tired, I’m cold, I’m hungry, and I’m not any more thrilled with
this than you are. I just want to go home. Don’t waste your time
being afraid of me.”

She turned her head, ear on her bare knee, eyes
unfocused. “I’m not,” she said voice low. “I’m not afraid of you. I
just can’t. I can’t go home with you.”

Puzzled, he drove on through the cold rain. When the
road emerged from the trees to follow the bank of the river, the
rain let up some, and he could see the Siuslaw running alongside
the road slow and wide. Melting snow filled it to its banks, brown
water reaching the lower limbs of firs on the far side. He turned
off onto a gravel road by the river, stopped, yanking the hand
brake. “This is it.”

She moaned, not seeming to hear.

As he opened her door she made herself smaller,
hugging bare legs close. He touched her cheek, and felt a cadaver.
You didn’t realize how warm were the living until you’d touched the
dead, and she was dead cold. Now it made sense—she had hypothermia,
had it bad.

She wouldn’t live long if she got much colder, and
there wasn’t much time to warm her up. Taking her icy wrists in his
big hands, he pried them apart, pulling her out of the cab.

“We’ve got to warm you up, kid,” he said, “I’ve felt
warmer corpses.” He slung her over his shoulder, finding her
surprisingly heavy as dead weight. Somehow he got her in the boat,
and up to the house. In the upstairs bath, he stripped off her
heels and lowered her gently into the tub, pillowing her head on a
folded towel. The tub’s brass nozzle belched steaming hot water
into the old claw-foot. She lay, moaning fitfully, the cold room
swirling with steam. Had he been quick enough? If her core
temperature fell to 96, her heart would stop. From the feel of her
she was close.

On his knees next to the iron tub, arms over the cold
rim, he gently massaged her feet, legs, hands, arms, temples. As he
worked he watched her. For all her sarcasm, all her toughness, face
open in sleep, she was a sleeping leopard, claws sheathed for the
moment.

Water lapping at her chin, she drew his hand back to
her cheek. “Mmm,” she said, “that’s nice. I was so cold.” She
squinted up at him. “Where is this?”

“My house.” She moaned again, eyes flickering open.
“Just what are you doing?”

“You were cold, I drew you a bath.” Her head lifted
unsteadily off the towel and predictably it slipped into the water.
Irritably she pushed his hands away, “Stop it, I’m okay.” Reaching
down, she smoothed her skirt. She scowled through half-opened eyes.
“I’m okay, you can get out now.”

He nodded, sat back, drying his arms with a towel.
“You’re welcome.”

“And by the way, I run my own baths, thank you.”

“Letting you go into a coma would have been much more
delicate.”

“I need dry clothes. I’ve got to go.”

Unsurprised, he leaned back against the sink,
crossing his arms. “It’s getting dark. You’re not taking my boat
and you’re not taking my truck, so what? You’re going to swim the
Siuslaw and walk ten miles back to your submarine? I’m not giving
you dry clothes for that. Wear your wet ones and have a nice
trip.”

“I . . .I can’t stay here.”

“Okay, fine.”

He went outshutting the old panel door behind him,
and the crystal doorknob fell off its spindle to crack onto the
tile. Cursing energetically, he strode for the stairs, her voice
following him down the dark hallway.

“Bring me some dry clothes!”

Like hell he would.

• • •

Solange cringed in embarrassment, hands pressed over
her eyes.

He seen her as she flopped like a dead fish in the
tub. Well, why should she care. He must hate her anyway for what
she was doing to his life, his career. He must— And yet he
persisted in treating her with the most infuriating kindness.

And now for the second time today, he’d saved her
life. Why, when all he had to do was do nothing, and all his
problems would be, if not solved, at least set aside for the time
being? Why would anyone do what he had done? for a stranger, for an
enemy?

Lying back until water tickled the down on her upper
lip, she listened, eyes closed, to the overflow’s idiotic babbling,
remembering the touch of his hand on her face. Willing herself not
to think, she concentrated on the water, so hot it hurt, as it
wicked the cold out of her. Moment by moment, she felt her strength
return.

She brought up a foot to cling to the brass knobs
flanking the long spigot. Cold, slick, beaded with condensation,
they squeaked satisfyingly when she worked them with her toes. She
closed her eyes, dreading the hours ahead. Stupid to try to run her
way across the flood, but now there was the night. Not more than a
few hours before she could sleep. Really, how hard could it be? To
eat, drink sparingly, say little, reveal nothing, ask nothing,
grant nothing, keep her feelings wrapped up tight. How hard? Twelve
hours—not long at all.

She smiled, comforted, opening her eyes. She
could—she would—make it through one night in his house. She would
leave it the same as she had come. The same woman. No
different.

She thought of Hugh, and spotting the phone on the
counter, leapt for it. Dragging it close, she punched in the number
and slunk back under the water, causing a tsunami.

“Hugh, it’s me.”

“Solange, dear Lord! They said they found your car
abandoned by Wolf Creek. I’ve been frantic, where the hell are
you?”

“I’m at O’Connel’s. Like an idiot I tried to make it
through. He pulled me out.”

“You okay?” Eyes closed, she took a long breath,
pressing fingers to her temples so hard veins stood out from her
wrists. A gust of wind slapped rain against the small window. It
was barely twenty-four hours until the meeting where she would
finish his career. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t sound fine.” How was it he saw through her
so easily? Frustrated, she slapped the water with the flat of her
hand, sending water spraying. “Dammit, what am I doing? I have what
we need, but I’m not proud of it. He’s a decent guy, Hugh, a good
teacher. He’s got no family, nothing but teaching, so I take that
away? Is that what I’m here for? Is that my job?” Angrily she wiped
her nose with a wet hand, looking over a bare shoulder to make sure
the door was closed. Why did she always cry when she got mad? Why
couldn’t she rage like a man without tears betraying her? “You’re
doing what has to be done. He may be a good teacher, but he doesn’t
belong where he is.” He paused, and she dreaded what he might say
next. “I know you’ve been spending a lot of time with him. You’re
just too close to it right now. Give this time, and you’ll be able
to put it in perspective. A year from now you’ll be able to look
back on this…”

“And what? What will a year change?”

“In a year you’ll be in my job. That’s what you want,
isn’t it? She was a long time answering. “I thought it was.”

“And now?”

“Now— “ Her voice broke and she pounded her fist on
the cold iron rim of the tub hard enough to hurt. “Of course I want
the job, it’s just…”

“Is this about something else?” He could always read
her so well. She shaded her eyes with her hand, feeling her face
color. How could he know? How could anyone know? She’d shown
nothing, told no one.

“Solange, you know how Mary and I feel about you. We
wouldn’t have you hurt for anything in the world. Has this…gotten
personal?” She hesitated, an ache gripping the back of her throat.
It was no use, she was crying again. “Oh, Hugh—”

“It’s all right. It’s all right kiddo.” Her breasts
quivered as she sobbed into a short-nailed fist. “It’s all got to
be such a mess.”

“I see.”

She reached for a Kleenex and he waited while she
blew her nose. “Mary told me it might be something like that.” He
chuckled. “You’d think as old as I am I might have seen it coming.
Well, you do what you need to do. They don’t get O’Connel’s head,
they take mine as consolation prize. Don’t forget that if I go, you
go with me. Have you forgotten what it is you’ve worked for all
these years?”

Forgotten seven years of no personal life, no time
for anything but work and night classes? Seven years? Was he
kidding? “You know I haven’t.”

“If you don’t want to be there, you don’t have to be.
Just drop off your notes and I’ll handle the rest, and if you need
a few days to work things out, take them. I’ve always been able to
count on you, and I know you’ll come through for us both this time,
too. Just don’t forget why you’re out there.”

What right did she have to hate him? Wasn’t he just
doing his best to give her what she always thought she wanted? “I
won’t, Hugh, I won’t.” She tossed the phone onto the towel and lay
back, sighed.

Okay. So she was here for the night. Big deal. She’d
spend tonight on the couch and tomorrow night she would send his
career flushing down the toilet. After that, back to the real
world. Back to her life. Nothing to get excited about.

There was a hesitant tap at the door.

“If you’ll promise not to run off into the dark like
a lunatic, I’ll leave a stack of clothes out here. They’re Patty’s,
might be a little big.” She flipped the drain knob with her toe,
and stood, stripping. “I’m not going anywhere.”

There were cream colored sweats, pajamas covered with
terminally cute teddy bears, and a wisp of a cashmere dress in
cobalt blue.

She held this up before her in front of the mirror.
Scoop neck, spaghetti straps, mid thigh. Oh, yeah, sure thing.

She tossed it into the corner and stepped into the
sweats. Binding her hair so tight it hurt, she calculated the
effect in the mirror.

Nodding with satisfaction, she opened the door.
Padding down the squeaking stairway in bare feet, she ran her
fingers over peeling wallpaper. This house was old. Lifting up a
curled corner, she uncovered a newspaper from 1916—a very old
house. The narrow stairwell, the worn pine flooring, the threadbare
rug—they smelled of age.

Rounding the rickety banister at the foot of the
stairs, she found herself in a high-ceilinged living room. The
floor was random slate, unevenly set. By the far wall a cast wood
stove squatted, kindling and firewood close at hand. A braided rug.
A chafed leather couch.

A dog on her bag by the stove. Pine board walls
yellowed with wood smoke and years. Not what she would have
expected, but nice. It fit him.

The black stove roared as it drew. Behind the smoky
glass of the door, the fire glowed, ticking angrily as dry fir
heated iron.

He’d changed into worn jeans and an old Henley the
color of an agrula mare. Setting a kettle on to boil, he turned to
do a fine impression of a man jumping out of his skin.

She did her best not to laugh, pleased she’d scared
him. “See a ghost?”

“Not used to company, I guess.” His smile lived a
split second, then died, setting off a flare of guilt inside her.
That had been cruel.

The kettle wheezed. Big hands steady, he poured
tea.

She sighed, contrite. “I wish I were good at saying
thank you. I’m not.”

He went to the kitchen. “Don’t worry about it.”
Feeling cheated by his off-hand response, she followed. If she were
going to apologize, the least he could do was show some gratitude.
She scented something that brought water to her mouth.

He stirred a steaming pot with a long wooden spoon.
She brought a hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh. “Oh, meu Deus!”
She laughed anyway.

He looked down at himself. “What’s so funny?”

“The spoon—you look just like my mother. What’s
cooking? Whatever it is, it’s making me weak in the knees.”

“Soup, oxtail vegetable. Think you could eat it? I
don’t have too much else right now.”

Could she? “Just hand me a spoon and stand back.”

“The oxtail doesn’t bother you?” She breathed deeply,
face bathed in steam rising from the soup, eyes closed in rapture.
“I had tea for breakfast, then lost my lunch. I’m only sorry the
rest of the ox isn’t in there.”

He ladled them each a bowl and they sat on the rug,
backs to the couch in front of the glowing stove.

“Have you got any wine to go with this?” He looked at
her curiously. “Half bottle of Cabernet I use for spaghetti. Been
open a while, might have gone off. Want it?” She did. Rarely did
she drink anything at all, but tonight, oh, yes, tonight she would.
He brought her a bottle three quarters full, and working the cork
free with her teeth, she poured a glass.

Sloshing it over her tongue, she swallowed. Dark,
strong, bitter—it would do. Yes. It would do nicely.

She had her spoon nearly to her lips when she noticed
his offered hand. Irritated, she set it back in the bowl, sighed,
looked at him. “What, grace again?”

He looked at her with that patient smile of his. “If
it’s all right with you.”

She shrugged, irritated, taking his hand. “I’m a
guest.”

“I don’t have to say it.”

She squeezed his hand, impatient to eat. “Just say
it? I’m wasting away right in front of you.”

He kept his eyes on her. “Lord, thanks for keeping me
on my feet in the water, and getting us home. Amen.”

She watched him curiously as he spoke, said amen,
took up a spoonful of soup. “Even better than it smells. You make
this?”

“No, have it delivered from a chic little deli on
Fifth in Eugene.”

She bared her teeth at him. “Ha, ha.” She watched his
hands as he crumbled crackers into his bowl, dusting off the crumbs
carefully. Nice hands, strong. He didn’t spill a crumb on the rug.
“No kidding, it’s good.” Draining her glass, she poured out
another, thinking, watching him. “You pray a lot, huh?”

He filled his spoon, scraping it carefully on the
side of the bowl. He shrugged. “When I’ve got something to say. Not
every day.”

She reached for the box of crackers, bracing herself
with a hand on his thigh, hard as the slate beneath it. She took
out a handful and crumbled them between her palms. “My father used
to say grace. You know what I remember about it? The dirt under his
nails. I don’t remember what he said, not a word, just the clay
under his nails, the black hair on the back of his hands.”

The rain roared on the tin roof overhead, the kettle
on the stove rolled and spit.

He held the bottle up to the light. “How’s the
wine?”

“Not bad.”

“You sure you should be drinking so much of it after
this afternoon?”

Annoyed, she took the bottle, drained the last of it
into her glass. She didn’t need his preaching. “That’s my
business.” That damned smile on his mouth again.

“I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

Stomach burning, head a little off kilter, an idea
crept into her mind, instantly igniting her imagination. It was
insane, hurtful, impossible to resist. Fired by it, she drained her
glass, got unsteadily to her feet.

He raised an arm to steady her. “You all right?”

She pushed his hand away. “Marvelous.” She climbed
the stairs, both hands groping in the dim light for the rail. In
the bathroom she reached with a bare foot to grasp the little dress
between her toes, drawing it to her. Her whole body humming under
the spell of the wine, she giggled, stepped out of the sweats to
pull the dress, soft as web, over her head. Clinging like dust on
moth wings, it slid over her soft as a breath. Undoing her hair,
vision only slightly blurred, she examined herself in the glass.
Sharp canines showed between her lips.

Perfect.

She padded down the old staircase, pads of bare feet
silent on the cool boards.

• • •

O’Connel looked up from where he sat on the couch and
forgot to breathe. What the hell was she up to now?

Giving him no chance to recover, she went to stand
before him.

Hands on hips, she leered down at him, lower lip
pinched between her teeth. “You like?”

His eyes crept to her face. “Why— “ He cleared his
throat, suddenly hoarse. “Why are you wearing that?”

“It was in the stack you gave me. I thought you must
want to see it on.” She spread her arms, smiling sourly, pulled out
the material at her breasts. “Sorry I don’t fill it out the way she
did.”

“Patti never wore it, said it made her look like a
whore.”

She pressed her knees into soft leather between his
thighs.

The hem of the little dress clung tight over caramel
thighs. “Well, does it?”

He felt trapped with her so close. “Does it
what?”

“Make me look like a whore.”

He turned away, hitched his glasses farther up his
nose, fighting the burn in his gut. “No.”

Smiling as if she were happy with herself— she weaved
over him, the hem rising further up her legs a few inches from his
face, his hands, his mouth. He was doing okay so far. If he could
just keep his eyes off her legs, he would be all right, everything
would be all right.

“Why?”

He looked up at her face, swallowed, throat dry.
“Why… why what?”

“Why did you come pull me off my car, bring me home,
give me a bath? Why?”

He looked down out at the river. She was drunk. He
wouldn’t answer, wouldn’t get drawn in. He looked at his watch.
“It’s getting late.” Lame, lame lame, but all he could think of
.

Solange dropped to her knees in front of him, snaking
arms up his legs. Now it was she who looked up at him, eyes
pleading. “Why’d you hold me when I fell?” She ran her hands down
his thighs, nails rasping on his jeans. “You should hate me, but
you don’t. Why not?” She propped her chin on his leg, smiled. “I
know. I know why you did it. I know what you want, what you
need…everything.”

He massaged his brow with the heel of his hand. “You
do, huh?” It was the wine talking he knew. “Tell me.”

“When I showed up at your room you weren’t
intimidated like most of them. Oh, no, you were glad to see me,
weren’t you? You wanted me to see you teach, wanted me to spend
time in your classes. Why?”

“I told you why.” He sighed growing impatient, leaned
forward to rise. “It’s late, you’ve had too much to drink and I’m
going to bed.”

She shoved him back down viciously, leaned close,
hands on his thighs. “You’re not going anywhere.

He sat pinned where he was by her eyes.

“I know why you do what you do.” She laughed, not a
nice laugh. A laugh bordering on a sob. “I haven’t slept in a week,
I just couldn’t—I couldn’t see it. Now I do.”

What could she know? Nothing. All she knew was her
own ambition, her preconceived ideas about how things were. She was
nothing, less than nothing to him. The sooner she said what she had
to the sooner he could get her off him. “You said that. Are you
going to share?”

She drew close enough so that he could feel her
breath on his face. “You decided two years ago you didn’t want your
job, and now instead of just quitting and crawling back here to
die, you make me do what you could have done yourself.”

Deep in his chest a pocket of cold burst, flooding
his arteries with razor sharp shards of ice. “You’re way off.”

“Am I? I don’t think so.” She pressed a finger into
his breast bone. “You want to die, Mr. O’Connel. And you want me to
help.”

He wanted to stand, to backhand her, to press her to
him so hard she couldn’t breathe. “Don’t tell me about me, you
don’t know anything about me. You come to fire me, now you want to
psychoanalyze me? I don’t need it—not from you.”

She got unsteadily to her feet, pushing herself up,
hands on his knees to stand again in front of him, thighs so close
in front of his face he could see the fine blond down.

“Oh, no, you’re not stupid. You knew what would
happen when you started this crusade, and you did it anyway. You
want to be fired, you’ve wanted it ever since they died.”

He was trembling, now, needing to yawn, to stretch.
Every muscle in his body hummed. If she didn’t stop, he would run
his hands up under her dress. He could feel her skin under his
hands, every muscle, every swell of her. He knew how she would
taste, how she would feel. Knew—didn’t have to imagine—knew. He
turned his face away. “Shut up, will you just shut up?”

“You need an excuse, an out, and I’m it. I’m doing
exactly what you wanted me to do, aren’t I?” She took his face in
her hands and made him look at her. “Aren’t I?”

He let her handle him. It was as if he were falling
from a great height, barb impaling heart and lungs. Soon he would
reach the tether’s end and it would unzip his ribs.

“But then something happened, didn’t it?” Voice
barely a whisper, she taunted. “And now you need something
else.”

Numb with disgust, for her, for himself, O’Connel
wrenched his eyes to hers. “What are you doing?”

Gently, ever so slowly, she straddled him. “I’m
giving it to you.” She pressed against him, running cold hands
under his shirt, breath on his face. “I’m giving you what you
want.”

There was an ache in his throat. “You’ve had too much
wine.”

She yanked the hair at the nape of his neck. It hurt.
“I’m the one who’s taking your job, I’m the death angel come for
you. Isn’t there anything you want to do about that?”

Eyes averted, he strained against her hand. “No.” He
could feel the pressure of her against him, feel himself
respond.

The room was suddenly stifling, the air thick as cane
syrup, every movement slow torture. Could a man want to rape and
cherish, strangle and caress, humiliate and protect the same woman
at the same time? Could he want all that and still be sane?
Trembling with tension that made arousal pain, he tried to swallow
and nearly choked. Their eyes mated, he couldn’t look away.

Slow as pitch, she leaned closer, eyes never leaving
his. His hands began their inexorable slide up legs he knew would
be silky enough to make him cry.

Her mouth nearly on his, he pulled away. “No, uh
uh.”

She settled herself more comfortably on him, the
fierceness draining from her eyes. “Yes.”

It was a plea now. He cupped her face in his hands.
“Solange, this isn’t you, this isn’t me, this isn’t the way it’s
going to happen.”

She snaked arms about his neck. “Yes, it is.”

He captured her hands, pressed them to cool leather.
As desolate, as disappointed as he could remember being, he shook
his head, doing his best at a reassuring smile. “No, no it’s
not.”

Seeing he’d made up his mind, she looked as if she
might cry. “Why not?”

Now she looked every bit the exhausted woman she was.
He drew hair from her face with a single finger, tucking it neatly
behind her ear. “Because you’re a strong, good girl who’s had too
much wine, and because you’d hate both of us, that’s why.”

She pressed her forehead into his shoulder. “I
already do.”

Just then Sonny came, nails clicking, to nuzzle under
the hem of her dress, and she nearly jumped out of his arms,
squalling in fear, and then they were both laughing. Her eyes
filled. “You don’t like me,” she said, lips against his chest.

Eyes shut he laughed low and long. How little she
knew.

Face stretched into a sorrowful mask, she keened
softly; pitching off of him onto the couch, curling up like a
child, trying to stretch the dress to cover her. “I’m so
tired.”

He tucked a soft wool blanket over her, slipped a
pillow under her head. She moaned, content as he stroked her hair,
already missing the weight of her on him. “I know. Rest now.”

Standing, he backed away, unable to turn. Sweet
Jesus, what sort of fool was he?

• • •

At dawn, he found her sitting in front of the stove,
hair flowing down her neck and into a dark, glimmering pool in her
blanketed lap. He remembered its fragrance, the silky feel of it
under his hand, the bulk of it, and clenched his hand. “Been up
long?”

“Couple hours. There were some coals left, so I added
a few logs.”

He dropped onto the couch. “Sleep okay?”

She lifted slender shoulders, shook her head no. “I
haven’t been doing a lot of that.”

He’s slept little enough, that was sure. He sat on
the couch near her shoulder. “Guilty conscience?”

She winced, smiled slowly. “About last night—”

So she remembered. “Forget it.”

The teakettle surged, spitting a wet whistle and she
poured two cups of tea on the low table. Her blanket fell open, and
he caught a glimpse of bare thigh and cobalt cashmere. She covered
up, met his eye, flinched. “I’m sorry.”

“It was the wine.”

Handing him his cup, she sat cross legged on the
floor, back propped against the couch. In the dawn twilight the
stove ticked, the kettle hissed, the alderwood fire the only light
in the dark house. It felt so easy having her here, so dangerously
natural. “You mentioned your father last night.”

“He died when I was ten. A tree went the wrong way in
the wind. Mama lives here, now, in Crow. I called her this morning,
and she’s angry with me. I promised a week ago to get somebody out
to patch her roof before the rain, and then forgot all about it.
She says yesterday it leaked. Now I’ve got to try and get somebody
out from Eugene.”

She leaned over his leg, craning her neck to see out
the window. “Already the sky looks dark.” There was a breathless
moment when she caught his eye and they both remembered the night
before. She drew the blanket closer around her and sank back onto
the floor.

He thought of something, and after rummaging around
the back porch, came back to hand her a blue can and a putty knife.
“Here you go.” She took it, puzzled. “What?”

“Roof goop.”

She frowned. “Goop?”

“Roof cement, stops leaks.”

She frowned up at him, confused. “I don’t know
how.”

He shrugged, the idea catching fire in his mind.
“I’ll show you…hell, I’ll do it for you, I’ve got nothing else to
do until seven tonight.”

“You can patch a mobile home roof?”

He had to laugh. “A roof’s a roof. You think I could
live in this old barge and not know how to patch a leak?”

“But…it might rain.”

“It works fine in the rain.” She was reaching for a
reason, he knew, any reason to keep him away. After last night it
was kind of funny. He watched her, waiting for the next try.

“What about a ladder?”

He was enjoying this. “Got one.”

With a sigh, she set the can on the rug. “I can’t let
you do this…not today.”

She was so easy to read. “Why not?”

“Tonight’s the board meeting.”

He took a swig of tea. It burned all the way down.
“Big deal, your mother’s roof leaks, right? You won’t get anybody
out there today.” He went to a window. “That sky’s hanging heavy as
a sow’s tits. It’ll come down tonight. I’ve got to cross the river
to take you in anyway, we could just as well swing by Crow after we
check on your car. If the creek’s down, we should be able to make
it across.”

She shook her head. “Only if you let me pay you.”

This was so typical of her. “Pay me?”

“Yes, pay you, that’s the only way I could let you do
it.”

He opened his hands in surrender, and went to get his
hat. “Okay, pay me then. Hundred an hour plus expenses.”

She looked up, mouth opening. “Hundred an hour? Plus
what expenses?”

He pretended to think. “Cement, gas, mileage, rent on
the ladder, it all adds up. I’m skilled labor, it’s that or
nothing.”

“Robber.” She turned back to the fire, showing him
that incredible hair.

“I’m the only game in town.”

“I’ll pay it.”

“That’s what I thought. I’ll get the boat loaded. I
left a blouse and slacks on the sink upstairs.” He hesitated at the
door, unwilling to let it go. “Unless you’d prefer to wear the
dress.”

She turned, fire in her eyes, then saw his smile and
let her breath go. “I deserve that.”

He opened the door for the dog, waiting for her to
totter out.

“I warn you, she’ll bore you to death telling you
what a wonderful wife I’d be.”

He followed the dog outside. That he didn’t want to
miss.

• • •

Their shoes crunched gravel as she followed him down
the path to the waiting boat, Sonny trailing behind. The river
stretched darkly below, only a faint glimmer of white through the
dense thicket of alder betraying the presence of a trailer on the
opposite shore. She caught a glimpse of a red car as it flashed
between the trees on the highway half a mile distant, a speck
against the looming hill beyond.

“What a place. I wasn’t sure I remembered it right.
You are on the other side of a river.” She pointed at the boat.
“You cross twice a day in that?”

Fending off the dog with his shoulder, he undid the
line, setting them adrift on the current. “Until now,” he said.
“Ready?”

She clambered over the rail, avoiding wetting her
shoes in the bilge. Starting the engine, he nosed the boat
upstream. An old man in a battered straw cowboy hat sat in a boat
anchored in the middle of the river, two poles held aloft in racks
at the stern. O’Connel cut the engine fifty yards upriver, and they
drifted down on him in the sudden quiet.

“What’s bitin’, Frank?” Face brown and wrinkled as a
black walnut, his expression soured as he chewed the end of a
short, soggy cigar. “Not a goddam thing.”

“I thought the steelhead were running.” He tossed the
stub over the side where it drifted on the current.

“They may be runnin’ but they sure as hell ain’t
runnin’ my direction.” Frank watched in contempt as a shining power
boat sped upriver.

The roar of the engine made talk impossible. They
rode out the wake in silence.

“And the fancy boys ain’t doin’ no better, neither,”
he said, a sly smile crossing his face. His eyes brightened. “So
Dai, who’s this, then?” O’Connel saw amusement in Frank’s pale eyes
as he introduced her.

“Well, if he’s takin’ you across the river, you must
be a pretty special gal. He don’t take nobody over there. Hell,
he’s like some kind of damned hermit.”

“See you, Frank.” O’Connel started the engine, pulled
away.

He parked in the school parking lot at a quarter to
eight, gut telling him he was late. Twenty years of 7:30 classes
made the feeling hard to shrug off. A light rain fell as they
walked down to the creek to find her car. The water had receded
below the bridge, leaving thick, oozing silt behind. Her car along
with fifty feet of guardrail had gone.

“Maybe someone pulled it out,” she said.

He shook his head, turning downstream. “There it is.”
A hundred yards down the creek, tow belt stretched downstream from
the bumper, her car lay upside-down, half underwater, wedged
against a thicket of ash. She gasped, turning back up the hill,
swearing under her breath.

Smiling, he followed. From what he could understand,
she was good at it. Leaving her in the office on the phone with her
insurance agent, he headed upstairs.

• • •

The school was quiet today, kids home for a long
weekend.

Upstairs in his room, a cold, gray light flooded in
at the windows, and he didn’t bother switching on the overheads as
he walked through his room for the last time.

In the bottom of one desk drawer, wedged into a joint
behind a pile of bent detention forms, he found a photo. He pressed
it flat on the scarred oak desktop.

Patti had taken it only a week before the accident.
Balancing her camera on a chair in the garden, she set the timer,
and hurried to join them on a carpenter’s stool under a blossoming
dogwood.

One of the simple flowers hung near her ear.

Nikki sat between them barefoot, holding Sonny by the
loose skin of her neck, the blue bow in her hair hanging tenuously,
as if at any moment it might fall. Patricia, a little out of breath
from her dash to the bench, had smiled just as the shutter clicked
open. An imperfect smile, a real woman’s smile, a smile he’d never
learned to live without.

He looked around the room for the last time,
remembering.

How many teachers had there been in this room in
eighty years? How many more would there be? He slipped the photo in
the pocket of his jacket, and let the door swing shut behind
him.

He found them in the lounge.

“Hey, here he is,” Lott said. “So where’s the bitch
goddess?”

“Hey!” Myrtle wagged a finger in Sid’s direction.
“That’s a good teacher you’re talking about—a damned good one!”

Lott gave up. “She’s not a teacher any more.” Myrtle
knitted furiously. “Well, she was, so just knock it off. You
showing up for this thing today, Dai?” He said he wasn’t.

“Come with us to the races!” Aurora said. “We’re
going to duck out after the morning session.”

“I’ve got some stuff to do.”

“Well, I think it’s lousy, them treating you like
this after twenty years,” Aurora threw her apple core viciously at
the trash bin and bouncing it off the wall.

Sid and Karl cheered. Aurora laughed as she scooped
it up. “I mean they send that Brazilian femme fatale up here—”

Karl whistled long and low.

Lott snapped his fingers overhead in front of the
intercom speaker. “You getting this okay up there in the office?
That was Aurora Helvey speaking.”

“Well, it irks me,” Aurora said. “She turns on the
charm, and you, babe in the woods that you are, make it easy for
her to slip in the knife.”

“Yeah, seriously, O’Connel,” Lott said, “have you
talked to Hersh about what you can do?”

“I don’t want a thing from NEA.”

“Okay,” Helvey said, “how about getting your own
lawyer?” O’Connel dug around in the fridge, found a juice he’d
forgotten, checked the date, shook it up. “Look, I’ve taught here
twenty years. I don’t know what’ll happen tonight, but they’re just
going to have to judge me on my teaching if they don’t want me
here, I don’t want to be here.” Lott leaned back, crossing his
ankles on the edge of the table.

“Anybody on the board ever seen you teach?”

“She has.”

Karl laughed. “Oh, well, then, I wouldn’t worry about
a thing...everything’s copacetic. Hey, guys, the angel of death’s
seen what a good teacher he is.”

O’Connel smiled. Karl was right, it was stupid.
O’Connel liked these four, liked their banter, their sarcasm. He
would miss them. “I don’t blame her…she’s just doing what she has
to to keep her job.”

“I’ve got to hand it to you, Dai,” Karl said, “you
sure don’t let the little things bother you.”

Myrtle looked up, wrinkled face concerned. “If they
fire you tonight, what’ll you do tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ll just wait and see.”

“Oh, yeah,” Lott said, “that sounds like a hell of a
plan.”

“Uh, huh, that’s what I thought,” Myrtle said. “You
can’t let them do it.” O’Connel tossed away the can, wanting to
change the subject.

“Ah, something’ll turn up.” Karl sang, drumming with
his hands on the table top. “Sha la, la la la la, live for
today.”

“That’s right, it will,” agreed Aurora. “Don’t you
worry about it. Things’ll turn out all right. I’ll pray for you,
Dai.”

Solange came in and O’Connel could feel the room
chill. “You ready?” he said, eager to get her out of the room.

Aurora said, “Well, Solange, another career down the
toilet. You’ll be going back downtown, now, won’t you?”

Solange faced her. “I do what I do for the same
reason you do we owe the kids the best we can give.”

Helvey slammed the jar of nuts down on the table.
“And will the rookie they get to replace him on Monday be
better?”

Solange met her eye, answering, voice low. “You know,
this isn’t about the way things ought to be; it’s about the way
things are. We can work with it, or we can get out if it helps you
to despise me for what I do, go right ahead, but my job has to be
done, too. Any time you want to try it, just let me know.” She took
up her bag and went out.

Myrtle went on with her pearling, lips pursed with
enjoyment. “Well, I guess somebody got told, didn’t they?”

It was time to go, and O’Connel was lousy at
goodbyes. “See you,” he said as he followed her out.

• • •

She waited for him in the truck.

“You’d better buckle up.” She did as he suggested,
saying nothing of her anger, of the sense of having been betrayed.
Her face grew hot as they drove. She bounced a crossed leg
anxiously, determined not to speak first.

At last he did. “You did pretty well in there, I
thought.” She kept her eyes straight ahead. “Oh, sure I did-they
think I’m dirt.”

“They know the truth when they hear it. And they know
somebody with guts when they hear them, too.” He smiled. “Myrtle
got a kick out of it, anyway.”

She looked at him for the first time, jaw set. “So,
did you stay behind and have a good laugh?”

He didn’t get it. “About what?”

“About me, about last night?”

“You know I didn’t.”

She turned away. “I don’t know anything.”

“I know what you all think of me. You’re all the
same.”

He pulled over to the side of the road and set the
brake. She stared straight out the windshield, afraid to look at
him, afraid to hear what he would say. If only he would yell. She
wasn’t afraid of yelling. She wasn’t afraid of a fight. But this
was different. He was so maddeningly calm, so infuriatingly
pleasant. She hated it, hated him.

“Hey,” O’Connel said, voice a purr.

No. She was not giving in. She was mad and she would
stay mad. She would not look at him and most of all, she would not
cry.

He ran a finger lightly down the curve of her ear.
“Hey.” Annoyed, she twisted away.

He did it again, and the teasing touch sent an
electric shock through her. She swatted his hand. “Stop it!”

“Not until you look at me.” He said it as if he had
all the time in the world. “Come on, look at me. I’m waiting.” She
turned to face him. “You are a pest, aren’t you! Now, what? What do
you want?”

“I’m not everybody else.” She closed her eyes, the
fight going out of her. Damn! How did he do that? Take the best she
could dish out, and somehow turn it around so she felt disgusted
with herself for being angry? Her car upside down in the creek,
frame exposed, her lovely car ruined. She might have been inside
it. She did not want to think about that. She looked down at her
hands on her lap, teeth clenched, eyes filling. “I know, I know
you’re not.” It was true—he was like no one she had ever known.

“Look at me! I’m wearing your wife’s clothes, my
car’s under water, last night…” She slapped her forehead with both
hands in a fit of frustration until he captured them, holding them
pinioned on her lap.

“Hey, hey, hey.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing, what I’m saying
anymore. And tonight…”

He shrugged. “Tonight’s tonight.” He pushed the hair
from her face, and she didn’t pull away this time. “It’s all right,
you look fine. Now let’s just patch your mom’s roof, okay?”

Calmed by his stroking, by his voice, she wiped her
eyes with the heels of her hands. It was no use, she was too weak
to hate him. “Okay, then,” she said, defeated. “Let’s go.”

• • •

Outside her mother’s house, she was suddenly
anxious.

Oh, Mae, please, please be good.

Solange had told her over the phone they wouldn’t be
staying long, but she knew she wouldn’t listen. Now she came out
the front door stepping stiffly down the steps, worn apron tied
about her.

She’d been cooking, of course.

Trembling, Solange looked over at O’Connel, tried a
brave smile.

“Your mother, she’s dead?” He nodded.

Her mother, hands folded across her apron, waited
smiling on the crumbling walk. Oh, God. “You’re lucky.”

“You don’t mean that.” He smiled easily. “Look, don’t
worry, I know all about mothers. We give them hell for the first
twenty years, and they give us hell for the next twenty. It all
works out.” Solange smiled, shut her eyes for just a moment,
dreading what was coming, then opened the door. “Here goes.”

The sky hung dark above them as she introduced him
among the shriveled ghosts of hollyhocks, small mongrel dog dancing
about them just out of reach.

Her mother took his hand demurely, exhausting her
arsenal of English by saying hello. Smiling pleasantly, she lapsed
into the vernacular.

“And who is this? Why have you never told me about
this one?” Solange smiled uncomfortably at O’Connel, unsure how
much he might understand. “Mae, I told you, he’s just a friend.”
She turned up the voltage in her eyes. “Now don’t embarrass me. You
promised you wouldn’t.” She turned to O’Connel. “She says it was
very nice of you to come.” He seemed embarrassed by this, and said
he’d better get to it.

Taking the ladder off the rack, he scrambled up on
the roof to try to beat the next wave of showers, as they stood
below watching him work.

Her mother tapped the toe of one worn flat-heeled
shoe, mouth pursed in concentration. “Is this his work, fixing
roofs?” she said in a gravelly baritone.

“He’s a teacher, Mama, I told you that.”

“Hmm— A handsome man. How is it he is not
married?”

“He was.” She turned, pursing wrinkled lips in
curiosity. “And now?”

“She was killed in a car accident two years ago.”

“Ah,” she said mournfully, “sad, and now he is lonely
for a woman.” She shrugged humped shoulders. “Such is the way of
it.”

What was the use of telling her anything if she
refused to hear? “Mama, please—”

Her mother frowned, looking her over. “What are you
wearing? These clothes are not well on you.”

“They’re not mine, they’re his wife’s.”

“His wife’s?” This sank in. “How is that?” Her face
became stern as she pinched seed heads off hollyhocks with strong
stubby fingers, spreading them over the ground. “Well do I know you
are a girl no longer, minha pequenina,” she said, voice an adamant
whisper. “But no one buys the hen who has eggs for free. This you
must have learned by now.”

Solange sighed deeply, regretting her decision to
come. She should have known it would be like this. Nothing ever
changed. Not here, not with her mother.

Solange called up to him, and he came to look over
the edge of the roof. “How are you doing up there?”

“Okay, she’s got some pretty bad cracks. I just hope
I have enough of this stuff”

“How long will it take?” He shrugged, returning to
work. “Fifteen, twenty minutes.” Solange closed her eyes. That
long?

“Yes,” her mother said, “a handsome man. How long
have you known this one?”

Solange sighed, giving herself up to the ordeal. “A
week really, just a week,” she said, hoping the understatement
would cool her interest.

Her mother’s eyes grew wide. “What? And you make him
work on my roof in the rain? A husband does this, a lover perhaps….
What are you thinking? Are you trying to scare him away?”

She didn’t know if she could stand another fifteen
minutes of this. “Mama, it was his idea.”

Wrinkles grew about her mother’s eyes the way they
did when she was confused. “His idea?” Then growing enlightenment.
“Ah, meu deus, this one must be in love.”

“Mother, I told you, “ she paused to gather her will
to press on, “he’s just a friend.”

Her mother laughed, a deep, throaty laugh, a laugh
with wings, a laugh that rolled up into the air like startled
birds. “Oh, es tola! You are a fool if you think a man climbs a
ladder for an old woman. Oh, no, no, no, no. For friendship? Ha.
The question is only what he wants.”

O’Connel came to the edge of the roof smiling, eager
to hear the joke.

Pointing to the black curtain sweeping over the hills
to the north, Solange waved him back to work, promising to tell him
later.

“So,” her mother said, “what is it he wants?”

Solange traced the cracks in the cement walk with her
eyes. “I don’t know, Mae, I don’t know what he wants.” Raindrops
slapped the walk, more every second.

Her mother lay a calloused hand on her shoulder,
smiling knowingly. “Then you are a fool, little one.”

O’Connel came down and they went inside to escape the
downpour. In the cramped kitchen, her mother led him to a place at
the head of her small table and went to stir a big pot.

“Mama, I told you, we can’t stay.” Her mother slammed
down the lid with a clang. “And what am I to do with this?”

O’Connel shook the rain from his jacket and hat.
“Sweet Jesus, that smells good, what is it?”

Knowing at once from the smell, she didn’t bother to
ask. “It’s feijoada—black beans. I told her we couldn’t stay to
eat.”

His face fell. “Why’d you do that?”

“Why?” she said, hope for his support fading.

“Yeah, why? We just got here, and anyway, that smells
way too good to be beans.”

Solange smiled hopelessly, warming herself in front
of the wall heater. “There are pig’s feet in it, too, and linguica,
that must be what you smell.” He went over and her mother lifted
the lid of the enamel pan so he could smell the simmering beans. He
nodded, smiled, licked his lips.

Her mother beamed, sending Solange a smug look. “You
go, and I feed to the dog.”

O’Connel looked at her. “Did she say something about
a dog?”

Solange hung her head, beaten. It was no use, they
could never leave now until they had eaten. “We’ll stay, Mama.”

She served them each a bowl and came to sit with
them, waiting eagerly for him to taste his food. He ate with
exaggerated gusto, making her smile.

“Tell her it’s wonderful.” Solange told her, and she
puffed up with pride before them.

“So, you are a teacher.” Her mother looked to Solange
to translate.

Solange set her spoon in her bowl, dreading what must
come next.

O’Connel watched her expectantly. “What’s wrong?”

“She asked if you are a teacher,” she said, wondering
if she would be sick again. Would the nightmare ever end? She was
tired—so tired.

“She doesn’t know,” he said, guessing. “You didn’t
tell her, did you?”

“She thinks you’re madly in love with me. Am I
supposed to tell her I’m firing you in a few hours? Is that what
I’m supposed to tell her?” She was trembling again, and she could
see by her mother’s face she knew something was wrong.

He reached over to lay a hand on hers. “You don’t
have to tell her.”

She pulled her hand away, eyes tearing. “I don’t lie
to her, I never lie to her.”

“Then don’t, just tell her what I say.” He spoke to
her mother. “I’m a teacher, but I may not be for long.” He waited
until Solange told her, then went on. “There are some people who
are not happy with me, right now, and I may have to find something
else to do.” Solange translated, and knew from her mother’s
expression that she had guessed the rest. Her mother looked at once
very old, her mouth set with disappointment. Solange had to look
away.

“And you still care for my daughter after all this?”
Feeling numb, Solange translated, keeping her eyes on the far wall
of the long room.

He nodded. “I care for her very much.”

Solange met his eye then closed her eyes, clenching
the rough lace tablecloth in her fists on her lap until her hands
ached. She told her mother what he’d said. Then, feeling their eyes
on her face she sat mortified as tears scalded their way down her
face to drip on the backs of her hands.

She felt her mother’s hands on her face and over her
hair. “Come, querida, come.” Her mother led her down the narrow
hallway to the chilly bedroom in back and her great humped feather
bed, where she allowed her mother to lay her down as a torrent beat
overhead.

“You are tired, now sleep.” Solange tried to protest,
but her mother’s rough hands on her face and hair were so
comforting, so warm.

The bed swallowed her in warm oblivion.

• • •

Awakening to the sound of her mother’s laughter, she
panicked.

It was twilight—morning or evening—which she couldn’t
tell.

Had she slept through the meeting? Still doped from
sleep, she wormed her way out from under the heavy mound of covers
and pulled on her shoes. Trying to focus on her watch, she
staggered down the hall to blink in the light of the living
room.

O’Connel sat with her mother at the kitchen table
playing cards.

A stack of family albums lay before them. Not those!
She pulled on her coat. “It’s after five, why’d you let me sleep so
long?” She tossed him his coat and hat. “Come on, we’ve got to go.”
O’Connel thanked the her mother and went out. Scooping up her bag,
she leaned down to kiss her mother’s cheek. “So, have you taken all
his money?”

The old woman shrugged, gathering the nickels on the
wood close under protective arms. “Only to pass the time,
sweetheart. After he had seen all your pictures, still you slept.
What was I to do? I’m too old to dance.”

Solange shook her head, smoothed the woman’s wiry
hair, pressed her face to her mother’s lap. Desperately, she
pressed her mother’s hands, looking up into her eyes. “Ah, Mae,
what should I do?”

The old woman took Solange’s hands in hers. “This one
is not like the others, little one. Try to trust him—just a little
bit. And, querida—trust yourself.”

Solange kissed her forehead. “I’ve got to go,
Mama.”

Outside, he stood gazing up at the stars through gaps
in the clouds. “I think the worst of it’s over, now.”

Climbing in, she slammed the door.

He was wrong about that.

• • •

The trip passed in silence, Solange grateful for
darkness. She didn’t want him seeing her face. They arrived at Elk
River at ten past seven and he parked in front of the school, away
from the thirty or so cars already there. In the silent cab they
looked out over valley spread before them. Elk River was at home
tonight.

Lights shone from the windows of a hundred small
homes.

“Well, that’s it, then,” he said. A moment passed. He
looked at his watch, then at her, eyes puzzled. “You’re late,
aren’t you?”

She felt as if she were frozen into the blue ice of a
glacier, being slowly ground to paste against the rock face. “Yes,
I know.”

“I’ll let you go in first so they don’t see us
together.” Frozen in the bucket seat, she sat, unable to move,
heart stopped.

She wanted to scream, to smash her head through the
window, to drag her wrist across the jagged edge. “Does that
matter?”

“I thought that’d be the way you’d want it.” She
nodded, making no move to get out. “Yeah, sure.”

He laughed.

“My, but you’re jolly,” she said, annoyed. “What’s
funny now?”

He flashed a wry smile. “I was thinking this is when
the cavalry shows up, when all the screaming supporters flood into
the meeting. That’s the way it always happens in the movies.” He
wiped fog off the windshield with his sleeve, looking out on the
deserted parking lot. “Looks like they’re late.”

She watched him, and something broke inside of her.
“I won’t do it.” She whispered it, barely said it out loud.

He cocked his head. “What?”

“I said I won’t do it.”

“Won’t do what?”

She opened her bag, found what she was looking for,
offered it to him in the dark cab. “Take it.”

He looked at her as if he thought she might be
joking. “A disk? What’s on it?”

“The letters, everything I have on you. I’m giving it
back. I won’t help them.” She held it out. “Take it.” She fought
the quaver in her voice. “It’s the original. I’ve deleted the
copies. The hard copies are at home, I’ll get rid of them later.
Without this they’ve got nothing.

Take it.” He looked from her to her hand and back.
“That wasn’t part of the deal. I was kidding when I said that.”

Could he be so stupid? “Don’t you know what this is?
It’s your job, your career. Does that mean anything?”

He nodded. “Yeah, it means something to me.” Still he
hesitated.

He was making her mad, now. “Well, then, will you
just take it?”

“It’ll cost you too much.”

Now that was good. As if she didn’t know what it
would cost. “Tell me about it.” Her eyes never leaving his face,
she slipped it in his pocket, buttoning down the heavy leather
flap. “I’ve got to tell Hugh what I’m doing. I owe him that much.”
She opened the door, got out. “You don’t want to be here tonight,
it won’t be pretty.”

She slammed the door. “Go home,” she said as she
walked away across the deserted lot.

• • •

Alone, O’Connel walked down the road to the
creek.

Sweet Jesus, she’d given him back his job.

He reached up to feel the hardness in his pocket,
reassuring himself it was still there. She’d given it back. He
closed his eyes, resting a foot on the guardrail post. The night
was dark under an overcast sky. No moon, no stars, but the wind was
up and sometimes the sky changed pretty fast along the river.

He was used to that, those quick changes. It didn’t
surprise him any more. Not any more. It was just a part of the
place, the way things were. You got used to it.

He took the disk out and held it up to catch the
light from the school behind him-no name, no nothing, just a blank
disk. Below, the rain-swollen creak ran black and fast. It would be
so simple, so quick, so easy just to let it go. It’d be in the
river in an hour or two, the sea by morning. So very easy.

Taking the disk by a corner, he wound up for a
backhand toss, but instead let his hand fall. He’d be back at
school Monday, but what about her? Where would she be? What would
his job cost her? Too much. But she’d given it to him, given him
back his life. She knew what she was doing, didn’t she? Again he
brought his arm up, tensed, faltered.

Well didn’t she? He let his hand drop to his
side.

No.

Not that way.

He slipped the disk in his pocket, turning back up
the hill.

• • •

The hallways stood empty.

Somewhere upstairs a vacuum droned. Without knowing
why, he found his way up to his room. The door propped open,
inside, Genaro hummed to himself in his clear bass as he cleaned
the chalkboard with a long suede eraser.

“Hey,” O’Connel said.

The man’s round, dark face brightened into a smile.
“Hey, what are you doing here?” He offered a beefy hand.

O’Connel felt the power in the man’s arm. “I’m not
sure.”

“So what’s going on? I saw you cleared your stuff
out. Man, I can’t believe you’re goin’.” He came over to lean with
his massive arms on a desk, lowering his voice. “Those folks
downstairs after your job?”

“Yeah,” he nodded slowly. “They are.”

The short, powerful man shrugged, big hands held
wide. “After twenty years? What’d you do, man, steal a pencil?”

“I broke the rules.”

The big man went back to work. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, you
broke the rules.” He made another precise pass down the dusty
board, leaving it looking new. “We all break rules. What I want to
know is, did you do right?”

O’Connel thought. “Yeah,” he said, knowing it was the
truth. “I did what I could.”

Genaro finished the board, tossing the eraser onto
his cart bag.

He pointed at him with a stumpy brown finger. “Then
you’re straight with yourself and you’re straight with God.” He
took up a red dust mop and began moving between the rows of desks,
moving them out of his way with his hip as he went. “The rest of
them? They don’t matter. No,” he said, his eyes on the floor, “I
mean, what is all this, anyway, a dream, right? That’s all it is.
Nothin’s real but what’s in here—” He touched his temple. “And in
here.” He pressed a hand to his breast, shaking his head slowly.
“Sheeit, man, everything else’s just put here to fool us into
taking the wrong way home.” Genaro went on about his work, as if
O’Connel had gone.

O’Connel stood thinking a minute, and then turned to
go.

“Genaro.” The big man cocked an ear, looking back
over a stocky shoulder.

“I’ll be seeing you, huh?”

“Oh, yeah!” He waved a big hand and went back to
sweeping. “I got a feeling you’re right about that.” Genaro’s
humming followed him down the deserted hallway as he headed for the
stairs.

• • •

Solange looked up, hands freezing over her
keyboard.

Twenty parents turned to gawk as O’Connel came into
the gym.

Mrs. Noble hesitated in her droning discourse, red
painted mouth open, lipstick smear on an eye tooth.

The board sat at two long tables set end to end in
front of a stage decorated for a coming melodrama. The masks of
comedy and tragedy hung just behind them, painted on canvas over
the head of the stage. From her place next to Hugh, Solange watched
as he found a seat in back. Her face burned. She prayed no one
would notice, but she imagined they all did.

Why had he come, to see her humiliated? Could he be
that cruel? The bastard. She’d given him the one thing she valued
most, and now, like a pig he came to gloat.

Her stomach throbbed.

Just a few hours ago she had spent the night on his
couch, loved the touch of his hands on her hair, offered herself to
him. She cringed with embarrassment to think how incredibly stupid
she had been.

Hugh had taken the news very hard. He said he
respected her decision, but his eyes had turned cold and dead. She
wouldn’t let him pay the price for her largess. Hands trembling,
she went on writing her resignation.

Recovering from her surprise, Mrs. Noble went on
ticking off O’Connel’s sins on plump fingers. Tuning her out,
Solange glanced up to find his eyes on her. Looking quickly down
again, she breathed deeply, rage building inside her. She smiled
fiercely as she wrote, fingers stabbing savagely at the keys. She’d
trusted him, cared about him-now she would pay.

Dr. Merrill, face cadaverous, touched her arm and
nodded in O’Connel’s direction, eyes questioning. She managed only
a small shake of her head, and returned to work.

At last Mrs. Noble sat.

Mr. Davies, board president, called for other
comments. He was a big man, utterly without guile, a man Solange
had seen in tears over district infighting. A simple man trying to
do what he could, the only way he could, she respected and liked
him. He grew wine grapes, and looked the part. The only time she’d
ever seen him in a suit was when he gave out diplomas at
graduation. Tonight he wore jeans, shirt, a cap bearing an
herbicide logo.

He would do what he had to, do it without rancor,
without playing favorites. He was Hugh’s, and so her strongest
ally; but though chairman, against Noble’s block of four he could
do little. Fair, honest, unpretentious, he was, Solange decided,
the ideal executioner.

Mr. Davies recognized Mrs. Garcia. A small woman
exuding a pinched confidence, she told her tale so convincingly
that even though Solange knew differently, she began to pity poor
Vincent.

He was, it seemed, the victim of a callous, uncaring,
inflexible teacher-a teacher who demanded too much.

Next was Lyle Walker’s mother, looking badly in need
of a drink as she sneered back at O’Connel. Wearing purple sweats
three sizes too small, she laced all she said with profanity as she
told how her son had been physically abused. The boy, sitting
beside her, beamed triumphantly as his mother berated O’Connel
before the board.

From the way she described the assault, it seemed to
Solange no less than miraculous that he was able to drag himself
out of intensive care to the meeting. She ended by threatening to
sue the district if O’Connel wasn’t fired.

Forgetting her anger, Solange met his eye and on the
instant knew their thoughts were the same.

That was it-the failed parent’s trump card-a
lawsuit.

Next, Davies gave Mrs. Lovejoy the floor. Listening
to her describe O’Connel’s insolence made Solange smile. Had he
been willing to compromise, Solange knew she would have nothing but
praise for him. Puzzled by her reaction, she wondered at the change
in herself Only a week ago, she would have believed it all, seen
only what she was meant to see, been fooled by those she knew now
for the hucksters they were. Had she changed so much, so quickly?
Mrs. Fleming was asked for her opinion. Standing in her awkward
way, she glanced over at O’Connel, eyes sorry for what she had to
do.

Fleming’s job was no more secure than hers, Solange
knew, and although she went along, it was clear the task gave her
no pleasure.

Far from damning, her condemnation was a limp thing.
Solange was relieved when at last she sat down.

Witnesses exhausted, Davies peered down the table at
Hugh.

“Dr. Merrill, you and Ms. Gonsalvas have something
more, I believe?” Barely looking up, Hugh shook his head.

Mrs. Noble whispered to Davies, and a frown creased
his boyish face.

“I was under the impression that Ms. Gonsalvas had
been observing Mr. O’Connel all this week. Does she have some
information for us?” Hugh looked as old as she’d ever seen him
look—and as unhappy.

Still he was silent.

Davies, growing impatient, went straight to Solange.
“Ms. Gonsalvas, do you have anything to contribute to this hearing
on Mr. O’Connel’s competence?”

She would make this fast. There was no reason to
stick around to hear what went on after. The insurance company had
dropped off a car, the key was safely in her purse. In five minutes
it would all be over-her career, her life, her dreams. “I’m afraid
the data disk with the information I’ve collected has been lost.
And so, I’ve decided…”

“I think you may be talking about this,” O’Connel
said, setting the disk before her.

On his mouth was the same half smile. Why was he
doing this?

“You left this in my room and I accidentally picked
it up.” He reached over and before she could stop him, snatched the
disk containing her resignation out of her hand. He smiled for an
instant. “And I see you have mine.”

Then he knew—but how? She opened her mouth to
protest, but thought better of it. She would never understand
him—never.

• • •

It was her show now.

Solange, voice steady, read from her laptop,
describing each incident in the letters of reprimand she had
written.

From the back of the gym, O’Connel smiled. She was
amazing.

A few moments ago, he’d have sworn he had caught her
off guard.

Now she spoke with her usual businesslike
assurance.

He didn’t listen to what she said; he didn’t care
about that. Letting her words wash over him like a strange
language, the sound of her voice was all he heard-a strong,
competent, sensual voice-a voice he would never hear again.

She sat and he raised himself from his reverie.
Davies asked him if he had anything to say, and standing, he
noticed Herschel, the OEA rep sitting in the front row and felt his
hackles rise. “Before I get started, I want him out of here.”
Herschel turned around in his seat, Adams apple working up and
down. “I’m here as your representative.” O’Connel looked at Davies.
“I ought to have a say about whether or not I want to be
represented, don’t you think?” Mr. Davies nodded in agreement, but
before he could speak, Herschel spoke up again. “I have as much
right as any other resident of the district to be here.”

“Hersch, old buddy,” O’Connel said, “I’ve been paying
extortion to the effete, elitist snobs at the NEA for twenty years,
and all I’ve ever gotten is a lot of junk mail and propaganda about
saving the whales and disarming honest American citizens. If you
hadn’t gotten your agency fee clause in the contract, half the
teachers never would have joined. I hate the things you stand for,
and I will be damned if I’ll have you here. Now get out or I’ll put
you out myself”

“What do you think, Herschel?” asked Mr. Davies
reasonably.

“If he says he’d rather not have representation, we
can honor that, can’t we?” Hershel thought it over, bushy gray
eyebrows bristling. “Well, a rep should be present at all
disciplinary hearings, but,” he threw up his hands, “If he refuses
representation, then I suppose it’s his funeral.”

O’Connel waited until the door had clanged shut
behind him before he began. “Okay, I’m not going to waste any time
debating what Ms. Gonsalvas said about me.” He allowed himself the
briefest glimpse of her, and found her watching him, worry plain on
her face.

“It’s all true. But I do have something to say.” He
lifted a hand, searching carefully for the right way to say it.

“Something— Something isn’t right, here. The
newspapers, they don’t want to hear about it. What they want is
feel good puff pieces about cute kids having fun, not stories about
what doesn’t work. The last thing anybody wants is a scandal at a
local school that’d make it harder to pass the next bond, and
nobody wants that.

Education is our highest priority, right? And more
money always helps, doesn’t it?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I
just don’t buy it. Are teachers underpaid—yes. Do we value
education highly enough—no. I’m still not convinced more dollars
will translate into better test results.

I mean, look at what happened with computers. They
were going to change everything, right? Well have they? Or do we
still have the same problems we had before? Nationwide we’ve spent
hundreds of billions to put schools on line and what’s changed?
Aren’t the same kids still failing? Aren’t the same ones making it?
“Let’s talk about something that does make a difference. For every
six teachers, we have four paper pushers—that’s the average across
the country—forty percent. In a few years, the ratio will be one to
one. Think about that— nearly half the employees in this district
don’t teach, and the less they do, the more they get paid.

“Don’t think I’m saying the secretaries, the
janitors, the bus drivers don’t earn their money. Most of them
should make twice what they do. I’m talking about the people we
don’t hire subs for, the psychologists, the counselors, the
directors, the coordinators, the administrators who are always at
meetings, and never, never in the halls. What do they do? Who
knows? They may help some kids, at least we hope they do, but is
having them here worth nearly doubling class size? Davies leaned
back in his chair. “What about the children with special needs?
What are you suggesting we do for them?”

“That depends on which children you’re talking
about,” O’Connel said. “Kids that can learn belong in the
classroom, kids that can’t need to be where they can be helped. If
they can be...some can’t. Terrible thing to say? Maybe. Also true.”
O’Connel kicked his chair across the polished maple court floor.
“Four out of five new dollars spent on education are spent on
special ed. Why? “Somebody somewhere has got to stand up for the
majority, the normal kid who wants to learn, wants to do well.
There are a few out there. I see them-but nobody else seems to.”
Mrs. Noble stood. “What about bilingual and migrant programs? We
serve a large population of Hispanics at Silver Mountain, in case
you’d forgotten. Are you seriously suggesting we cut them?”

“I’ve seen kids come in here speaking zero English,”
O’Connel said. “This was years before anyone had heard of bilingual
or migrant- and a few years later they spoke better English than I
do.

Salina and Maria were home from UCLA this week, maybe
you remember them. Look at them now! We didn’t teach them in
Spanish.

We kicked them off the dock into deep water, and they
swam.

I’ve seen it again and again, not just with bright
kids, with all kinds.

School works. For kids that try, it always has.”

“I don’t want to bore you with the money side of it,”
Mrs. Noble said, doing her best to be insulting, “but without Title
One, bilingual, migrant money we’d have to lay off teachers. Is
that what you’re suggesting?” What was the point? He wasn’t going
to change anyone’s mind.

He knew that. He would never make them see. “No, but
we’ve got kids here now that have been in the bilingual program for
five years, and they still don’t speak English. Five years. Maybe
that’s what we want— kids who never learn English. At least they
justify the need for the program. If that is what we want, we’re
doing fine.

“Now we’ve got 21st Century School reforms
coming down from Washington and Salem. It’s not all bad, I’m not
saying that the vocational stuff’s right on the mark, but it’s
loaded down with feel-good double speak. Like meetings. We’ve got
site council meetings, pod meetings, grade level meetings,
curriculum meetings, textbook adoption meetings, staff meetings,
and, yes, even meetings where we schedule meetings. Sweet Lord,
have we forgotten why we’re here?”

“What’s wrong with meetings?” Solange asked. “How
else can we stay in communication?”

“Nothing’s wrong with them if you’ve got the time to
waste.

Take the site council. The idea of a community
control over schools sounds good, but what really goes on? A site
council meets every month and spends four hours reaching consensus
on everything.

How are the two parents supposed to influence the
outcome with a meeting of six educators and two administrators?
These guys are pros at oiling the water. If, on a rare occasion,
someone actually has a strong opinion about something, they put off
the vote. No disagreement allowed in these most enlightened of
committees. The system’s set up to give the appearance of parental
involvement while insuring no one rocks the boat. That’s one thing
we do not want.” One of the board members asked Davies if he didn’t
think they had heard enough.

“I’m going to let you finish what you’ve got to say,
Dai. I guess after twenty years, we owe you that much.”

“Thanks, Ron. And school board meetings, let’s not
forget them.

The citizens of a community running their own school,
another worthwhile goal, isn’t it?” Davies frowned. “Are you saying
it isn’t?” O’Connel scratched his head in frustration. “You, Mr.
Davies, are the way it’s supposed to work. You live here, farm
here, your kids go here, you care about the school-that’s why
you’re here. I respect that. But what’s sad is that most board
members aren’t like you. They’re in it for something else. When the
board puts together the requirements for the reroofing of the high
school, and the only contractor that fills all the requirements is
owned by a member of the board, are we supposed to think that’s
coincidence? Don’t get me wrong, I believe it, but then I believe
Oswald was a miracle worker with a Carcano, too.” He glanced at his
watch. “I didn’t plan on talking this long, but thanks for letting
me vent my spleen. I’ll leave you to it.” He turned to leave.

Davies called after him, tossing his cap on the table
to run a hand over a bald head. “Wait just a minute. You did a good
job describing what’s wrong, now I want to hear the answer-if
you’ve got one.” He turned at the door. “Christ, Ron, I don’t know.
Requiring everybody that draws a paycheck-administrators,
counselors, psychologists- all of them teaching at least a couple
classes a day might be a place to start. We’ve forgotten that a
principal was originally a principal teacher, haven’t we? Something
else, okay, why not vouchers? Tax credits? Anything that would let
people choose where they send their kids might help.

“We’re too big, too entrenched, too political. If
vouchers could get off the ground, you’d see schools sprouting like
mushrooms after a rainstorm. Some might even be good. It would be
an exciting time. I’d like to see it.” He shook his head. “Of
course it’ll never happen-NEA, OEA will see to that. They-and
we-have too much to lose. If people could choose, they’d choose the
best, and that wouldn’t be us. Not now anyway. No, I don’t have any
answers, but when in America we’re afraid to give people the
freedom to choose the best education for their children, there’s
something wrong somewhere, isn’t there?”

He went out into the cold, into the dark, the door
slamming shut behind him. Suddenly tired, he sat on the cold stone
steps, taking the weight off a bad knee by leaning on the metal
rail as he let himself down, hands sticking to the frigid iron.

Wincing, he rubbed a knee. The cold water hadn’t
helped it any. Neither had carrying her. He smiled, remembering her
riding his back. She didn’t look that heavy. Solid little
thing.

Down the hill, Wolf Creek thundered. As he thought it
might, the wind had cleared the sky. Making a cup of his hands, he
warmed them with his breath. A breeze stirred the last of the
leaves in the tops of the oaks, cutting through his leather
jacket.

When he was a kid, a red Tijuana firecracker went off
in his hand, robbing his fingers of feeling—that’s how he felt
now.

Dead.

Cold.

Empty.

Eyes accustomed to the darkness, he looked out across
the valley.

The stars shone vividly over the little town spread
out under an impossible weight of stars. It was a wonder they
weren’t crushed by such a massive emptiness.

That was it—after twenty years, he was no longer a
teacher. In spite of everything, he hadn’t really believed they
would take his job.

He really was one stupid son of a bitch.

O’Connel looked back over his shoulder at the school
squatting on the hill. They wouldn’t be out for a while yet.

He had time.

A wealth, a fortune of time—all he would ever
need.

He had forever.

It turned bitterly cold.

Freezing mist settled over the river, leaving a scum
of ice on everything it touched. To see, he melted a spot on the
boat windshield with the palm of his hand. The porch light was his
only guide home. He could barely make it out, now. Smiling into the
icy dark, he guided the boat across. He could still see the look on
her face. It had been worth it to see her like that, to see her
taken off guard. If it had been his last card, all the more reason
to play it with élan.

Sonny waited on the dock, trembling, eager for his
hand. Worn yellow teeth shone ghostlike in the darkness. The dock
was slick with ice, and as he climbed out of the boat he nearly
fell. Feeling more alone than he had in a long time, he headed up
the walk, frozen gravel solid as stone under his feet. The house
was silent, the stove cold, his heart clay. He lit a fire,
showered, made tea. Opening a forty-year-old copy of Wuthering
Heights, he settled back on the wide soft couch before the fire.
The dismal story suited his mood tonight, but before long he closed
the book, disgusted with a simpering Heathcliff. A yellowed page he
folded dog-eared to mark his place and it cracked like filo.

Why read further? It would only end in a gradual
slide into despair—love poisoned by loneliness, by self-loathing.
Some stories were better not carried through to conclusion. Better
they ended before they became tiring. Tossing the book away, he lay
back, hand reaching over cold leather to the snub-nosed revolver
he’d brought down from his room. Heavy, cold, comforting, he wanted
it near him tonight. For a long while he sat, checkered grip tight
in his grasp, eyes unfocused on the glass of the stove. He never
should have brought her. Now he couldn’t sit here without smelling
her, seeing her, feeling her. There was nowhere clean of her,
nowhere he could forget. Even here, she existed. Slipping the .357
down between the cushions of the couch, he drew a blanket over him,
set his glasses on the table, switched off the light, lay back. He
would rest a bit, just a bit. Then, then he would decide.

• • •

Someone called his name.

Disoriented, he came awake.

Again came the voice. Low as chafing silk, dark as
the river, “Dai.” Skin tingling, he stood, transfixed by the vision
before him in the shadowed room.

The moon hung a gibbous crescent over the river,
illuminating the room in chiaroscuro. Neck prickling with a
dreamer’s dread, he rubbed gravel-filled eyes, desperate to clear
his sight. By the door, back lit by moonlight from the window,
hovered the form of a woman.

“Why?” she said.

Sick with relief— he sat up, pressing his face with
both hands. For the first time in a long time, he breathed. “How’d
you get here?” He reached for the lamp.

“No, don’t, leave it dark.” The moon reflected off
her hair as she moved closer. “Why?” she said again.

She was right, it was easier in the dark. “You know
why.”

She hesitated. “They let you go.”

“I know.” Letting her coat slide to the slate, she
slid down beside him on the old haystack of a couch. In the
moonlight, in the guttering flames of the fire, he could see her
face. Like a moth under the paw of a kitten he was held fast by the
flame reflected in her eyes.

“How did you get here?”

“Frank brought me across. I offered to pay him, but
he wouldn’t take any money, said it was about time.” She laughed.
“After midnight and he came to the door with a cigar stub in his
mouth. Does he sleep with it?”

“He might.” For a moment neither spoke. Then, in an
agonizingly slow pirouette, she turned her back, hair sending a
current through him as it brushed his arm. Turning her head, her
eyes caught his over her shoulder as she lay back over his lap. She
took his hands in her cold ones, and overheated from sleep, he
savored the coolness of her.

“You feel so good,” she said, “I thought I’d freeze
out there.” He could only look at her, struck dumb by the ache in
his throat.

It was impossible—her being here. He was afraid to
touch her, afraid to move. Convinced of what the end would be,
still he didn’t dare hasten it.

He opened his mouth to speak and she covered it with
a hand.

He took her wrist, drawing it away. “I can’t believe
you’re here, I just can’t.”

She smiled up at him. “I am, I am here.” She reached
up to trace the curve of his face with her fingers, and he flinched
as her fingers teased his upper lip. “I thought you’d come to
gloat.”

“I did. Even brought my soapbox.”

She looked up at him, eyes narrowed. “How’d you know
what was on that disk?”

“I guessed you’d be stubborn enough to resign. I was
right, huh?”

She reached up for him, and their mouths cleaved in
frenzied tenderness, in pain, the exquisite pain of loving too
much.

Breath coming shallow and fast, she pulled away,
searching his face, voice less than a whisper. “How can you want me
after everything? I don’t understand you.”

He watched her face dim as a scud of cloud passed by
and pressed her to him with all his strength, wanting her closer,
deeper than his skin. “How could I not?”

He gathered her hair, twisting it into a rope in his
fist, drawing it tight. “I won’t let you go a second time.” She
raised her open mouth to his, nipping, grazing. “Don’t…don’t you
dare.”

• • •

He awoke alone, cold light flooding in at the
windows.

A low fog blanketed the river. Friday, and for the
first time in twenty years he had nowhere to go. Needing to move,
to do something, he dressed, ate, built a fire. Through the
ceiling, he heard the shower pattering in the tub, and to his
disgust he found he could think of nothing but her. He’d been so
stupid. To have refused her would have cost only pleasure. Had he
sent her home, he could have chosen his hell. Now he couldn’t even
do that.

Showered, dressed, mane bound securely, she came to
stand demurely beside him, warming her hands over the stove. “I’m
ready to go now.” Not trusting himself to look at her, or even to
speak, he went to put on his boots. At the dock, she frowned down
at the sagging rail.

“You ought to fix this, you know.” He said he
knew.

In silence they crossed.

On the far bank, hating himself for his weakness, he
followed her up the frozen gravel path to the rental car. It was
going to be awkward, God, it was going to be so awkward. Still, he
stood there waiting for it, powerless to turn and go back, waiting
for a word, for anything telling him the night had meant something
to her. Anything to her.

She turned impatiently. “Look, I’ve got to go.”

Not sure what to say, he nodded. “I know.”

She came to slip a hand inside his coat and against
his heart. “It’s not you. It’s me—I don’t talk in the morning.
Really, that’s all it is. I’ve always been like this.”

He nodded, not believing, trying his best to smile,
fighting off the notion to stroke her hair, still damp from the
shower. The night before seemed long ago, now.

The icy world was frozen rock hard, the river solid
to its bed, his stomach bursting with river rock. Strength fled,
voice hoarse with anxiety, he said it—the one thing he promised
himself he wouldn’t. “Will I see you again?”

She laughed at him. “Stupid question.”

Heart leaped against his ribs, making him dizzy, sick
with joy. “When?”

“Tonight if you want.”

A rapid breath of frigid air taken into his lungs and
the river surged, alive, behind them. Fish swept ghostlike upstream
against the current. The wind moved again through the top of the
wolf tree overhanging the dock. The sun and moon moved through
their heavens. He pressed her hand to his chest, managed a real
smile this time. “I’ll take you out.”

“Let’s stay home.”

“I’ll make dinner, then.” Her upper lip curled in a
smile. “This gets better all the time.”

Brushing his cheek with cool, dry lips, she drew her
hand out of his jacket, taking his vitals with it. “See you
then.”

• • •

The next six weeks were much too good to last.

Week nights they spent at her apartment. Weekends
were long, lazy days across the river curled up on the couch
reading in front of the rumbling woodstove. She seemed to need him
as much as he needed her. But under it all and through his soul ran
a dark, cold stream of dread.

Shopping for dinner after work, he went over it all
again. He substituted a couple days a week, but still had no job.
Though she said it didn’t mater, he was sure that at some level it
did. She made a hundred a year. He grossed two, maybe three hundred
a week.

There was no arguing with the numbers—if life were a
restaurant, and she were at a table, he was outside parking cars.
If she were human, she had to think about it. It was only a matter
of time. She’d tire of it—and him.

Lugging dinner upstairs to her apartment, he realized
he was afraid. How long would it take? Would tonight be the night?
Picturing himself without her, he felt a gulf yawn wide beneath
him, and stopped, steadying himself on the railing. He’d tried to
keep his distance from her, hold her away somehow, and only now did
he see how completely he’d failed.

Though he loved her, he’d never said the words. Again
and again, in their most intimate moments, she’d told him, but
though he ached to do the same, he wouldn’t. Pain plain in her
face, he kept silent, hoping, praying that somehow, not saying it
would make it not so.

So strong tonight was his presentiment of
catastrophe, he nearly fled. Slowly, he lifted his hand to
knock.

Solange flung the door wide, snaking arms under his
jacket, “I’ve got something to tell you.” He dropped the bags to
wrap his arms about her and cellophane burst, sending noodles
skittering across polished oak. For a long moment he pressed her
hard to him, feeling her body through her thin chenille robe.

When at last he released her, she smiled up at him,
puzzled. His glasses had slipped down the bridge of his nose. She
set them back in place with a finger, and cinching her robe about
her, kneeled to gather pasta carefully in her hands.

“Is something wrong? You squeezed me so hard you
scared me—not that I’m complaining.”

He hunkered down to help. “I just realized something
coming upstairs, that’s all.”

Hair hanging about her a shimmering jet veil, she
went on working. “Oh, yeah, what’s that?”

He sat cross-legged on the floor, breaking noodles.
“What a fool I am.”

She laughed. “I could have told you that, now move,
you’re on the noodles.”

He felt as if he were stepping out into space. “And
how much I love you.”

She stopped, reached slowly to sweep hair out of her
face. She looked at him, face stricken, hands full of angel hair,
and crawling over on bare knees, climbed onto his lap.

“Oh, God, I didn’t think you did,” she said, mouth
against his neck. “I kept saying it, but you never…” Her breath
caught. “You never did.”

He cradled her to him. “I do. I have. I will.”

Eyes shut, he rocked her long and slow and at last
they went inside.

• • •

In the kitchen, she sat, content, chin on palm,
watching while he sautéed onion for sauce.

He noticed her smiling. “What?”

She hid a smile. “Just thinking.”

“Come on, what?”

“How my mother told me to trust you.”

“She did?”

“That’s what she said.”

“So, do you?” She shrugged, gathering her hair.
“You’re here.”

He tipped a dollop of olive oil into the water for
noodles, dropped in a handful of pasta. “So what did you want to
tell me?”

She smiled, savoring the moment. There he stood at
her stove, and she had the best news in the world to tell. She took
a deep breath. “I signed a contract today.”

He scraped softened onions into a large pan and set
the skillet back on the fire. “A contract? For what?”

This was it. “For superintendent. Hugh resigned
yesterday, and today they offered it to me.” She smiled, biting her
lip. “I made it.”

He looked as if he were a long way away. “That’s…
Uh…” He shrugged. “That’s fantastic, I’m glad for you.”

She didn’t like what she heard in his voice. “No
you’re not. You should see yourself—you look like you just got a
letter from the IRS.”

He dumped ground sirloin and sausage into the pan. It
squealed and sputtered on the overheated iron as he chopped it
apart with a wooden paddle. Clouds of steam rose to the ceiling,
filling the kitchen with the odor of fennel, browning beef.

Though they’d never talked about it, she knew what he
must feel. She wanted to tell him the rest of her news, but needed
to hear his reaction first. She clamped her hands together so hard
they turned white, dreading what he might say, but needing to hear
it. “Well?”

“Well, what?” Grabbing the hot pan with a bare hand,
he slammed it back down on a cool burner with a hissed
malediction.

She was up and had him at the sink in an instant.
“Idiot! What were you doing?” She held his hand under cold water as
the sizzling pan slowly quieted.

Finally he said something. “For god’s sake baby, I’m
a substitute teacher. A substitute—that’s one step up the
evolutionary ladder from filamentous algae.” He pulled his hand
away, went to find his jacket. “You can do a hell of a lot better
than that.”

Cold hand of fear at the nape of her neck, she
followed him into the living room and leaned against the wall
watching him work his burned hand through the sleeve. “So you’re a
sub, what’s wrong with that? Something’ll open up next year.”

“Don’t play dumb. You make more in a day than I do in
a week—in two weeks..” He lifted a hand in the direction of the
kitchen, frustration on his face. “I mean, this dinner, that was
half what I made today—a lousy spaghetti dinner. How the hell can I
ever take you out?”

She didn’t believe what she was hearing. “I don’t
care about going out.”

“Ah…” He waved her words away. “I can’t even buy you
anything.”

He was so funny, he didn’t understand anything. “I
have what I need.”

He gave up the argument, threw down his jacket in
frustration, clamped his burned hand under an arm. “Damn, damn,
damn!”

She went to take his hand, and what she saw
frightened her. The skin had blistered, the outline of the pan’s
handle imprinted in negative on his palm. “Christ, it looks bad,
come back in here.” She led him back into the kitchen and held it
under the tap. Seeing the relief in his face, she reached up to
smooth his hair. He was so brave, so foolish—she wanted to strangle
him.

He pulled away. “Look, I’m…I’m going.”

Her hand, wavered on the chrome faucet. “Don’t be an
ass! Bring your hand back here.”

He backed away. “No…I’ve got to go.”

“Why?” He was scaring her now. “Why would you
go?”

Motioning with his burned hand, he looked as if he
might cry with frustration. “I told you, it’s a joke! It’s…” He
searched for words but found none. “Ah, to hell with it! It’s just
too stupid. This isn’t going to work, that’s all!” He went back for
his jacket, Solange following hard on his heels down the hall.
Grabbing him by his shirt, she slammed him hard against the wall,
knocking askew a print of Courbet’s Despair. It swung, scraping on
its wire, while they sized each other up, breathing hard in the
silent hallway.

He looked down at her. “Cut it out, you little
tyrant.”

She was testing him, and she wanted desperately for
him to pass. If he were running away out of self pity, she would
throw him out the door herself. For no reason she could think of
she shoved him back against the wall again, harder this time,
rocking the frame against the plaster. “What’s so stupid about it?
Why won’t it work?”

Unresisting, he let himself be jostled, hand held out
of the way. When he spoke, it was low. “You know why. Look at me.
I’m forty-years-old, no job. I don’t know how to do anything but
teach. What am I going to do, sell insurance? I’d starve to
death.”

She tightened her grip on him, eyes on his. She
wasn’t letting go.

“Okay,” he said, “you’re king of the hill. Good for
you. Now come on, stop pushing me around, huh? Let me get my jacket
and get out of here.”

She wasn’t sure what she was prodding for, but she
was positive she would know it when she heard it. Terrified he
would give the wrong answer, she said the first thing that came to
her. “You’re jealous.”

Slowly he began to smile. Then, head tilted back
against the wall, he laughed, a farcical braying, a laugh she
loved, finally quieting, out of breath, sagging at the knees.

She held him up. “What?”

“That’s it, you got me—I’m jealous.”

“Okay, then, you’re mad.”

“Mad? Why? All right, you took my job, but you gave
it back, too. I had it right here in my hand. And you know, I
thought I wanted it.” He shook his head. “Na. Listen, you know what
you said a long time ago? You were right. I knew what I was doing,
I knew from day one. No, I’m not mad, I’m just smart enough to know
we’re not in the same league, that’s all.”

Everything she had hoped to hear he had said. Even
now he was stronger than she, if only he knew it. Mae was right
about him—so right. This one wasn’t going anywhere. Solange looked
up at him, sweatshirt still wrapped tightly in her small fists.
“Would you take a job if you could get it?”

He frowned down at her. “A job, what kind of a
job?”

She pushed him back against the wall once more in her
impatience and Courbet swung on his wire, worrying his hair.
“Teaching, what do you think?”

He looked at her as if she were insane. “Who would be
crazy enough to offer me a job?”

Now that was a stupid question. “I would.”

He shook his hand, grimacing in pain. “I can’t take a
job from you.”

Releasing him, she slid one arm round his waist,
leading him back to the sink. “Why not?”

“Come on, how would it look?”

She filled a bowl with ice water and dunked his hand.
“I don’t care how it looks.” She watched him, decided to tell him
all of it. “There’s something I need your help with.” Seeing she
had caught his interest, she smiled. “Come here and sit down, while
I fix dinner.” Keeping hold of his wrist with her small, competent
hand, she put a bowl of icewater in his arms and led him to the
table. “Can I trust you not to bolt for the door while I tell you
about it?”

He said she could.

She held up an oven mitt. “Now, see this?” she said,
head tilted to the side, voice lilting. “This is for hot pans.”

“Yeah, yeah, are you going to tell me about this
job?”

This was going to be fun. “It’s a tough one. The
first year teacher quit. In the last three weeks they’ve had ten
different subs. The longest any of them has stayed is two days. I’m
not kidding, it’s that bad.”

He frowned. “Teaching what?”

“Ninth grade, basic math and English at Hiawatha.
It’s just a long-term sub position, but I can get you a long-term
contract that’ll pay as much as your old job right from the first
day if you can start tomorrow. They pride themselves on driving
subs away, now, I hear.”

He began to smile slowly. “Do they now.”

“It will be no bed of roses.” She had him, she knew,
but trying to look serious, she asked anyway. “So, you want it or
not?”

“Can I go in there and kick some ass?”

“Be my guest—that is most assuredly the idea.” She
thought a moment, held up a hand. “Figuratively speaking, of
course.”

He smiled at her joke. “Of course. Now what’s this
help you needed?”

• • •

Still as stone he listened, stunned by the audacity
of it.

It was the most incredible, fantastic, wonderful idea
he’d ever heard. So elegant, so brash, so suicidal, so
iconoclastic, it scared hell out of him. A rebellion, a fantasy, a
political Krakatoa, and here, wrapped in chenille before him, was
the one woman who could make it happen. He said a silent prayer
she’d go through with it.

“Forget it,” he said.

She set her jaw. And what a wonderful jaw it was.
“No.”

“I’m telling you, it’s nuts.”

She smiled serenely. “I’m doing it.”

He told her she was a fool.

He begged her to see reason.

He warned her it would send her career down the
sewer.

He did all he could to discourage her, and in the end
it was like spitting at a glacier.

Talked out, he watched her hands as she worked. Small
and plain as a child’s, they flew about like flickers as she
placidly sliced mushrooms with a butcher knife. First cutting each
in half— then placing them in orderly rows, cut edges down on the
board. Only when she had them all queued did she dice them.
This—precisely this—was what he loved about her—that she could
suggest something so brash, so noble, then slice mushrooms with
such scientific urbanity as he berated her for suggesting it.

She smiled at him, combing hair out of her face with
a thumb.

“Are you done being pessimistic?”

“It’s called realism.”

“Whatever it’s called you can save your breath.”

“If I won’t help you?” This was his last retort—he
hoped to God it would fail.

She didn’t hesitate. “I’ll do it anyway.”

“You couldn’t.”

“I could try.” She looked up stubbornly, knife in
mid-air. “Listen closely, now—I’m doing this.”

He nodded, convinced. “Okay, then why are you doing
it?”

She returned his hard gaze with one of her own. “I’m
doing it for the kids that look up to us like we must know what the
hell it is we’re doing. They don’t know that things are the way
they are because nobody wants to rock the boat. The poor little
fools really think we believe this is the best way to run a school.
I know because I was one of them.”

Disappointed, he shook his head. “Wrong answer.”

She sighed, annoyed. “Okay, that’s not all of it. For
me—I’m doing it for me. Is that a good enough reason?”

He smiled. It was more than good enough. She was
strong, but was she strong enough? “It won’t work, you know. It’ll
be an ugly, bitter, dirty fight. And one you’ll lose.”

Eyes bright, she smiled. “I don’t care.”

His stomach felt as if he’d bolted a tumbler of
whiskey. “They’ll do to you what they did to me—you know that.”

She slammed the knife down on the counter. “Damn it,
you’re not usually so dense! I thought you would understand if
anybody would. What good is having the job if I want to keep it so
much I’m afraid to do what’s right?” She picked up the knife.
“Putting in your time, making your next career move, covering your
ass—is that all this is about?”

Doggedly, he kept on, having to be absolutely sure.
“Your career…”

“My career will be just fine. If I end up back in the
classroom, would that be so bad?” He opened his mouth and she cut
him off— knife slashing the air with such vehemence her hair
whipped about her face. “No! I see it now!” She came to lay their
plates on the table before him. “We all start out so idealistic, so
gullible! I mean, we actually believe all that rubbish about
burnt-out teachers being the cause of all that’s wrong with
schools. Can you imagine?”

He watched her as she ranted, rushing about in the
kitchen, robe fluttering open across her thigh as she went.
Impassioned, she was magnificent.

She brought a bottle of wine to sit across the table.
“It’s a little odd no one ever asks how they got that way, isn’t
it?” Peering at him, she frowned, crestfallen. “You really don’t
like the idea?”

“It scares me, it’s so good. I’d give my eye teeth to
see you make it happen.”

She bit her lip, drawing the neck of her robe closed
with her fingers. “Really?” she said, voice a thrilled whisper.
“You really think so?”

He nodded slowly. “I really think so.”

She watched him closely, eyes wary. “You don’t think
I’m a fool to try?”

“I think you’re the gutsiest woman I’ve ever met. I
don’t know what in hades you see in me, but I’ll help you any way I
can.”

Her breath caught, and she went to rattle around in
the fridge for Parmesan.

O’Connel struggled to wrap noodles left handed, but
they kept squirming off his fork. He glanced up to find her hiding
a smile behind a hand and set it down in frustration. “First I’m
out of work, now I’m an invalid—terrific.”

“Oh, don’t be a clunk.” He watched helplessly as she
cut up his noodles, dusting them with cheese.

“There, now try.” He found he could eat, if clumsily.
“Thanks, Mae.”

She made a face. “When I was a teacher I saw the
contempt most felt for administration, and I swore when I got my
chance it would be different. But once I got there, something
happened. I started seeing the teachers as the enemy. I don’t know
if it was the money, the title, or what, but somehow the job got to
be what was important. You made me see that.”

He watched her, liking who he saw. “I’m with you, and
I know a lot of other people who would be too—if I can get them to
believe it’s really happening. If you’ll get me the district phone
book, I’ve got some calls to make.”

For the next few weeks, life at Silver Mountain
Unified would be anything but routine.

• • •

In a fowl mood, O’Connel paced atop the low stone
wall skirting the parking lot. He hated waiting—even more he hated
waiting for bad news.

Skinner Butte Park looked out over the city of Eugene
as a medieval castle oversaw its village. Over two embattled months
they had met here for lunch. Today, a high overcast blocked out the
sun, and a frigid wind rocked him on his heels as it whipped
through the fir on the butte. He glanced at his watch. It was after
four. Light was fading. It would be dark soon.

He stamped his feet to keep warm, wishing she would
come.

Through his leather jacket the gusts chilled him. He
nudged a loose piece of gravel off the wall with his sneaker, and
watched it fall into the salal far below.

A meandering V of Canada geese honked and squeaked
overhead, barely making headway against a stiff wind. As he
watched, a different bird slipped into point soon to be replaced by
another. He thought of them flying thousands of miles by starlight
and smiled. Tonight while he slept they would fly. Tomorrow he
would be out of another job—still they would fly. He watched them,
reassured. The world would keep up its spinning.

Her car wound around the road to the lot, and he went
to meet her.

Squinting into the cold wind, she smiled wanly.
“Hey.”

Disappointed, he saw there would be no surprises—the
ride was over. He answered quietly, feeling a drawing at his heart,
wanting to hold her. “Hey.”

She nodded down the hill. “Let’s walk.”

He followed her down the winding path in the frigid
dusk to the river. “You okay?”

She nodded. “Sorry I’m late, I stopped to get a
paper.”

“So? What happened?” She handed it to him.

“What’s this, you’re in here?” He opened it to the
front page and saw her picture.

Over a month old, the photo was taken in front of the
district office at the first board meeting just after things got
hot. The camera had caught her in the middle of a passionate word,
looking more beautiful than a superintendent had any right to be.
No wonder they hated her.

He read the headline— “‘EMBATTLED SCHOOL DISTRICT
OUSTS SUPERINTENDENT.’” Suddenly filled with disgust, he folded the
paper, hurling it into a trash basket along the path. “They can all
go to hell.”

Glaring, she retrieved it, held it out. “Read
it.”

“Why? I can tell you what it says.” Stubborn as
always, she held it closer.

He took it. “I don’t want to read this crap. We’re
both out of a job, what more do I need to know?” She stopped on the
path, waiting, hands jammed in the pockets of her sweater.

He reached to roll her collar up around her neck.
“It’s too cold for this, I’ll bet the wind cuts right through it.
Want my jacket?”

She watched him. “Just read it.”

There was no use arguing when she’d made up her
mind—that he’d learned. “Okay, okay, At a special executive session
this morning, the Silver Mountain board voted to replace
Superintendent Gonsalvas with long-time curriculum director Brenda
Lovejoy.’ Oh, man.” He slapped the paper against his leg. “I should
have known when you sent her back to the classroom, she’d get even.
People like her are harder to get rid of than the mange.” He didn’t
want to read any more. He wanted to take her home, cuddle in front
of the wood stove, lie with her in the bone-warming heat.

She looked at him expectantly, eyes bright in the
cold.

“Okay, I’m reading. ‘During her short tenure as
district head, Ms. Gonsalvas has expelled more than a dozen
students without due process.’” This was making his stomach ache.
“Due process meaning do nothing. Odd they don’t say why you
expelled them? Not germane, I guess, huh?

“‘Ms. Gonsalvas has implemented policies requiring
stringent dress codes, cutting off district Internet access,
upgrading academic requirements for participation in sports, and
placing an emphasis on phonics in the primary grades. Also included
in her administration’s policies were a rollback of district
implementation of 21st Century Schools programs in favor of a
return to an emphasis of the three R’s.

“‘Despite first quarter Oregon State Assessment test
scores up district wide more than ten percentage points from last
year.’”

He looked up. “You’d think they might mention it was
the first increase in ten years. ‘The district has been named in
over a dozen lawsuits brought by dissatisfied parents. In addition,
Silver Mountain has been the subject of an investigation by the
state and federal Departments of Education for non-compliance.’
Sure they’re after you—you committed one of the deadly sins—you
made them look unnecessary. They can forgive anything but that.

“‘The ousted superintendent’s policies, having
resulted in a poor showing by the district in sports, are unpopular
with many alumni and parents. One alumnus at Tuesday’s meeting said
ticket sales had fallen by half, and for the first time in twenty
years the basketball league championship was awarded to another
district. We had the talent to win, and there they were in the
stands instead of on the court where they belonged,” said Ray
Wagner, father of last year’s Elk River junior varsity center.
“What kind of school punishes kids by taking away sports just
because they’re not straight A students?”

“‘The year began with a threat by the Oregon
Education Association to strike when Gonsalvas reassigned more than
a hundred district employees to the classroom, reducing average
class size to less than 12. In order to implement these changes, a
radical rescheduling was put into effect, which included a
shortening of the school day for most students. This was instituted
without seeking waivers from the Oregon State Department of
Education. While some parents approved of her policies, many more
found the drastic changes unsettling.

“When asked to comment on her ouster, Gonsalvas said
the results of her tenure were there for all to see.

“This quarter,” said Gonsalvas, “violence is down 90
percent, test scores are up between eight and twelve, class size is
half of what it was. Schools are safe, kids are learning, sports
have been given the subservient role they deserve. Kids who stop
others from learning are sent home. Evidently, that wasn’t what the
board wanted.’”

He smiled up at her. “So that’s what you were
practicing this morning in the shower. “‘Replacing the relatively
inexperienced Gonsalvas with Lovejoy, a thirty-year district
veteran, will restore stability to the district,” said Linda Noble,
one board member who cast her vote for cancellation of the
superintendent’s contract.

“Experience,” said Noble, “makes all the difference
in a job like this. Irregardless of good intentions, Ms. Gonsalvas
set her policies without consulting the school board, and, though
her intentions may have been good, we feel she went way too far to
extremes.’”

He laughed. “Oh yeah, way too far. ‘When asked to
comment about her goals for Silver Mountain, Lovejoy said her
highest priority would be to return the district to compliance with
the law.

“Our parents,” Lovejoy said, “can be confident the
district will return to putting children first. Starting tomorrow
morning our schools will be back to normal. We’ll be back in
compliance by the end of the week, all expelled students will be
reinstated, and the district will resolve pending suits without
need for further litigation. Bla, bla, bla.”

More weary than he could say, he folded the paper
neatly and tossed it into the first can they passed. “Garbage.”

With no more to say, they headed back to the top.
Twilight had fallen, and with it a mist leaving the lights of the
city below hazy.

“Well, that’s it, isn’t it?”

She matched pace beside him, head down. “Yeah, guess
so.”

A pair of skaters rounded the corner, and they moved
off the path to let them pass.

“Well, at least you tried.”

She smiled, eyes bleak. “How long did you say I’d
last, two months? Pretty close.”

“I’m not happy about it, but you know what?” He
reached out, put his hand into her pocket to press hers. “You did
it, you fought them all, and I’m proud of you.”

She made a face as they topped the grade. “For what,
nine weeks?” He led her to the low wall, turning her to face the
city below, arms about her from behind. “You see that? You made a
change down there. For one quarter, schools in that city had
consequences.

“For one quarter, you gave the paper pushers grade
books and we had twelve to a class. For one quarter, a D average
wouldn’t make you a football star, primary kids were taught
phonics, middle school kids were taught to spell and to write. For
one short quarter, kids who did nothing failed, and all Mama’s
screaming didn’t change it.”

She tried to pull away, but he pulled her back. “Look
down there. For two months teachers set standards, kids got
homework every night, and kids over eighteen who fail every class
they take were asked to go play somewhere else. The brightest
weren’t expected to tutor; they were expected to learn. Violence,
disrespect, laziness weren’t tolerated. You did that. Right down
there. What if it was only eight weeks? Without you it wouldn’t
have happened at all.”

She looked at him, unconvinced. “So, hurrah for me.
Now it’s over, and what have the kids learned—that I was lying
after all? That the ones who believed me and tried to do well were
the fools?” There was pain in her eyes. “I hate the thought of
that.”

“They just got a lesson in life, that’s all. They
learned what happens to people who won’t give in, won’t compromise.
That’s learning, too. No, nobody will think you were lying. Whether
they were for you or against you, they knew you meant what you
said. They learned that there was one administrator who really
meant it, who refused to cave. At least they learned that
much.”

She smiled a sad smile. “Yeah.” She took a last look
over the city below, and went to her car. “Get in.”

• • •

She drove south.

“Where are we going?”

Her eyes smiled. “You’ll see.” They bounced over the
tracks on Lincoln Avenue.

“My car’s back there, you know.”

“Relax, enjoy the ride.” She turned into a street of
older homes, and pulled up in front of a large two-story craftsman
with a ten pitch gable roof. A for sale sign leaned precariously in
the wind.

“Why are we here?” She got out, gave him a cagey
smile. “Let’s look.” She led him around the outside.

He looked. The first story was ship lap, the second,
shingles. There was three feet of overhang at the eaves and gables.
The roof looked in good shape, what he could see, anyway. It was a
nice place all right, but getting fired again didn’t give him the
urge to run out and buy a house. What was she up to now?

Rounding the front again, she led him up on the
porch. “Well, what do you think?”

“About what?” He was beginning to see, and it was
scaring him. “Wait wait wait… we were both fired today,
remember?”

She had that look in her eye. “We talked about
starting our own school.”

“This place? Is now the time?”

She took a key out of her sweater pocket and opened
the front door. “Could there be a better one?”

His heart skipped a beat. “Oh Jesus, you’ve got a
key.”

In shock, he trailed her into the walnut paneled
entry. “Why do you have a key?”

She smiled.

“Now you’re smiling enigmatically. Don’t do that.
It’s a bad sign when you smile enigmatically, a very bad sign.”

The house smelled of lemon oil and fifty years of
living. She gave him a tour first downstairs then up, pointing out
the uses for the various rooms.

“Am I right assuming this isn’t the first time you’ve
seen this place?” he said.

Upstairs was a large bedroom with its own bath. She
switched on the lights. “This’ll be ours.”

“Will be?”

“If you want it.” He was getting dizzy. “Wait a
minute, have you already made an offer on this place?”

“I’ve been negotiating with them for a month now.
That’s why I’ve been late getting home. The prelim looks fine.
It’ll work—if you want it to.”

He looked around him, hardly able to believe any of
it. “It’s a great old place, but there could be a hundred things
wrong with it. Dry rot, powder post beetles, underground
springs.”

She was ready for him. “Inspected, no problems.”

“What about money?”

“I’m using my savings along with what the district
gave to buy out my contract for the down.”

He ran his hand along the black walnut banister. “It
must have been a fortune. This is… This is nice.”

She frowned. “It’s been on the market for a year—I
got it for fifty under appraisal.”

“You got it.” He forgot to breathe. “You mean you
bought it?”

She held his eyes with hers. “It’s in escrow.”

Resentment burning his throat, he went to stand at
one of the windows overlooking the steep gabled porch roof. He
didn’t like being told after the fact. “Well, if it’s done, if it’s
already yours, then it’s yours. Why ask me at all?”

She came to stand behind him. “I’m asking because I
want it to be ours, not mine—ours. “ He faced her, not
understanding. “It’s in escrow, you said. It’s a done deal.”

“I’ve got the down right here in my bag. I left us a
way out, if you don’t like it we can back out right now.” She
looked at him, eyes alight with hope, and something else—fear
maybe. “Do you like it?”

It was dark. He couldn’t see anything out the window,
now. It really was a damned nice house. “Does it matter what I
think?”

She sighed in frustration and paced across the
bedroom. “Look, we both knew what the board was going to decide
today. We’ve known for a long time. I just couldn’t sit there and
wait for it to happen.” She opened her arms. “Here it is—if we want
it.” She squeezed his arm, her grip tight. “Do we want it?”

He looked around him feeling like a kid on his first
trip off the high dive. “Can we make it work?”

“I must have had twenty calls this week from parents
asking me to open a school. With our credentials, we can get a
license, no problem. I can teach K-6, you can handle 7 through 12.
We can always hire a couple aides.” She nodded, biting her lower
lip in her excitement. “Yeah, I know we can. Do you want to?”

He stood, forefinger on the bridge of his glasses.
Did he want it? What a question. “I want to help pay for it.”

“Oh, don’t worry.” She laughed. “Look around—we’re
going to need books, desks, everything.” She inclined her head.
“Does that mean you do?”

“Well, I don’t know.” He pretended to think about it.
“I’ve heard it’s a bad idea for single people to buy real estate
together. Very bad— from a business standpoint. “

She snuggled close in the cold room, and he took her
under his arms. “Oh, is that what you’ve heard?”

He was feeling cocky, like the whole world was coming
his way. “Yeah, that’s what I heard. It’s just not, you know,
advisable.”

“Well, then I guess we’ll have to do something about
that, won’t we?” He smiled, mouth against the skin of her neck,
tasting her salt.

Yes. Yes, they would.

• • •

Chelsea shut the big front door.

Back against it, she sighed.

Solange came in from the dining room. “Is that the
last of them?”

“God, I hope so.” Myrtle said.

Exhausted, O’Connel sank down on the stairs. “It’s
got to be.” He held up a hand for silence. “Listen.” It was
wonderfully quiet, the only sound sedate ticking from the wall
clock. Genaro came in pushing a dust mop, resting his chin on big
hands over the end of the handle. “I don’t hear nothin’.” Holding
their breath, they smiled.

“Yes!” Chelsea said.

Genaro looked at his watch. “Only six, not bad for
the first day.” Solange came to slide down next to O’Connel,
resting her head on his lap. “We did it. One day down.”

“One hundred seventy-nine to go,” O’Connel said.

Sonny came clicking across the hardwood floor from
her bed in back to stand, nose to the door.

“Oh, crumbs,” Myrtle said.

Solange frowned. “There’s a car out there.”

“I knew it,” Chelsea said. “We lost a kid. I’ll be in
my room.”

“No, you don’t,” O’Connel said. “Open up. “ Solange
yawned. “Somebody forgot a jacket, I bet.” Craning his neck to see
out, he laughed, surprised by whom he saw. “Well, what do you
know?” Up the walk came Sid, Aurora, and Karl.

Sid held them up at the door. “Permission to enter,
Madam Principal.” Solange tightened her hold around O’Connel’s
waist, and he ran a hand down her hair.

“Granted,” she said from his lap.

“I will most certainly be damned, will you look who’s
here,” Myrtle said.

“Chelsea,” Karl said, “what are you doing here?”

“I work here, live here, too,” she said. “I’ll be
going to U of O at night.”

“That’s wonderful, Chelsea!” Aurora said, hugging
her. “And our best aide and custodian, too! Boy, talk about rats,
jumping ship the first chance you got!” Genaro laughed.

“Damned right!” Myrtle said, baritone booming. “I’ve
heard about your principal this year.”

“Oh, please, don’t bring him up,” Karl said. “He’s
one of the little ones, out to make a big splash.” Sid held out a
magnum of champagne. “We brought this to christen the old ship
here.” He looked around. “Where do I do this?” He took a practice
swing against the banister.

“Oh, God!” Solange laughed, holding a protective
hand. “Not there!”

“Something hard—ah!” Sid’s eyes lit up, and he
measured his swing to O’Connel’s head. “No? Well, then, it looks
like we’ll just have to drink it. Chelsea,” he said imperiously,
“fetch some glasses!”

Laughing, O’Connel turned the bottle. “Hey, that’s
the good stuff What’d you do, rob a bank?”

“Well, I voted for a plastic cork, but Myrtle said
that for an occasion like this, the best was de rigueur. “Sid
looked to her. “Wasn’t that what you said?”

She laughed. “Oh, hell yes, sounds dirty, is it?”

“Just thought we’d come to wish you luck,” Karl said,
looking around. “This is nice!”

“Say,” Myrtle said, “how about the nickel tour?”

They ended in the dining room.

“I hear you’ve got all the students you can handle,”
Karl said.

Solange poured the champagne while O’Connel, enjoying
this, opened a bag of ice.

“Two dozen right now, and a waiting list with as many
more,” Solange said.

Myrtle raised her glass. “French champagne over ice,
now that’s real class.”

“Don’t be a poop, Myrtle, old thing,” Sid said. “We
don’t stand on convention, here.” Karl held out his glass. “Egads,
what have things come to? They’re letting all manner of riffraff
open schools now too, I hear.”

“Everybody got some?” Solange said. “How about you,
Chelse?” She beamed, holding a glass aloft.

“Ah, corruptor-of-youth, okay, then,” Sid said. “I’ll
offer a toast.

To the hard-headed Welshman, the angel of death, and
to their school.

May they put us all out of business.”

“Yeah,” Karl said, “and give us all jobs while
they’re at it.” Aurora raised an arm. “Wait!” She held her glass
out to Solange.

“And to finding out you were wrong, and being happy
about it.”

O’Connel took Solange’s hand and together they
drank.
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