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For Mary – for sticking with me, no matter what.
For Ian, Nathaniel, and Michaela – you are the lights of my life.
The August heat is stifling: thick with moisture, ninety percent humidity. The walls ooze wet drops of grime; the remnants of ninety-plus years of blood, sweat, tears, dirt; simple wear and tear. Sweat drips down my brow, spreads under my arms, through my shirt, as I, the teacher, walk into the classroom. It is the first day back in school, the start of another year. My stomach twitches in a flutter; sweat stings my eyes as I cross the threshold.
This nervousness remains unspoken; the heat is simply too draining. Outwardly, I show only disdain. I hate everything about this place: the building, the classroom, the administration, the students. I hold everything about this place in contempt for the benefit of my fellow haters: the teaching staff.
I have always been awkward with my fellow teachers, partners in academic fraud. The majority of those teaching in this building have been doing so for at least twenty years. They began their teaching careers before the school declined. They are invested in the school and can’t afford to begin again. The others are first-years, grabbing a quick shot of experience before bolting for greener pastures.
I am different. I have chosen to stay for seven years, even though I could go, should go. Some think I’m a crusader, others just think I’m stupid, but all are convinced I’m crazy. I tailor my behavior to suit other’s needs, not my own. I hate, as I am supposed to hate. Secretly though, I love this place.
The students have captured me. They keep calling me back. It’s all in the challenge; the challenge of getting through to these children of poverty, of teaching them and giving them a shot at a better life. It’s what makes me get up and come to work every morning.
As I walk back and forth across the tattered remains of carpet, I run the one-act play I have titled Opening Day through my mind. I believe this is what teaching really is – acting. I must perform a play for the benefit of the students. The performance must be good to engage this audience for ninety minutes each day. I am not just the actor in this play; I am the writer, director and producer. I control the entire performance, except for the audience’s reaction. This is the one variable each actor, each teacher, cannot control. How will the audience receive this day’s performance and will they play their own roles?
Stopping to make sure everything is exact, I want the room to be perfect and the props ready; all the posters straight, the desks arranged, my own desk organized, my pictures in their place. I linger at the photo of my wife and my two daughters. Having spent lazy days with the girls, running, jumping, throwing, catching, playing; I know the magic of those summer days has slipped through my fingers for another year. Now, my days will be filled with teaching and grading and the talk of things learned and homework to be done, both at school and at home. My girls are my pride and joy. They color everything I do. They are my center.
In many ways, my students remind me of my own children, struggling to unlock the mystery of letters and numbers. At five and seven, the girls are learning how to recognize letters and numbers, how to add and subtract, how to read and write. My ninth- and tenth-graders are still struggling to unlock these same mysteries. It is sad, but this is part of the challenge.
I continue to pace back and forth across the room as the minutes tick down before the students enter the school. The students will not arrive at my door until 7:15, so I still have time to wrestle with my rotten stomach and the adrenaline coursing through my veins. The knot of my tie suffocates. I loosen it an inch, while my throat tightens and loosens, tightens and loosens. My hands begin to tremble, so I grab a yardstick, which is only another prop, and twirl it around. The back and forth swing is almost relaxing. Almost. The repetition is simply to give my hands something to do, but my stomach wins the confrontation.
The need to vomit passes, while I remind myself that I have done this before. I have been teaching for seven years now, and today is no different from any other first day. I think my nervousness is a sign that I still care, about my job and my students: my children.
These kids are my children, even though I was not present at their births, or even the first thirteen- or fourteen- years of their lives. They are my children to shape and mold. They are mine for ninety minutes, each and every day. I want them to succeed, just like I want Sarah and Anne to. I want them to learn and live, to grow and mature, and to take responsibility for their lives. I can show them the way, if I can just reach them, and they can get past the color of my skin. Being able to stand up to and face down racism is difficult for everyone and it’s not any different for a light teacher in a dark school.
I think back to my very first day of teaching in this place. I was nervous then but not nervous enough. Disadvantaged by the cool crisp October air, instead of the oppressive heat of a Midwest August, I started late. I was a replacement, hired after school began, an innocent lamb walking into a den of wolves, offered up for the slaughter. Although my gut was twisted and my heart was a machine gun, I thought I would get a honeymoon, a few days to settle in and get caught up. Not nervous enough, the honeymoon lasted less than a day, less than an hour, less than even that first minute. It ended the second I walked into the classroom. I introduced myself and then the torment began. Every vile name known to mankind, and then some more, spewed from the mouths of those students. They were teasing me, the lamb, before moving in for the kill. They taunted, yelled, racially slurred, left the room, came back, threw things, threatened.
Not nervous enough, until the student threw his punch. It was a warning, for the bare knuckles missed my large, round face by a fraction, with a purposeful glare from angry eyes. I was so lost that day, not knowing the students’ names, my fellow teachers, where I was, how to get help. I was alone. I recognized the challenge then. I do not back away from a challenge, even when I’m crazy not to.
The first days have all been easier since, but they are still awkward and I still get nervous. I think I have the key, though. This key requires me to yank the students’ attention away from summer and into the classroom the second they enter the room. A teacher must pull the students away from the summer and thrust them into the reality of the now: school. I know a few tricks, learned over time and from experience.
I am known in the school now. I have worked hard on my reputation with the students and the majority know who I am, if not personally, then by reputation alone, and not many are looking forward to my class. Those who do not know me are in for a rude awakening. I am nothing like the teachers they have had before. Outcrazy the crazies, as the saying goes.
My reverie is shattered by the first bell of the morning and the yardstick tumbles from my hand. It is the warning bell for teachers, the warning that students are now being allowed into the building. My heart accelerates and my stomach flops. It is almost time to begin.
Retrieving the prop from the floor, I walk to the door and nudge it open. It swings in the wide expanse of the empty hallway. I savor the quiet for a moment and then cross the room and climb onto one of the desks. Removing the American flag from its holder, I descend back to the floor. Unfurling the flag, I walk back to my desk.
My arrival is marked by the second bell of the morning, the bell that frees the students from the restraints of the cafeteria and gives them the freedom of the building. I strain to hear the first sounds of the morning jungle. When it is carried to my ear by the stale, humid, scorching, school air, I take a deep breath, straighten my tie, step up onto my desk, swing the flag around a few times and begin to sing.
The play has begun.
* * * * *
“Oh, say, can you see, by the dawn’s early light…”
The sounds begin to build, slight at first, but growing in magnitude and volume, the sounds of heels clacking and soles squeaking, of hundreds of pairs of feet, encased in all variety of shoes, climbing stairs and running along hallways. Twenty-eight hundred feet dance, as they head this way and that, to explore open doorways, receive friends, or just to move along. It is a living thing, this sound of movement. Like a pulse, the pulse of humanity, the pulse of the school.
“What so proudly we hailed at the twilight’s last gleaming…”
The sound of fourteen-, fifteen-, sixteen-, seventeen-, even eighteen- year-old feet, is muffled by the distance of the fourth floor. An orchestra of voices joins this pulse of movement. The cacophony of sound is punishing as it slams into the un-expecting. Greetings contain all: waz-up, hey you, nigga, bitch, muthafucka, whore, pimp, pimpjuice, brother, boy, homie, dude, pothead, gangsta, cuzz. Urban poetry abounds – colorful, musical, harsh, obscene – but not without tenderness and meaning.
“Whose broad stripes and bright stars, through the perilous fight…”
Feet rush to catch the voices, as friends, enemies, brothers, sisters, cousins, and those known and unknown reunite in the confines of the school. Pairs become clusters, clusters become groups, as the feet and voices converge and the students come together. Summer has ended and there are stories to be told. Relationships were formed and broken, trips were taken, and stuff was bought, movies seen. Some got into trouble, some got out of trouble, some grew up and others did not. It was a typical summer for most, but there are always exceptions.
“O’er the ramparts we watched, were so gallantly streaming…”
Tyreshia Watkins settles her six-foot frame against a row of lockers in the corner, near 412, her first hour classroom. Her chocolate brown skin shines under her devil-red hair, which matches her sunglasses and knee-high boots, adding another four inches to her already towering height.
“And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air…”
Eyes flick from one end of the hall to the other; she is alone for the moment. Not many venture into the heights of the thin, hot air of the fourth floor unless necessity dictates. It is only a matter of time before the others follow.
“Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there…”
“Tyreshia! Hey, Tyreshia, what you doin’ way up here?”
This first question of the day is innocent enough, but Tyreshia screams out in rage, “What the fuck you care? I can be up here’s if I wanna!”
The questions are rapid fire, now that the crowd has discovered her hideout.
“What happen to you, girl?”
“Ain’t you supposed to be pregnant?”
“Was you baby a boy or girl?”
“Heard you momma locked up. What she busted for?”
“You baby okay?”
Rocking from foot to foot, Tyreshia’s hands rub her deflated stomach. Surrounded by the demands of her image, her popularity, her status, she is trapped. Trapped by the false concern of friends who did not stand by when she was in the hospital, when she was in need.
“Come on, Tyreshia, what the hell happen to you?”
“What happen with you and Marquez?”
“What happen with you momma?”
“O say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave…”
“Just leave me the fuck alone, all of you,” she manages to whisper.
A line of song invades the hallway, rising above the raucous roar – strange, disconcerting, off-pitch, off-key. Scanning the faces that surround her, Tyreshia reads confusion mixed with curiosity. The crowd moves closer to 412 as the echo fades along the bustling corridor. Peeking through the doorway, the laughter begins. Forgotten for the moment, Tyreshia uses the distraction to escape. Fighting her way through the crowd, Tyreshia bursts into the classroom, stopping short at the sight of the teacher.
He stands roughly six-feet-four-inches tall and is pushing two-fifty on the scale. He is not fat; he just fills up the eye. He is big, strong. His skin is bleached the color of coarse sand on a dirty beach. His goatee flames the color of boiled lobster, while salt and pepper flake his scalp. He’s dressed in slacks, a starched shirt, and a teddy bear tie, as he stands on his desk, waving the American flag, singing. The dimpled chin combined with the strong cheekbones and frost blue eyes take Tyreshia’s breath away.
“Hey, nigga, why you singin’?”
“Stupid, white asshole!”
“Dumb muthafucka!”
More students gather in the doorway: the curious, the wayward, and the bored, each bubbling with excitement. They egg her on with their giggles, their pointing fingers, their snide remarks.
“Muthafucka, stop singin’ right now! You can’t sing, you song stupid and you look like fuckin’ retard standin’ up there! Can you even gets down without hurtin’ you self or you need someone to helps you?”
Smiling, she looks back into the crowd.
“You gonna get it now ’Reshia!”
“Ain’t no fool teacher gonna let that slide!”
“He gonna explode now fo’ sure!”
The teacher makes no response, just continues to sing. “… o’er the land of the free and the home of the brave!”
The seconds pass in silence. Everyone steps back in surprise when the teacher jumps from the desk, feeling the floor tremble under their feet.
Tyreshia launches another tirade. “I surprised his fat ass don’t go straight through the floor!”
Even this comment is ignored.
Tyreshia’s eyes follow as he stalks across the room, making a slow sweep to the door. The crowd clears way, opening a path in front of him.
“You are all late for class! Get where you need to be! NOW!”
Feet scatter and the doorway clears. Students slink into their desks. Forty-one students find seats, but she remains standing, stomping her feet in a demand for attention.
Circling the students, he begins to call roll, name-by-name, student-by-student. The corrections begin.
“Remove the hat.”
“Put the headphones away!”
“If I see that cell phone again, it will be mine and I will dial numbers until I talk to someone in China!”
“Clean up your mouth!”
“Pull up your pants and tuck in your shirts!”
When he reaches Tyreshia, he stops, looking her up and down. “We have a problem.”
“Yeah, like what, muthafucka?”
He ticks the points off with one hand. “One, you interrupted me while I was singing our National Anthem. Two, you used inappropriate and unacceptable language. Three, you were rude and disrespectful. Four, you are out of uniform. You can’t wear red in this school and you know it. Five, you have an attitude problem. Finally, you were not in your desk when the bell rang, so you are late for class.
“There are rules in this classroom! You have made the decision to break several of them already. You are the decision makers and with every decision there are consequences, some good and some bad. You now have to face up to the consequences of your decision. You have until the count of three to apologize to your classmates and to me or to get out of my classroom. The choice is yours.”
After waiting a three count, he strides to the desk, grabs a stack and begins to pass papers out to the class. As he passes the intercom button, he presses it, awaiting the acknowledgement.
“This is the office,” the bored voice announces.
“This is Mr. O’Connell. Will you send security to room 412 to remove a student, please?”
The reaction is immediate and explosive.
“You mutherfuckin’ piece of shit! How dare you call security on me? I make you pay for this you, you…you fuckin’ nigger.”
“You are a little confused if you think that I am a nigger. My skin is white not black,” O’Connell quips.
Waiting for security to arrive, he circles the classroom, overloading the students with information. He passes out the course syllabus and the classroom rules before addressing his expectations for these students, all the while ignoring Tyreshia and her tantrum.
“You gonna pay, muthafucka! I gonna mess up that pretty face and make it bleed!”
Her threat echoes fade as she is escorted from the classroom.
* * * * *
O’Connell grabs a shot of carbonated caffeine from the bottle on his desk as Tyreshia’s angry echo fades from the room. Scanning the classroom, he notices the students slouched in their desks, those with their heads down, the sideways glances, and the heads bending together in continued conversation.
“Fuck you,” someone whispers.
Another answers, “Shut up, bitch!”
Still others drop, “muthafucka, nigga, pimpjuice.” Oratory litter surrounds.
Stepping back into the fray, O’Connell advances to the center of the room and roars, “Just because I am a black man doesn’t mean I’m deaf.”
The crowd roars with laughter and everyone challenges this assertion.
“How do you know that I’m not black?” O’Connell questions.
“Look at you, honky, it plain as day you ain’t black, you white! Just look at you skin, boy.”
“You are basing your observation on color. You simply look at the color of my skin and automatically make assumptions, but none of you know anything about me. Do me a favor; do not assume anything about me and I will not make any assumptions about you.”
Moving again through the maze of desks, arranged in groups and all facing into the center of the room, O’Connell bides his time. Students look around, but the brave ones choose not to respond.
“I have passed out the class syllabus and the list of classroom rules and expectations. I will let all of you read these over on your own time. There are three things that I would like to point out though. First, look at the grading scale on the syllabus. You will probably notice that I forgot to put Ds on the grading scale. This is not a mistake; I do not give Ds in this class.”
The groans are instantaneous and loud. The mutterings grow in volume and intensity. Students grumble, complain, bitch and moan.
Someone shouts, “How do you expect any of us to pass this class, then?”
Holding up his hand, O’Connell waits for a pause in their disdain. “A D is not passing and it is nothing to be proud of, which is why I do not give Ds. You will either earn an A, B, or a C or you will fail the class, period…no exceptions. If you don't like it, tough shit!
“The next two items of importance have to do with the classroom rules and expectations. The first has to do with respect. Everyone will be treated with respect in this classroom, by their fellow students and by me. I will not tolerate disrespectful behavior and you should not either.
“The last thing of importance is rule number ten on the list, which states, ‘I reserve the right to add, subtract, or change any rule, as I deem necessary.’ This means that I am the king of this classroom and I will act as I see fit. I will add and change rules based on your behavior. If we need a rule, I will make one. Does anyone have any questions?”
No questions are forthcoming, but someone mutters, “That not fair.”
“Whoever said life was fair? If anyone ever told you that life was fair, they lied to you,” O’Connell responds.
The minutes creep by as he paints visions of homework and journal writing, readings and essays, research projects and portfolios. He details all: his expectations, his requirements, his demands.
The backlash carries the force of a hurricane. Students jump from their seats in argument, but O’Connell accepts their abuse with a smile on his face.
“You may not like me or my expectations. You may not like what we are going to do in this class. You may decide that you are not going to try or that you will simply refuse to cooperate. None of that matters. It is your grade, not mine; all I do is add up your points and assign the corresponding letter grade. If you want to pass this class, you will do what I ask. If you do not, then you will fail and I will see you in summer school. The decision is yours.”
Before another storm can break, the bell sounds, freeing the students from the nightmare of room 412. Students scramble from their desks and bolt for the door. First hour has come to its conclusion.
Leaning back against his desk, O’Connell grabs another shot of caffeine before rubbing the stress from his face with his hands. With only five minutes between periods, he doesn’t have much time to prepare for the second act. Taking several deep breathes to calm his trembling fingers, he gathers up the flag and climbs back onto the desk. The same song begins, with much the same result.
Second hour’s exception is Krysteal and third hour’s is Ebony. Three performances. Three exceptions. Three enemies.
* * * * *
James Whitmore’s office is small, just a ten by ten square. The space is reduced by the extraordinary amount of clutter that spills forth from every inch of free space. Baseballs, bats, helmets, and sports memorabilia deck the walls, the tops of bookshelves, the edges of his desk. Piles of books and stacks of paper cover desktops, shelves, chairs, and parts of the floor. Handheld radios, still cameras, and video equipment are piled in one corner, while surveillance-camera monitors fill another. The computer screens fill the third and the office door takes the place of the fourth. A smashed locker door, a broken baseball bat, a headless CPR dummy, and an assortment of past “evidence” from former discipline “cases” are scattered around the room. Squeezed in between a bookshelf, the clutter, and the office door, three folding chairs prop up the defiant demeanors of Tyreshia, Krysteal, and Ebony.
“How would you like to resolve this situation?” asks Whitmore, Southwest High School’s principal.
“I think you should tell this white boy to…” Krysteal begins.
Whitmore cuts her off mid-sentence. “I was not speaking to you, young lady, and you need to show me and your teacher a proper amount of respect. No more white boy comments, understand?”
Whitmore focuses his attention on the doorway where O’Connell fills the space. He nods.
“How would you like to resolve this situation?”
Pausing for a moment, O’Connell scrutinizes his face, looking for support. “I want three things to happen. First, I would like an apology…”
Interrupting with an indignant shout, Ebony spews forth, “I ain’t apologizin’ to dis fool. He got a problem and he think he hard, but he ain’t. I don’t apologize to my own momma and I ain’t apologizin’ to him.”
Whitmore’s stare leaves Ebony sputtering. She has nothing else to say under his glare.
“Please continue,” Whitmore nods.
“Again, I would like three things to happen. I want all three of these young ladies to apologize to me and to their class.”
“I ain’t saying I sorry to this hater,” Tyreshia screams. “He hate black people. That the only reason we in here, the only reason he makin’ a big deal outta nothin’. He racist.”
Skin bulges around Whitmore’s eyes, as the muscles in his face tighten, his jaw flexing, eyes narrowing. “The next person who interrupts gets an automatic ten-day, out-of-school suspension,” he growls. “If you do not think I will do it, try me, please.”
The principal nods to O’Connell for a third time. “Continue.”
“You ladies do not know me well enough to know whether I am a racist or whether I hate black people,” he points out. “I am not a racist. I hate all of my students just the same, whether you are black, white, green, red, or yellow.”
Whitmore’s stare is now focused directly on the teacher.
“Again, I would like an apology. I would also like to have a conference with each one of their parents. Finally, I think a two-day suspension is in order.”
Whitmore is slow to answer. He clears his throat and pronounces his judgment. “I have heard each side of this story and I agree with Mr. O’Connell. Each of you ladies was out of line and your behavior was unacceptable. Instead of a two-day suspension, all of you will serve a three-day suspension: two days for disrespecting your teacher, and the third day for interrupting me and for the disrespect you have shown here in my office.
“I am going to give each of you a second chance, though. You will serve your suspensions, starting tomorrow and you will apologize to Mr. O’Connell and your class, but I am not going to make your parents come up for a conference at this time. I want to see if any of you are mature enough to learn from this experience and can adjust your behavior accordingly.”
Whitmore fills out the appropriate paperwork and hands a copy of each suspension to the appropriate offender. “All of you are dismissed.”
The girls gather their belongings, along with their fury, carefully avoiding the clutter and Whitmore’s temper, and head for the door. O’Connell also begins to walk away but is called back by the principal.
“I would like to talk to you for a few minutes. Close the door and have a seat, please.”
O’Connell complies and sits on the same folding chair whose seat was warmed by Tyreshia’s indignation.
Whitmore steeples his fingers as he settles back into his chair. He is quiet as he appraises the man in front of him. “How long have you been teaching at this school?”
“This is my seventh year.”
“I seem to remember having this same meeting six different times. Why can’t you get through the first day of school without sending a student to my office?”
O’Connell answers with silence.
The principal gathers himself and hoists his heavy frame out from behind his desk. He attempts to pace his office but is hampered by the constricted space. “I thought we had come to an agreement last year and the year before that and the year before that. I thought you were going to play nice and get along with your students, at least for one day.”
“Sir, I know we don’t always agree on classroom management issues, but I really think that my method works. I really believe that it is important to grab the students’ attention and make an impression the second they walk through the door. I would also like to point out that my method has improved in the last seven years. I only had to send you three students this year. If you recall, last year I sent you eight students, twelve the year before that, seventeen before that, and my entire first hour class four years ago,” O’Connell ticks the points off his fingers.
Whitmore shakes his head, as he continues to try to pace. “We’ve been through this before. You’ve already explained your ‘philosophy on teaching’ and your ‘Opening Day’ routine to me. I don’t want to rehash all of this again. All I care about right now is the fact that I am already suspending students from this school. I had to suspend those three young ladies today because you insist on acting like a fool on the first day of school.”
“They were out of line.”
“You’re right. They were out of line, but you baited them. If you hadn’t been standing on your desk, singing and making a spectacle of yourself, they would not have had the opportunity to act out. You need to stop being part of the problem and start being part of the solution. We have enough problems in this school without you creating more.”
Head hanging under the weight of this lecture, O’Connell’s smile twists into a leer. “What would you like me to do, sir?”
Whitmore spins on his heels, squares his fifty-two inch shoulders and roars, “I want you to get off of your desk and out into the hallway! I want you to stand by your door, not on your desk! I want you to greet your students with a good morning, not a song. I want you to act like a professional and I want you to get along. Your job is to teach these kids and you cannot do your job if all of your students are kicked out of school and you are in here having meetings with me. Do your job, will you?”
A kindergarten blush blooms across O’Connell’s cheeks as he prepares for dismissal.
“Do we understand one another?” Whitmore demands.
“Perfectly.”
“If you do not need anything else, you are free to go,” Whitmore concludes.
Leaving the main office, O’Connell veers into the teachers’ lounge for his fourth 20-ounce bottle of the day. Pulling the door open, he is enveloped by the sounds of conversation, as well as laughing and grunting, which battles with the words for prominence. Hesitating in the doorway, the conversations pause and greetings are exchanged. Everyone wants to know about the summer, how the family is doing, and how the first day went.
“I hear you had some excitement this morning,” Jerry Bullard, a science teacher says, as he reaches into the staff refrigerator to collect his lunch.
“Yeah, I had a couple of young ladies who did not like my rendition of the Star Spangled Banner and decided to let me know it. In no uncertain terms.”
“I also heard that you had to kick them out of your class and that you sent them to Whitmore’s office,” Bullard continues. “How did he react to that?”
“Well, he wasn’t all that thrilled about it, but he gave all three of them a three-day suspension, like I asked.”
“Did he get on your case about sending him students on the first day of school again this year?” Rachel Cummings, an English teacher, inquires.
“Yeah, he did. He accused me of being unprofessional and said that I was acting like a fool.”
“He said that? He actually said that?” Cummings asks. “He actually called you ‘unprofessional’? Wow! What did you do?”
“Don’t sweat it,” Bullard interjects, “I hear that this is his last year. He’s going to retire at the end of the year or the district is going to fire him. With our test scores, failure rate, and declining graduation rate, he needs to go.”
“Don’t hold your breath,” O’Connell says, avoiding Cummings’ question. “We’ve been hearing that he’s on his way out for the past three years and somehow he keeps turning up. Until I hear him make the announcement personally, I won’t believe it.”
The conversation shifts its focus as other teachers enter through the door. The routine begins again: questions about the summer break, the family and the first day. Everyone had a calm first day. O’Connell is the exception. The conversations continue until “goodbyes” are exchanged at the end of the school day.
At 2:15, the final bell of the day sounds, releasing the students from the confines of their classrooms. It’s a race between the student body and the teachers to the doors. No one wants to remain in the school a single moment longer than necessary on this hot August day; everyone sprints for the doors.
O’Connell is the rarity, the exception. Instead of beating a hasty retreat to the exits, he makes his way back to the classroom. As others hustle to escape the heat and the building, he settles in behind his desk and starts working on lesson plans, seating charts, rubrics and long-term assignments. He spends the next hour completing this day’s work, before heading out to pick up Sarah and Anne.
* * * * *
A single light bulb dangles from the ceiling four floors above, illuminating steps of bare wood, splintered and stained with age. Beneath the feeble light, their creaks warn the unwary of their age, their weakness. Treachery is added by the bare needles, crack pipes and discarded pieces of glass that shimmer, littering each landing and each individual step. The hand railing gives a false sense of security, until it swings out over the empty space below, buckling under a grip. The walls groan under the scorching August heat. Trash sits stagnant and piled in heaps, motionless in the stale air.
Ebony begins to climb the steps while the catcalls from her neighbors reach her ears. They offer her everything: sex, drugs, liquor, money. They tell her that she’s beautiful, that she has what they need, that they can make her happier than she’s ever been, that she should take to the streets. They tell her they will protect her, that she could be a dealer or a working girl. All she has to do is stop, stop and join them on the porch.
Every day is the same. She walks past these same neighbors, who have nothing to do but sit around, drinking their forties, smoking their cigarettes and their hash. Their position is permanent. It’s impossible to reach the third-floor apartment she shares with her mother and her five brothers and sisters without walking across this porch, facing these offers, and negotiating these steps.
Blushing under her neighbors’ offers, she offers a sly smile and an extra swing in her hips, “Maybe tomorrow,” her only reply.
Having successfully maneuvered the steps without injury, Ebony fumbles with the lock. The noise of her brothers emanates through the door as they crash around the front room, waiting for her arrival. The door swings open, revealing her reality. Bags of chips and half-empty cans of soda and beer litter the floor. Laundry, both dirty and clean, is strewn everywhere. Dirty dishes and overflowing ashtrays lay on tables, the floor, and the top of the television. Her brothers jump on the couch and the sound of the television reverberates off the walls, turned up as high as it can go, while cartoon characters flash across the screen.
“Ebony home! Ebony home!” her brothers screech.
“Shut the hell up, assholes, I on the phone!” her sister, Carollana, screams from the bedroom she shares with Ebony and the rest of their siblings.
“Where Momma?” Ebony asks.
“Out!” everyone screams.
“Out where?” Ebony asks.
“Who the hell know?” everyone screams again.
Heading into the kitchenette, she checks the refrigerator only to find it bare.
“Welcome home,” she mumbles, throwing open cabinets and looking for anything to give her brothers and sister for dinner.
* * * * *
As Ebony searches for dinner, Krysteal confronts the anger of her mother while grandmother casts woeful stares in her direction. The rickety porch groans under the force of the confrontation. Krysteal steps back and forth, avoiding the loose and weak boards. Her mother and grandmother sit in small chairs that strain under the girth of their bodies.
“I swear to God, I didn’t do nothin’ wrong!” she screams yet again.
“Then why are you suspended three days?” her grandmother inquires.
“I tell you already,” Krysteal huffs. “That crazy dude was standin’ on his desk, singin’ a ridiculous tune when I walk into the room. All I did was tells him to get off his desk before he hurt his self.”
“You sure that all you did?” her mother demands. “You suspension say that you cussin’ him and that you disrespectin’ him.”
“Well, I mightta say a word or two, but that ain’t no reason to freak like he did. I not the only one cussin’ him, and I not the only one laughin’. He just pickin’ on me ’cause I black,” Krysteal retorts.
“Didn’t you have problems wit’ this teacher last year?” her mother demands again.
“Yeah, and that prove he racist!” Krysteal shouts. “He didn’t like me last year; he failed me. Even thoughs I does all of his work, he still give me a F. I tellin’ you, dude crazy and he a hater.”
“How many times we have to go through this?” her mother asks. “Do you see this dump we live in? Do you see? We live in this rat hole ’cause I ain’t never got educated. I coulda been a doctor or a lawyer. I coulda been somethin’, but I have a baby and I drop out of school. We where we is today ’cause I never finish school.
“Girl, you gotta get along with you teachers, and you gotta get you education. You gotta get you self out of this place. I don’t want no daughter of mine livin’ in the ’hood, ’cause she too stupid to get her act together. I ain’t going to sit by and watch you girls waste your life away. All three of you gotta learn to get along with your teacher. You, Ebony, and Tyreshia goin’ to get you act together, and I won’t brook no argument.”
“Mamma, school is different now; it not like the school you drop out of. The rules change. I can’t survive bein’ good and getting along. I has to be a badass just to survive, to remain popular. All the rest just chew me up, if I don’t protect my reputation.”
“I won’t brook no argument! You understand me, girl?”
Krysteal’s cheeks color under the tongue lashing and the frosty stare of her grandmother.
“I sorry, Momma,” she whispers, her head hung low.
“Krysteal, I knows you a good girl, and you gonna do you Momma proud. Now you get on that phone and get those girls over here tomorrow, so y’all can figure out what you are goin’ to do ’bout this. Remember, you gonna find a way to get along with that man, and you all gonna pass his class.”
Krysteal gives her mother a quick hug, and she runs off to get the telephone.
* * * * *
“How was your first day back, honey?” Alexandria asks.
Grease hisses as O’Connell takes a moment to grab a quick hug and kiss from his wife. He begins telling Alexandria about his day, while concentrating on flipping the cheeseburgers in a pan on the stove. When dinner is ready, he serves his wife and daughters, and continues the story. The interruptions are multiple as his girls beg for attention.
“Mommy, Mommy, guess what I did at school today?” Sarah, the oldest, asks.
“Honey, hold on please. Mommy and Daddy are trying to talk.”
“So I was on my desk, waving the American Flag, singing the National Anthem…”
“Mommy, are you and Daddy done talking yet?” Sarah asks again.
“Not yet, honey. Be patient, please.”
“But, Mommy, I really want to tell you about my day at school,” she whines.
Anne, the youngest, chimes in. “Mommy, we saw fish at school today. We sang songs, and I played with Abby, and we took a nap, and we ran around, and we ate lunch, and we painted with our fingers, and sang songs. Mommy, can we get a fish? I really want a fish. We could name her Anne just like me.”
“Why does Anne get to interrupt and tell you about her day and I don’t?” Sarah demands.
An argument is about to flare. Alexandria soothes each child while O’Connell chews his food. The conversation will have to be put on hold until the children are put into bed. They are too excited by the stories of their days; they are too full of the energy of youth to wait for Mommy and Daddy to talk. He gives Alex a smile and a nod.
“We’ll talk about it later.”
On cue, they begin to regale in stories of their day, of games played, pictures drawn, friends met, and especially, the fish. When the girls run out of things to say, Alexandria focuses their attention back on their food.
“Everyone finish up. Your dinners are getting cold. We still have time to play outside if you hurry up.”
“Daddy, can I ride my bike?” Sarah asks.
“I want to ride my bike, too,” Anne adds.
“Yes, we can get the bikes out, but those training wheels are coming off tonight,” O’Connell announces.
“Daddy, I don’t think I can do it without the training wheels,” Sarah whimpers.
“Why not?”
“I’m scared I’ll fall down and get hurt.”
“There is nothing to be scared of. Both Mommy and I will be right there. We’ll help you. You won’t fall, and nothing will happen. I promise,” he reassures her.
“I get to use the training wheels, I get to use the training wheels,” Anne taunts.
“Stop teasing your sister,” Alexandria reprimands. “Everyone, it’s time to go outside and play. You all obviously have energy to burn, so let’s go.”
The girls scramble for the front door, giggling as they go. Alexandria and O’Connell use the moment of privacy to say hello. Their embrace ends when Anne calls from the door.
“Mommy, Daddy, are you guys coming?”
* * * * *
Sarah is wobbly as she rolls down the sidewalk, her father at her side. Up and down the sidewalk they go with Anne following close on the big wheel.
In just a short time she’s laughing with her father, until finally he removes his hands from the bike and watches her roll on her own. Sarah does not immediately realize he has let go, as she continues to pedal down the sidewalk and ventures a wave to her mother. She slams on the brakes, stumbles off the bike and runs across the yard to her mother.
“Did you see me, did you see me?” she yells. “I did it! I rode my bike without the training wheels, all by myself!”
Her parents smother her with hugs and words of congratulations and encouragement. Even Anne squeezes her little body into the mass hug.
“I want to do it again,” Sarah announces.
“Tomorrow, honey,” Alexandria says. “It’s time to go inside and get ready for bed. Remember it’s a school night.”
“Five more minutes!” the girls plead. “Just five more minutes, please!”
“No, we need to put the toys away, and we need to get into bed,” O’Connell booms. “If you want bedtime stories, we need to go inside! Now!”
The girls begin to clean up and put the toys away, but they are slow. He steals a peek at his wife.
“Was I too short with them?”
“You did sound a little angry, honey, but they do need to come in now. Why don’t you go and help them put their bikes away?”
Nodding, he pitches in. It takes a few minutes to pack everything into the chaos contained in the garage. When everything is in its place (or as close to it as it can get), O’Connell challenges his girls.
“I’ll beat you both inside!”
A race ensues while Sarah and Anne scramble out of the garage and up the driveway; their father waits for them on the front steps and encourages them on.
Sarah slaps the front door and yells.
“I won! I beat you again, Daddy.”
Scooping up both girls in his arms, they wait for Alexandria to get the door before depositing them in their rooms.
“Pajama time, girls.”
In only a few short minutes, Anne announces she’s ready for bed. Smiling, he sends Anne into the bathroom to get her teeth brushed with her sister. Alexandria calls out mid-brush, “Which one do you want to read stories to tonight, honey?”
Sarah’s response is quick. “Mommy, I want you to read to me tonight!”
“I guess that means I have Anne, honey.”
Sarah almost knocks her father over as she barrels out of the bathroom and launches into his arms for a hug. She gives a quick kiss and a good night before disappearing into the mass of stuffed animals and blankets on her bed. Anne waits by the rocking chair with books in hand.
“Daddy, I want to read about dinosaurs tonight.”
Settling into the chair, he begins reading about dinosaurs eating their food, dinosaurs cleaning their rooms, and dinosaurs going to bed. When the third story is complete, he grabs a hug and a kiss.
“Where is my big girl?”
She smiles and points at her tummy. “Right here.”
“Are you going to be a good girl tonight?”
“Yes, Daddy.” She snuggles into the space between his neck and shoulder.
“What does it mean to be my good girl?”
“No crying and no fussing.”
“That’s right. No crying and no fussing. It’s time to go night-night.”
He gently tucks her in.
“I love you, squirt. Sweet dreams.”
“I want Mommy to come in and sing me songs,” she says, despite her drooping eyelids.
“She’ll be here in a minute. She’s reading stories to your sister, and then she’ll be in. Good night, sleep tight.”
Passing Alexandria in the hallway, he gives her a smile.
“Sarah’s ready for you to tell her a story, honey.”
A quick touch passes between them.
“Anne is ready for you to sing her songs, too. Don’t be too long,” he teases.
“You either,” Alex replies behind a devilish smile.
Sarah holds her arms out wide as her father climbs into her bed. Her hug is massive and crushing.
“Daddy? Will you tell me the story about Anne?”
Ruffling her hair, O’Connell begins the story.
Once there was a little girl, and one day Mommy and Daddy had big news. Mommy was going to have a new baby, and the little girl was going to be a big sister!
The little girl was very excited. She hugged her mommy and daddy. The little girl told them that she wanted to have a little sister, but a brother would be okay, too.
The little girl helped her mommy and daddy get ready for the new baby. She decorated the nursery and decided which of her toys she would share with the new baby.
Each and every day the little girl asked Mommy and Daddy, “Am I a sister yet?” Each day the daddy would smile and say, “Not yet. We still have a couple more weeks.”
Days turned into weeks, and weeks turned into months. One morning, the little girl woke to find her mommy and daddy gone. She was surprised to find her grandmother at her house. Grandma told the little girl that her mommy and daddy had to go to the hospital because of the new baby.
Mommy and Daddy were gone all that day and all the next night. The next morning, the little girl woke to find her daddy sitting on her bed. Daddy looked very tired and very sad. The little girl had never seen her daddy cry, and she was frightened.
The little girl looked at her daddy and asked, “Daddy? Am I a sister?”
Daddy looked at the little girl and said, “Yes. You have a little sister.”
The little girl thought she should be happy, but her daddy did not look happy.
The little girl asked, “Is my sister all right, Daddy?”
“Your sister was born premature, which means she was born too soon,” Daddy said. “Your sister was not to come for weeks and weeks, but she came early. She is very, very small and very, very sick.”
The little girl asked Daddy, “Should we pray for my little sister?”
“Yes, we should pray very, very hard,” Daddy answered.
The little girl and her daddy folded their hands together and prayed. Daddy then gave the little girl a great big hug. As Daddy was squeezing the little girl, he told her he had to go back to see Mommy at the hospital.
When Daddy came home again, the little girl asked if her very little sister was all better. Daddy told her that she was still very, very sick.
The little girl asked, “Daddy, can I see my little sister?”
Daddy smiled and said that she would have to wait a couple more days.
When visiting day finally arrived, Daddy took the little girl to the hospital to see her very early sister. The little girl clung to her daddy’s leg as they walked into the special nursery. She held onto her mommy’s hand and peeked around her daddy’s leg to get a look at her sister.
The little girl looked into a special box. Her sister was very hard to see through the glass. She was very, very small and the box was filled with strings.
The little girl asked Daddy, “Why is she in that box?”
Daddy explained it was to keep her sister warm.
Then she asked, “Why are all of those strings on her?”
Daddy laughed and explained that the strings were wires and tubes that helped feed her and give her medicine.
“All of the strings are there to make her better,” Daddy said.
The little girl asked if she could hold her sister. Mommy and Daddy explained that she was too small and too sick. She would have to wait until she was better to hold or touch her.
Although the little girl was scared by all of the machines and doctors and nurses, she was very excited about being a big sister. She placed her hand on the glass of her sister’s special box and started to talk to her.
“Hi. I’m your big sister. W’re going to have so much fun together. I’ll share my toys with you and I’ll show to dance and play and dress up.”
Mommy and Daddy hugged and cried as they watched the little girl talk to her sister. When the little girl heard Mommy and Daddy crying, she turned to look at them. The little girl then looked back at her sister.
She smiled and said, “She is very, very small, but I love her very, very much.”
“Was that a good story?”
“That was the best story ever, Daddy, because it’s about me and Anne.”
“That’s right. It is about you and your sister.”
“Daddy, is Anne all better now?”
“Yes, honey. She’s all better. Any more questions?”
“No, Daddy.”
“All right. It’s time to go to sleep. Good night, sleep tight. I love you, Lady.”
* * * * *
Mmmm, Mmmm, Mmmm. The vibration of the cell phone in her pocket brings Tyreshia out of her slumber. She lifts her head from the back of the chair and looks around, blinking in the dim, blue lights that are glowing in the room. She stands, stretches, and peers into the small box. At the tangled mass of wires and tubes. At her tiny child. The tears spill along her face as she looks at the incisions along her daughter’s chest and abdomen, all the while surrounded by the beeps of various monitors. A nurse walks by and lays a hand on her trembling shoulder.
“Honey, why don’t you take a break? Your daughter is stable. You should go get something to eat and give yourself a chance to calm down. You have to keep your strength up for your daughter. I’ll come and get you if anything happens, I promise.”
Tyreshia nods and hurries for the lobby attached to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit where her daughter sleeps. With no money in her pockets, she avoids the cafeteria, and the hospitality room won’t open for another hour. Although the use of cell phones is not permitted in this part of the hospital, Tyreshia retrieves her phone from her pocket, simply to check the message. The message is text, so she reads:
Reshia it Steal what up girl i know u at the hospital call if u can Momma say u and Eb come over. Gotta come figure way 2 get along wit stupidass honky nigga. She want talk bout u baby. Momma say she feed u if u come.
Dropping the phone into her lap, she covers her face with her hands and weeps. Krysteal and her mother have thrown her a lifeline. Krysteal has been her friend since she was six years old, and she is one of the few who was with her when her baby came, one of the few who did not shun and turn their back.
After her well of tears runs dry, she heads back into the nursery. She sits in the same chair she has sat in for the last 91 days. She looks at the monitors, which check and record her baby’s pulse-oxygen level, her blood pressure, and her heart rate. All the numbers are within the acceptable range. Next she checks the food pump to make sure her daughter is eating. She is. Then it’s on to the transfusion bag to check the blood flow and the IV drip to make sure the fluid is full. Finally, she looks into the blue light that reduces the jaundice and into the incubator. Her daughter is three pounds fourteen ounces and thirteen inches long, up from one pound, six ounces and eleven inches, but tiny in the crowded space. The tubes, wire, blood pressure cuff, and the blanket take up so much room. Room her daughter should fill.
Tyreshia moves close to the plastic box that acts like a womb to her child. Fingers stretch and splay and then quiver as they fall lightly onto the box, restrained by the plastic.
“I just want to touch my baby!” she screams to no one and to everyone.
Moving again to her chair, her home, her sanctuary, she sits. Tears spill from irritated eyes as her body falls into the embrace of the patterned hospital chair. She reaches down into her bag and withdraws her last bottle.
* * * * *
The beer fizzes as the cap twists off. The couch pillows are squished under his size, so he moves to readjust. When everything is just right, he takes a sip, pulls Alexandria close and begins the tale of his day again.
“…So I was up on my desk, singing the National Anthem and waving the American Flag around and this girl, Tyreshia, just went off. She called me all kind of horrible names, and she was so mad when I called security. She was really pissed, I mean, she was furious. I have never had a student react to me with such hatred before.”
“Why was she so mad at you?”
“I don’t really know, but I’m kind of concerned. Obviously, something is going on in her life to get her that upset on the first day. I have to figure out a way to make a connection with her though, or she is going to be a pain in the ass all year long. If she caused this big of a stink on the first day, I can only imagine what she’ll do when I actually make her mad.”
“How did your other classes go today?”
“Well, I had to send one girl from each class to the office. Whitmore was not very happy about it, though. He lectured me again, called me unprofessional, and said that I was acting like a fool.”
“You really need to be more careful, honey,” Alexandria pleads. “You don’t know these kids, and you don’t know what they’re capable of. I know you think you do, but you don’t, really. I also know that you don’t tell me everything that goes on at school, which only worries me more, by the way. I’m scared enough by what you do tell me, but I am terrified by what you don’t.”
For the second time this day, O’Connell blushes under a reprimand. “I am being careful. I just wish Whitmore had been more supportive. He really should have made their parents come up for a conference, and he should really get back into the classroom before he tells anyone how to teach. He just doesn’t get it anymore.”
“He isn’t stupid, you know. He wouldn’t have gotten where he is if he didn’t know something about teaching. Or about students.”
“Ah, honey, it’s all political! He’s a yes-man, which is the only reason he ever became a principal, and the only reason he has remained a principal. With our dropout rate, our attendance problems, our declining graduation rate, and our piss-poor test scores, the guy needs to go. I only hope they get a principal who knows what they’re doing and who can get some structure, some accountability, back into the school.”
“So what are you going to do about the girls and about Whitmore?”
“I’m not really sure what I’m going to do. I guess I’ll just try and lay low for a while with Whitmore. He’ll calm down in a couple of days. We’ve been through this all before, and it’s never really caused a problem between us.
“I’ll start by calling the girls’ parents tomorrow, and I will try having a conversation with them. When they get back from their suspension, I’ll try and make a connection, some way for us to build a relationship. I have to find out what makes them tick, why they are the way they are, so we can get past it. I can’t let this build into a major problem that will affect the entire school year.”
“How are you going to do that?”
“By getting to know them.”
* * * * *
The thunderheads menace as they gather on the horizon. Jagged bolts illuminate sightlines; the dirty cityscape flickers. A stirring of breeze whistles as it gathers strength and force, but it is a hot wind blowing. The temperature remains steady, even rising a degree or two, in defiance of the approaching cloud line. The storm front battles the blistering August heat. The confrontation will cause storms: wind, rain, damage even, but the heat will prevail, oppressive and scorching. The saturated air is a thick blanket thrown over lungs and across brows. A distant rumble awakens those who hear. It is a far-off alarm clock signaling the start of a soggy day.
Picking at the fabric of her micro-weave T-shirt, which is plastered to her skin, Tyreshia looks at the sky. The rain is imminent, and the bus is still blocks away from her destination. She shifts in her seat, struggling to get comfortable. The sticky heat clings to her body, her clothes, and the seat, making comfort difficult. She gives up.
As the bus pulls to the curb and stops at the intersection of Twelfth Street and Independence Avenue, fat drops begin their sporadic descent from the sky above. This is Tyreshia’s stop, but despite the heat, she is frozen. The rain builds in its intensity and frequency. Still Tyreshia manages to rise and step toward the door. The driver notices her hesitation, with a quick glance in the rearview mirror, and asks her to hurry along.
Tyreshia’s feet are lead, holding her upright, preventing forward progress. The driver revs the engine once, twice, and begins to draw the doors closed. It is the rumble of her stomach, matching the rumble in the sky, which gets her moving.
The rain finishes its tease and turns into a torrent. It falls in sheets as Tyreshia descends the steps and exits the bus. In seconds, she is soaked to the bone. Head hung low, shielding her eyes from the growing storm, she shivers and watches as the bus merges into traffic and barrels away from the stop. She still has six blocks to go before reaching Krysteal’s house, six blocks straight into the heart of the storm.
* * * * *
Ebony, Krysteal, and her mother rise from their chairs on the front porch when they notice Tyreshia’s slow march through the storm. Krysteal grabs the umbrella and bolts into the blinding rain. It provides little shelter this late in her journey. Krysteal’s mother barks orders as she wraps the soaking form of Tyreshia into her huge embrace.
“Ebony, get that towel out of the bathroom. ’Steal, get this girl some dry clothes. You both ’bout the same size. Get movin’, both of you, before this girl catch her death!”
Looking at Tyreshia, she croons, “Girl, you look like a drowned rat.”
As the girls scramble to meet Tyreshia’s needs, Shelia, Krysteal’s mother, steers Tyreshia off the porch and into the house. She settles her at the kitchen table and pushes a cup of hot coffee into her hands.
“I know it hot outside, but coffee warm you up and dry you out, girl. I start fixin’ breakfast while you get cleaned up.”
Tyreshia takes a sip from the hot cup and watches Shelia grill chops, eggs, grits, and bread. Appetizing smells begin to permeate the house as Krysteal grabs Tyreshia by the shoulder and steers her into the bathroom to get dried off and to change out of her sopping clothes.
* * * * *
Breakfast is served and the girls settle around the kitchen table. Tyreshia is out of her wet clothes, but Krysteal’s clothes feel tight and short on her. Despite her mother’s assertion that they are about the same size, she has about four inches and twenty pounds on Krysteal. All is forgotten, however, as the feeding frenzy begins and all three girls begin to shovel food into their mouths before they are chastised by Shelia.
“Girls, we gotta say Grace before we begin.”
Tyreshia chokes down her mouthful as Shelia intones, “Lord and Savior Jesus the Christ, we thanks you for this food we got here before us today. We thanks you for you many blessing, even though they ain’t always easy to see, and we thanks you for everything you does. We recognize that things may be difficult for us heres on this Earth, but we looks forward to our rewards in heaven. Please watch over these girls who sit heres before you today, ’specially Tyreshia and her small child. Let her be a good momma to her daughter and let her child be a good and healthy baby girl. In you holy name we pray, Amen!”
As everyone digs into the food again, tears well in Tyreshia’s eyes. The tears disappear as more and more food is shoveled into her mouth and her stomach. She eats to the point of bursting and then eats some more. When she cannot possibly swallow another bite, she pushes back from the table.
“Now,” Shelia commands, “tell me what goin’ on with you and your child.”
* * * * *
Moisture pools and condenses at the corner of the eye. Slowly, it creeps beneath gravity’s pull and then rolls across the skin of the rough cheek. The tear-like drop falls, splashing on the hard floor below. With a shuddering breath, O’Connell wipes at the heat and the sweat that stings his eyes and dampens his brow. He shouts above the din of the rain and the students’ voices, “Why is it important to study history?”
“It ain’t important, dumb-ass! We don’t care ’bout history! Shut the fuck up, Whitey!”
Giving the class a ten-count, his voice drops to a whisper. “I am only going to ask once more. Why is it important to study history?”
When no one responds, his whispers transform into a roar.
“If everyone isn’t quiet by the time I count to three, the entire class will get a quiz. One, two, three, four, five – QUIET!”
Forty-one copies of a quiz spit out of the printer. Gathering them into his hands, O’Connell begins to pace the room, flinging papers along his path.
“Everything off of your desks except something to write with!” His voice echoes along the hallways and down the stairs. “This is a quiz, so there will be no talking and nothing should be on your desks. If anyone talks again for the rest of this period, the entire class will get another quiz. I already have them made up, so all I have to do is print them.”
“That ain’t fair, not everyone talkin’!” someone shouts. “You should only punish those people who talkin’!”
“Remember one person, yes, one single person can ruin it for all. You are the one who has ruined it for the class this time.”
The second quiz of the day shoots out of the printer.
“Hey, you can’t do that!” someone yells. “She was just askin’ a question!”
Quiz three begins its trip down the printer’s chute, followed by quizzes four, five, six, and seven. The eighth and final quiz of the day results when a student shouts, “I wish you would just call security and gets us out of here. Like you did Tyreshia, muthafucka!”
* * * * *
“Tyreshia, honey, you all right?” Shelia asks, drawing Tyreshia out of her reverie. “You look awful pale, girl.”
“I okay,” she responds. “It just hard to talk about Kayla, my baby. I think ’bouts her all the time, but it hurt and I want to cry when I do. Everythin’ ’bout the past three months hurt, and I ain’t even been able to talk to no one bout everythin’ that really goin’ on, ’cause I at the hospital all the time, and I miss my momma, and I worried, and, and…”
“Hey, you just take it easy,” Shelia soothes. “You just needs to slows down and tells Shelia Momma what been goin’ on. We here for you nows, so you just get everythin’ off you chest.”
Tyreshia takes a deep breath, shaking from head to toe. She wipes tears from her eyes and starts at the beginning. “Well, you knows that Marquez and I been together for a long time, since ’bout the seventh grade. Last Christmas, I got no money to get him a present or nothin’, and I know there only one present he really want anyways, so I gives him what he want: me. Even though everyone say we be doin’ it ever since we be together, that the first and only time we ever done it. He left with his momma the next day to visit family in Oklahoma. He want me to go wit’ them, but his momma say no, so I stay here.
“I start gettin’ sick in the mornings about two weeks after he leave. At first, I just thought I sick, ’cause I always feel better after gettin’ sick. I keep getting’ sick though, so I goes to the free clinic and they say they think I pregnant, so they do the test and sure enough, I going to have a baby. It ain’t fair that I pregnant my first time, but I happy ’cause now Marquez an’ I get to stay together and, you know, get married after we done with school.
“I tell him when he get back, and he try to do it again. I tell him that I can’t, ’cause I goin’ to have his baby. At first, he shocked, and I think he scared, but he said he happy, an’ we goin’ to have the baby. He tell me everythin’ goin’ be good, and he goin’ to take cares of me. Everythin’ good at first, but things start to change. He start hangin’ out wit’ his friends more and more, and it like he don’t want me around. He tell me it hard to be near me when he can’t have me. Even though he only have me once, he think he should get it all the time.”
“Yeah, he treat you like a dog,” Ebony interjects. “He start talkin’ all that shit about you bein’ a whore and sleepin’ around. Said you pregnant, but he don’t know if the baby his, ’cause you not bein’ faithful.”
“I swear to God he the only one I be with! I don’t care what he or anyone else say! Marquez the only boy I ever be with, and we only do it that one time and I got pregnant! I thought he love me and I thought he care ’bout the baby, but I wrong! He don’t care ’bout nothin’ but his self and gettin’ into some girl’s pants! He the dog, not me! Can’t even takes care of his own baby girl!”
“Tyreshia, honey, we know what Marquez did to you, but tell us what happen with you baby,” Shelia interrupts. “We can get back to Marquez in a minute. I want to know ’bout Kayla.”
The tears are uncontrollable. With a squeaking voice interrupted by sobs, she continues the tale of her summer. “One night back in May, me and Marquez suppose to get together and talk ’bout things. Well, he call and tell me not to come over. He tell me somethin’ come up and that he don’t have no time to see me. Other people need him more than I do or so he say, and he would call me in a day or two.”
“I need to talk to him though, so I go over to his place. When I get there, his momma tell me to go on up to his room. I push the door open and call his name, but he don’t answer. So I figure he not there, but he is. He in that room gettin’ it on with Cierra, that bitch! And he call me unfaithful, that nigger! How dare he call me unfaithful when he buck naked, grindin’ away on that piece of trash. He don’t even stop when he see me. Just say, ‘I tell you not to come over here tonight.’”
“What did you do to that dog and his bitch?” Krysteal asks.
“Well, I start yellin’ and screamin’ and throwin’ things. I call him all kinda nasty names, and I tell him what he could do with his little bitch. He try calmin’ me down, but I hit him and scratch him. The little bitch decide to get up in my face, so I hit and scratch her. I don’t know what to do or what I doin’ neither. I went off.”
“What did his momma do while all this goin’ on?” Krysteal asks.
“She a bitch, too! She know that Cierra in that room, and she send me in anyway. After that, all she do is laugh. She walk right into that room, while all three of us fightin’, and she just laugh and laugh. Then she start gettin’ on Marquez about how stupid he is and how he deserve everythin’ comin’ to him. She tell him he stupid for gettin’ one girl pregnant and workin’ on gettin’ another one knocked up, too. So Cierra get up in her face, and I know it time to get myself outta there. All that screamin’ makin’ me feel sick, and I gotta go the bathroom real bad, so I ran outta there.”
The story comes to an abrupt halt as Tyreshia begins to wail. Shelia wraps fleshy arms around the girl and strokes her hair.
“Takes your time, girl. We all here for you now.”
Everyone joins in the embrace. Tyreshia’s body is racked with the force of her despair. After an eternity, she is capable of going on. “I trip, and that’s what do it. I trip comin’ out the front door, and I fall down the steps. I try to catch myself, but the handrail give ways and I fall down five steps. It hurt like hell when I hit ground. I mean like blindin’ pain all across my tummy and I wet my pants and stuff. I couldn’t stop though. I keeps wettin’ myself. Even after I land. All of this wet keeps comin’ out of me and some blood, too. I rollin’ around on the ground. I in the worst pain ever. The next thing I remember, I in an ambulance. Marquez or his momma musta call 911. I don’t know, ’cause I ain’t talk to neither one of them since. They don’t come to the hospital, and they ain’t call neither. He don’t even know he gotta baby girl.”
More tears come. Shelia prods a little deeper. “Tell us about your baby. Tells us about Kayla.”
Between sobs, Tyreshia continues. “I suppose to be pregnant for another fourteen weeks, but the fall make my water break. The doctors say there nothin’ they could do to fix it, so I has Kayla that night. She real small, and I only gotta see her for a minute before they put her in the box, the incubator, and rushed her away from me.”
“Kayla only one pound six ounces when she born. The nurse keep tellin’ me how big she is ’cause she eleven inches long, but I know things not good with her. She just so small, and she this dark blue color. They tell me she ain’t breathin’ too good, which is why she all blue, so they put her on this breathin’ machine thing called a ventilator. The docs tell me her lungs just too small to do it by theyselves, but the machine help her along. She still on that breathin’ machine though, which make me worry ’cause she gettin’ bigger, but she still ain’t breathin’ on her own.
“A couple of days after that, they tell me her heart broke and they need to do surgery. After that, her brain start bleedin’, and they do more surgery and put a thin’ in called a shunt, which help drain out stuff out of her brain. Then her tummy broke, and they do even more surgery. They put a tube thingy in her chest to drain fluids and help her breathe. Now they sayin’ her eyes might break too, ’cause of the breathin’ machine, so they might do even more surgery. She only three months old, but she has nine surgeries. She all broke and she so little and I just don’t know what to do.
“This all my fault. She all broke, and I can’t even touch her or hold her or nothin’! I ain’t no momma to that little girl, ’cause I can’t do nothin’ a momma suppose to do!”
“How she doin’ now?” Ebony asks.
“It ain’t your fault, girl,” Shelia intones.
“Yeah, it ain’t your fault, but how big she now?” Krysteal shouts.
“What about long-term?” Shelia asks.
“What about you? You hurt? Can you have another, you knows, more babies?” Ebony whispers.
“Well, I got some surgery myself,” Tyreshia confides. “When I fall, I hurt my insides pretty bad.”
She stops to withdraw a slip of paper from the soggy pocket of her jeans, hanging on the back of her chair, to make sure she gets the name of her procedure correct.
“I has what they calls a dilatation and curettage. D and C for short. They scraped my insides all out. They tells me it really no big deal, except I can’t has no more babies. The docs tell me I just too banged up inside to have no more. It make me feel real sad that I got one all broke-up baby and can’t have no more, but it look like I goin’ to have my hand full with the one I got. With Kayla.
“She up to almost four pounds now, and she thirteen inches long. She been doin’ good for the past couple of days. She eatin’ and poopin’ and stuff. She still on that breathin’ machine, but don’t get as much air as before. And she gots all these blue lights around her to make her skin good. She still real small, but she seem to be gettin’ better.
“The docs don’t seem to really want to talk about the long-term. They say she might have cerebral palsy and brain damage cause of her brain bleed. She might also lose her sight, but we gotta wait and see. I don’t really know what cerebral palsy is, but I knows brain damage ain’t good. They keeps tellin’ me to take thin’ one day at a time and not worry ’bout what goin’ to happen later. They tell me I needs to concentrate on gettin’ her out the hospital for right now.
“It already been three months, but they tell me she could be in there for a couple more month at least. It hard not worryin’ and waitin’ and hopin’ and everythin’. And I so tired, so very tired…”
Tyreshia slumps and sways in her seat, almost tumbling to the ground. Shelia catches her with a hug.
“I just want to know ’bout one more thin’, and then I want you to go take a nap. You so tired. Do you good to gets some rest,” Shelia whispers. “What happened to you momma?”
“Oh, that stupid, evil, nigger-assed bitch!” Tyreshia screams. “She so damn stupid! She out workin’ one night, and the cops bust her buyin’ weed and stuff on the corner. She promise me she goin’ to clean up her act and be a good grandmomma, but she lie. She been busted with drugs before and for hookin’, so the judge say she outta chances. She got herself locked up for three-to-five, two weeks after I have Kayla. She know I goin’ through all this stuff, not sure if my baby goin’ to live or die, Kayla sick in the hospital – but like the dumb nigga she is, she got herself locked up!”
“Girl, you had one hell of a shitty summer!” Ebony states.
“Shut your mouth, Ebony,” Shelia snaps. “The time for talkin’ done! You girls take ’Reshia into ’Steal’s room and settle her in. She gonna take a nap while the three of us make up some lunch!”
* * * * *
“Yes, I am trying to get in touch with Mercedez Watkins.”
“Who callin’?” the voice at the other end asks.
“This is Southwest High School.”
“Well, I Mercedez’s mother, but she don’t lives here no mores,” the voice states.
“Maybe you can help me. I have Tyreshia Watkins in my first hour American History class. I am having some trouble with Tyreshia. I need to speak to someone about it, and this number is listed as one of her contact numbers.”
“Like I say, Mercedez and Tyreshia don’t live here no more. I used to watch over Tyreshia, but her momma come back and take her away. I ain’t see them or hear from them in over two years. I can’t help you.”
“I don’t suppose you have a phone number where I can reach them?”
“Nope.”
“Thank you for your help, ma’am.”
Slamming the phone back down into its cradle, O’Connell paces the teacher’s lounge. Of the four contact numbers listed for Tyreshia, three are disconnected, and the fourth is for a grandmother who is no longer involved in her granddaughter’s life. Scooping the phone up again, he pounds out a new number. The phone rings five times before someone answers.
“Is Ivory Bishop available, please?”
“Who askin’?”
“This is Nathaniel O’Connell from Southwest High School.”
“What the hell Ebony do now?”
“Is this Ivory?”
“Who the hell you think it is?”
“Well, ma’am, I have Ebony in my third hour American History class, and I was calling to talk about her suspension.”
“What suspension?”
“You don’t know about her suspension?”
“Hell, no! I ain’t seen that girl in over a week. She always comin’ and goin’, don’t leave a note or nothin’. What she get suspended for anyways?”
“Do you know where Ebony is now?”
“I thought she at school.”
“Well, yesterday, she decided to make a scene in my classroom, caused a major disruption, called me inappropriate names and used inappropriate language toward me and her classmates.”
“What kinda disruption?”
“She was yelling and screaming obscenities, refused to take her seat, and would not remove herself from my classroom until I called security to have her removed.”
“That all? She do that all the time to me, and I just smack her ’round a bit. I not sure why you gettin’ all bent outta shape ’bout some words though. She always cuss, and she always will cuss. You needs to get over it.”
“I’m not sure you understand the gravity of this situation. She was making it impossible for me to teach and impossible for the other students to learn. This behavior is unacceptable in my classroom or any classroom. She was given a three-day suspension for her actions. I am hopeful you can help me resolve this situation, so that this does not become a reoccurring issue.”
“Man, you trippin’. I don’t know what you want me to do ’bout it. Ebony all grown up now, and she take care of herself. If she cussed you, she probably has a reason to. You need to talk to her ’bout her behavior ’cause I can’t do nothin’ ’bout it. I got my own problems.”
“Aren’t you her mother?”
“Yeah, I is, but you a fuckin’ fool. If you thinks I can make that bitch do somethin’ she don’t want to do, you crazy.”
“Will you at least talk to her about the situation?”
“No. That your job!”
The line goes dead, leaving O’Connell speechless. Picking up the phone for the final time on his short thirty-minute lunch break, he punches more numbers and crosses his fingers. The phone is answered on the second ring.
“I am trying to get in touch with Shelia Buckner, please.”
“Who callin’?”
“I am Nathaniel O’Connell with Southwest High School, and I am trying to get in touch with the parents of Krysteal Buckner, please.”
“This Shelia.”
“Krysteal is in my second hour American History class, and we had an incident yesterday that I hope you are aware of. I am calling today to see if I can get some help in resolving the situation.”
“I aware of the situation, and I know Krysteal got a suspension ’cause of it.”
“Ma’am, I really do not want this situation affecting the entire school year. I am looking forward to having Krysteal in my class, and I hope we can resolve this matter.”
“Don’t worry, Mr. Teacher, the situation already taken care of. I talk to Krysteal, and she know that disrespectin’ you wrong. I bring her up better than that. Anyways, she had a talkin’ to, and she not goin’ to be a problem in your class again, I can promise you. In fact, neither Krysteal, Ebony, nor Tyreshia goin’ to be a problem for you.”
“You know Ebony Bishop and Tyreshia Watkins?”
“Yeah, I do. All three of them over here right now, tryin’ to figure out a ways to get alon’ in you class. They all three good girls really, they just gotta problem with controllin’ their mouth and emotion sometime.”
“Ma’am, I was wondering if I could ask you a favor? I am having a very hard time reaching one of Tyreshia’s parents. Do you know how I can contact one of them?”
“Mister, Tyreshia never know her father, and her mother lock up in jail right now. You need to contact anyone concernin’ Tyreshia, you go on and give me a call. I watchin’ out for ’Reshia right now, so I can help if I needs to.”
“That would be wonderful. You said that all three girls are with you right now?”
“Yeah, they is and I guarantees that none of them goin’ to be a problem for you. Tyreshia and Ebony been friends with my Krysteal for a long time nows, and they listen to their Momma Shelia. They all gonna do me proud, and they all gonna do good in you class. You watch.”
“One more thing. I spoke with Ebony’s mother a few minutes ago, and she told me that she has not seen or spoken to Ebony in over a week.”
“I stop you right there. Ebony and her momma don’t get along too good. Ebony got five brother and sister at home she takin’ care of for that woman. She don’t do much for any of thems, but I do. Ebony like my own baby girl. You gotta problem, give me a call.”
“Thank you so much for your time today. You’ve been a tremendous help to me. If there is anything I can do for you or if you have any questions, please, feel free to give me a call up at the school.”
The bell sounded two minutes ago. O’Connell sprints from the teacher’s lounge out into the corridor. Heading up the steps, he reaches the classroom just ahead of the second bell.
A punch is thrown, without warning but with extreme violence. A crunching sound echoes as a nose cracks and blood begins to pour. The reaction is immediate.
“Fight!” someone screams.
The students stampede toward the action, drawn by the violence. As the students swarm, O’Connell is surrounded, trapped in the eye of the storm. Fists, feet, elbows, knees, hair and fingernails are engaged in the combat. Obscenities fly as the four girls beat each other to a bleeding pulp.
Using his two most powerful weapons, his voice and his size, O’Connell tries to stop the girls from tearing each other apart. Forcing his way between the combatants, he bellows at the top of his lungs, “Everyone get into a classroom, NOW!”
The circle constricts, tightening, forcing the combatants closer together and lessening O’Connell’s space to maneuver. The crowd continues to grow, and the punches continue to fly, landing primarily on O’Connell now that he is between the warriors. Pushing his hands out to each side, connecting with the flesh of two girls, he pushes them away. One girl has her fingers locked in a fist full of hair and is inseparable from her opponent.
“Get security, NOW!”
The girls struggle and scream at each other and at O’Connell.
“Get the fuck off of me, nigga! Let go! I goin’ to mess you up!”
The first knee lands inches from his genitals. The second connects. As nausea creeps into his stomach; security arrives but hesitates to enter the crowd. Pepper spray is used, shot directly into the storm, directly into the combatants’ and O’Connell’s face.
The crowd parts, an opening like the Red Sea, which allows security to enter the fray. All four girls are thrown to the ground, handcuffed, and taken to the security office where they will receive their punishments. A call home and possibly a suspension, nothing more.
Dropping to his knees, O’Connell fights the burning in his eyes and throat while his groin throbs. He retches once, twice, a third time. The need to vomit passes. The coughing is uncontrollable, and he chokes on breath after shallow breath. There is blood on his hands and running from his nose.
Struggling to his knees, he looks for help getting to his feet. Help comes when two students step from his classroom. One is Mary, a student from World History the previous year. The other is Sadia, one of the Somali students, who is new to this country and this school. O’Connell chokes on another breath and wipes at the tears running from his eyes.
“That was very brave of you to get in the middle of that fight,” Sadia says. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, they kinda got you good. You okay?” Mary adds.
He mumbles between coughs. The girls hold him steady. They help O’Connell to the second-floor teacher’s lounge, the place he was only moments before. They wait as he steps into the bathroom to clean himself up and remove all of the blood. They then help him to the principal’s office.
* * * * *
She finds herself walking on green grass through a field of wildflowers, thousands of miles from the urban poverty she’s come to find familiar and strangely comforting. She smiles as she feels blood and life coursing through her veins. The exertion of walking up the gentle slope while carrying a small baby causes a slight perspiration to dampen her forehead and shoulders, but it is cooled by the gentle breeze. Everything about this place exudes peace: the blue sky above; the green grass; the purple, orange, yellow, and white flowers, rocking gently in the breeze; the baby’s cooing as it is held close to her breasts. She does not question how she came to be in this place of beauty and peace; she does not question anything at all. She merely soaks up all the pleasant feelings, revels in them, and strolls ever on.
As she reaches the crest of the hill, she stops to survey all that surrounds. The flowers go on for what seems an eternity and then give way to a thick wood. The sun warms her face, shines on her soul, and lifts her spirits. The baby wakes now, hungry, insistent for her mother’s milk. The girl smiles in the comfort of the child. She turns to descend the crest and to address the baby’s need. Her feet tangle in the grass and she stumbles.
“Oh my God, the baby!” she screams in the middle of her fall.
She hits the ground hard, but rolls onto her side not wanting to crush the child. The child is not there. It has been thrown from her arms and is still arcing toward the ground. She expects some sound – a wail, a cry, a thud even – some signal that the baby has hit the ground but no sound comes. The baby has disappeared into the grass. In her urgency, she scrambles up from her place on the ground and sprints across the now barren ground.
Her feelings of peace have been shattered, the wildflowers gone. Fear chokes her as she thinks about the baby. Her baby, she realizes for the first time.
“My baby is hurt! She needs help!” the girl screams, but it falls on deaf hills only.
She reaches the spot in the grass where her child should be, but finds only a hole in the ground opening into blackness. She’s looking down an abandoned well. She screams out in horror and fear. Her baby is gone.
“Why you carryin’ on, girl?” the Old Man demands.
The girl spins, only now aware of his presence. He is so old and wrinkled that he appears to be made up of time itself, standing there in his straw cowboy hat, boots and bib overalls.
“My baby has fallen down your well!” she screams. “Will you help me?! Please help me?!”
“Use the bucket,” the Old Man recommends.
The girl looks about, noticing that all is dark and brown. What was once of field of green grass is now brown and wilted and broken. The flowers are gone, replaced with discarded debris that litters all. Threatening clouds have covered the sky, reddening the sun the color of blood before blotting it out. She spies the bucket buried in the litter, grabs it and lowers it into the well. When she reaches the end of the frayed and brittle rope, the bucket touches the bottom. The change in weight and tension signal that she has managed to scoop the baby into the bucket.
She leans back and braces her bare feet on those few broken bricks that remain standing and begins to pull her child up from the abyss.
“Can you help me?” she asks the Old Man again, but he just stands in his place, immobile.
She strains her arms and legs, exertion burning across her shoulders, but inch by inch her child rises.
When the bucket reaches the top, the baby’s tiny body is torn and broken. Her left arm is bent at an awkward angle; bone is sticking through the skin. Her head is broken open around the back and is dented along the front. Her legs flop around like those of a rag-doll, and her skin is blotched black and blue. Everything is marred except for her china-doll face: the skin is perfect – smooth and chocolate brown, the mouth holding a wisp of a smile, the cute button nose. She could be sleeping instead of lifeless, the eyes closed peacefully. The girl drops back to the ground and lets out a shriek that contains all of the pain, misery, fear, longing, and terror the human race has ever known.
“Why you carryin’ on?” the raspy voice of the Old Man demands again.
She had forgotten that she was not alone, the Old Man offering no assistance, but keeping his silent vigil.
“My baby is broken! She is dead!”
“What a child like yourself doing with a child of her own?”
“A boy got me pregnant,” she answers but not of her own volition.
“You married to this boy?”
“No, he my boyfriend!”
“You know sex before marriage is a sin! All children carry the sins of their mother! She has suffered and been redeemed through your sin, but you remain – the whore you always were!”
“What?” The girl is confused. “What are you saying? What do you mean?”
“Remember. The sins of the mother are carried by the child.”
“You mean this my fault?”
The Old Man turns and starts to walk away. The lightning flashes, and the thunder rumbles.
“Storm a comin’,” he observes.
The girl catches the echo of his words as he fades from her vision.
“The sins of the mother, the sins of the mother, the sins of the mother.” Over and over again in her head before it is drowned away by thunder.
Tyreshia sits bolt upright in the bed, sweat dripping from her brow and down her back, coating her arms and legs. Her breath is ragged and her heart races as she screams into the thunder. “The sins of the mother!” she cries.
Ebony and Krysteal burst through the door.
“You all right?” they question in unison. “We hear you scream. You okay?”
“Just had a bad dream. A nightmare.”
Tyreshia’s body shakes despite the heat.
“You want to talk ’bout it?” they question in time again.
“Not really. It scare me, so I just want to forgets it,” Tyreshia stalls.
“It ain’t your fault. Kayla, I mean,” Ebony says.
Tyreshia’s mouth drops open and tears pool in the corners of her eyes.
“We hear you scream. You say, ‘the sins of the mother.’ It ain’t no sin of yours that hurt Kayla. If anyone’s sin hurt her, it Marquez’s. ’Cause he cheat, and he ain’t no good man at all!”
Tyreshia grabs the girls in her hug, whispering thank you to both of them.
“I so sorry I ain’t tell you all this before, about Marquez and what cause Kayla to come too soon. I appreciates both of you for comin’ down to the hospital and for bein’ there for me when I need you. I shoulda tell you both what goin’ on, but I scared and embarrass and worried. I just don’t know what to do.”
“We knows you tell us everythin’ when you ready.” Ebony smiles.
“You both help me so much. You so good to me. I don’t know what I would do without yous! I love yous both.”
The three hold their embrace for a few moments, the silence enveloping them. The moment is broken by Shelia’s shouting.
“Girls! Come and get you lunch! Momma Shelia hungry!”
Tyreshia settles back down at the kitchen table, pushing back unwashed dishes caked with breakfast remains and another of Momma Shelia’s blessings. As she makes her way through another home cooked meal, she drops her fried chicken when Shelia mentions her recent phone call.
“That teacher of you girls call while I makin’ y’all lunch.”
“What did that nigga have to say?!” Ebony explodes.
Shelia stares causing Ebony to cough on her outburst. “He said he want to resolve this situation. I tell him he wouldn’t have no more problem outta you girls, and I mean what I says. No more of this nigga callin’. You all gonna figure a way to get along with that man, or you gonna answer to your Momma Shelia!”
“Did you tell him ’bout Kayla?” Tyreshia asks.
“Naw, I figure you gonna tell him when you ready. Ain’t no place of mine to tell him you business. I did tell him both your momma gone right now, so he can call me about all three of you if needs be.”
“Why you do that? My momma can talk to him,” Ebony retorts.
“Well, little Miss Sassy-Ass. He did talk to your momma, and she tell him she don’t see you and that she don’t care about you bein’ suspended. You don’t sass Momma Shelia like that, what with me feeding you in my own kitchen! I the only one watchin’ out for you girls, seem like, and you all three gonna listen to what I say. ’Reshia don’t gotta momma to watch out for her right now, not that she ever really did, and your momma don’t seem to care ’bout you too much, leavin’ you to care for all them kids like she do.
“Now Momma Shelia gonna tell you all the same thing I tell my ’Steal. You gonna figure a way to get along with that man, and you all three gonna pass his class. I won’t brook no argument. You three gotta get yous education, and you gotta get out of here. ’Reshia, you gotta baby girl to think about! How you gonna provide for her without your education and a good job?
“Ebony, you want to end up like your worthless, good for nothin’ momma, or you wanna make somethin’ of you self? ’Steal, we already have this talk, so I know you understands what I says. All three of you good girls and gonna make me proud, I know! Now, enough feedin’ you face! Get you self into ’Steal’s room and figure out what you gonna do to do right by that man!”
* * * * *
“Get in my office right now!” Whitmore screams.
Entering his office, O’Connell dances around the piles of clutter, which have grown since yesterday.
Sweeping aside a pile, Whitmore clears a chair. “Sit,” he commands.
O’Connell sinks into the sagging chair and watches the torrent outside, bracing for the storm of Whitmore’s fury to match it.
“Two of those girls accused you of touching them inappropriately. They said you grabbed their breasts. One of them also accused you of hitting her.”
“You have got to be kidding me! I was breaking up a fight and keeping them from tearing each other apart! I didn’t touch them inappropriately, and I didn’t hit either one of them! I merely held them apart!”
“I know you didn’t touch them or hit them. I’ve looked at the security tape. You didn’t do anything inappropriate to those girls, but how many times do we have to go through this?”
“Go through what?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Whitmore growls.
“Do I?”
“Yes, you do! You know that it is district policy that teachers not get involved in student fights! You know that you are supposed to keep other students from getting involved, if possible, and you are supposed to let them fight it out until they are too tired to fight anymore! Then you let security take care of it! You are a witness only! You know all of this! I’ve told you this before, and yet you keep getting in the middle of the action! You’re going to get yourself hurt or even sued if you keep it up! Why don’t you do me a favor and stay out of all these fights! Please!”
“Okay,” O’Connell says. “First, if you have already seen the tape, then you know I didn’t have a choice on this one. I was surrounded by students and caught in the middle before I even knew what was going down. Second, those girls were really going at it. Someone was going to get hurt. I tried to wait until security arrived, but they were late. Like usual. Third, all I did was get in between them and put my arms out to get them apart. There was not any touching or hitting. They are the ones who were hitting me. And I want to press assault charges by the way, so I need to talk to one of the school resource officers and file an incident report. Finally, it is a stupid rule. If my child was in a fight and getting the crap beat out of her, and a teacher told me they didn’t do anything, I would be pissed. I couldn’t face a parent or even the students if I hadn’t done anything to keep them from getting hurt. It is a stupid rule and I’ll get involved when and if I think I need to.”
“You know, just once, just once, I wish you would do what I ask.” Whitmore sighs. “I don’t care if you think it’s a stupid rule. The school district put this policy in place to protect your safety and your liability. You are expected to follow this policy as an employee of this district. You have been warned. I can’t and I won’t keep protecting you and getting you out of these situations just because you’re a good teacher and your heart is in the right place. I mean it! You have been warned. Do not get involved, and you will not get into trouble. Get involved again, and you are on your own!”
* * * * *
Tyreshia walks into a whirlwind of clothes, bedding, and trash, littering the floor and covering the furniture. Krysteal hits the play button on the stereo and flops onto her frameless mattress. The base beat thumps and the record scratches as they are serenaded with the lyrics of casual sex, drug deals, gang banging, cop killing, and taking bullets. It is the music of violence and poverty, but its beat is infectious, spurring Ebony to grind to its rhythm.
As Tyreshia searches for a clean place to sit among the clothes, shoes, dolls, compact discs, and just plain junk, Ebony explodes.
“Man! Why your momma trippin’ all over us, actin’ like she all our mommas? Sometime I think she all crazy, the way she goes on ’bout us doing right and gettin’ ourselves outta here. We ain’t never gonna get out of the ’hood, ’cause nobody ain’t never goin’ to give us a chance anyways what with the raggedy-assed school we goes to! Why she trippin’ on us ’bout that nigga teacher anyhow?”
A glance passes between Tyreshia and Krysteal.
“Yeah,” Krysteal says, “Shelia wig out sometime and get all preachy. She think she a super momma sometimes, actin’ like she know what best for all us, but she mean well most times. Don’t worry ’bout her though. She won’t remember most of what we say today or that we suspended once she hit the bottle again.”
“You know, Shelia do have a point though,” Tyreshia states. “We gotta find a way to get that muthafucka off our back. This year gonna be a bitch with that nigga bustin’ our balls every which way. What we gonna do to get him to leave us alone?”
“Ain’t nothin’ we can do,” Ebony says. “We both had that crazy-assed nigga fool last year, and he impossible. He give way too much work and alway goin’ on ’bout makin’ good decisions and bein’ responsible and doin’ your work. Makin’ the whole class take quiz ’cause one fool talkin’. Punish everybody whether we doin’ somethin’ or not. He hate everyone in that class,’cause he racist. He hate black kids, especially black females, ’cause he think he so much better than we is.
“Last year, he suspend me and ’Steal five o’ six times for nothin’ just ’cause he can. He makin’ stuff up just to get us in trouble, lyin’ ’bout what we doin’ an’ stuff, always bustin’ our balls for nothin’ at all. Like that one time me and ’Steal was like two seconds late for class, and he slam the door in our faces and wouldn’t let us in. We got pick up in that hall-freeze and got us two day out of school.
“And that other time he gave the whole class like eight quizzes in one day, and I told him he crazy and I not takin’ them. He say, ‘You right,’ and send me to the office with a conduct card sayin’ I was causin’ disruptions in his class. Didn’t send no one else – just me – even though others talkin’ and yellin’ and cussin’. He pick on us and lie about us just to get us suspended. He a total hater and ain’t no way we goin’ to make it through his class. Even if we go and do all the work, he still goin’ fail us and give us an F ’cause he don’t like us.
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