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Dedication
This book is dedicated to Elizabeth Ostrowski, my niece, who at the age of sixteen ended her addiction to drugs and joined The Ancestors. It is in her memory that I wrote this book.
This book is also dedicated to many young relatives who walked into a recovery center and started a new life.
I need to make mention of a young man who’s daily recovery is of special importance. Alex Hennessey was almost lost to all of us who understand this disease called addiction. We thought that he was about to join The Ancestors. He didn’t; he walked though those scary doors of recovery and is the promise of AA come true, alive, and recovering today.
This book is for all who take the scary walk though that door and into their first AA meeting. They all are the proof that the promises of AA come true, one day at a time.
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Chapter 1
I was a “Hood,” destined for jail and then Hell. I was told, in no uncertain terms, that Hell was waiting and that jail would be no better. Jail was just the jumping off place for Hell, and I was a sure bet for both. An aging, raging busybody took up that bet in the winter of 1960.
My name is “P” —— a nickname that the family gave me. It sticks to this day. I’m the guy that this fanatic was making predictions about and condemning to Hell. It is me, “P”.
In 1959, my family moved from the city of St. Paul, Minnesota, and into South St. Paul, a suburb where my father worked. I was transplanted from a small neighborhood school in St. Paul, to an over-crowded, suburban school with large classes and teachers that were in their fifties and sixties. Like many other baby-boomers, I was born three years after World War II and just before the Korean War. I was nine year old and young for the fourth grade. I was so skinny that my ribs showed through my chest. I wasn’t tall, but I wasn’t short, either. My hair was in a very short, almost shaved cut called a “Heinie” in those days.
I was already behind in my studies when I moved to my new school, having been sick at home with swollen tonsils during most of the first half of the school year. Frankly, I did not want to leave my fourth-grade friends or my teacher at Como Elementary School. I was happy at that school. I had been the happiest I was to be for some time in the near future.
I also had to move into a smaller bedroom with my older, seventh-grade brother. The room was far too small for two boys of any age. We had shared a large attic bedroom in the old house, and we’d had lots of room. It didn’t matter that I liked my brother and had real respect for him. I just didn’t want to live in the same room with him. We fought a lot in the new place.
We moved, celebrated Christmas and the New Year holidays, and then off to school I went.
It was as cold as the Artic on the first day I went to South Saint Paul’s Lincoln Elementary School. It was a sunny and crisp twenty-seven degrees below zero on that morning, a temperature that can freeze human skin in about a minute. Fortunately, our car was parked in a garage attached to our new house, unlike the garage at our previous house on Grotto Street in St. Paul. Starting our car in our old place was always a gamble. Would it start, or would it be frozen? At that time, having a warm garage provided an elevated social status.
The day she delivered me to Lincoln School, Mom told me what was on her mind. She gave a little speech, “We have moved up. The family has experienced a social transformation from poor inner city kids to the next generation of professional adults. You will all become the adults I expect you to become. You are special, with talents that belong only to you. You will discover those talents and become someone that will make me and your dad proud.”
Mom believed that her children would make it. She believed that we, all five of us, would go to college and become doctors, lawyers, or teachers. She was not afraid to believe in each and every one of us.
So it was that she delivered me to Lincoln Grade School in South St. Paul on that cold, sunny day in 1960. She came with an optimistic attitude and an open willingness to do what had to be done to achieve the status that her children deserved. We walked up cement stairs onto an outdoor landing, and then through double wooden doors onto another landing at the bottom of more stairs. We climbed the creaky wooden stairs to the third floor, turned right, and then entered a door bearing gold letters, bordered in black that read, OFFICE. We stood before a counter where the secretary’s desk separated us from an inner office. Neatly painted block letters that read, JEFFERY CANNA, PRINCIPAL, were on the wooden door’s frosted window glass.
The secretary told Mom, “The principal wants to see you.” So we sat down and waited for about an hour for him to see us. The paperwork had been done earlier, but Mom didn’t say anything because she was raised to be nice.
The principal of Lincoln School was at least sixty years old, fat, and gray haired. The middle of his head was balding, he was shaped like a pear, and he was very set in his ways. Jeffery Canna had probably been educated in the early twenties. He told us that he had attended a private college and had earned a liberal arts degree. He had no idea what educational research was, or how any educational training worked, for that matter. He didn’t need to know how any such nonsense worked. He could care less anyway, since his staff was about the same age as he, and of the same educational era. “Drill, drill, drill, and more drill was the only thing you have to know to be in this teaching game,” said Principal Canna.
He had to be the personification of every schoolchild’s worst nightmare. He was scary to me. I can remember feeling all jittery while waiting to see him. Even though she should have been afraid of him, Mom wasn’t scared. Mom was an eternal optimist. Principal Canna was of the old school, believing that to “Spare the rod” was to “Spoil the child.” He was not afraid to tell us this. He cared little for complaining mothers, and even less for complaining mothers from foreign places. In fact, anyone who came from anywhere other than South St. Paul was foreign to him. We would soon find out how that attitude was to change our lives. He would act on his understandings of this lady and her kid.
The world for Jeffery Canna was Lincoln school, where he had been the principal for only a short time. Considering the shorter life expectancy at that time, he had become “The Boss” at an advanced age. It was about time, in his estimation, that he was chosen to be the principal. He had paid all the dues for the position, by teaching, serving as assistant principal, and now, at sixty, he was principal.
He was a condescending bully. He believed that students and children were to be controlled. I was yet to learn that lesson the hard way. The following course of events influenced nearly every decision I’ve made during my lifetime. I just hope that no child ever has to experience what I endured during that winter of 1960.
I was a newcomer to Jeffery Canna’s Lincoln School. It really was “Jeffrey Canna’s Lincoln School.” Canna was in possession of that school, as well as my “Ass.” He behaved towards me as if I were an unclean and unwashed street “Hood” needing to be taught discipline. He thought for sure I was preordained to work in some menial job in the lowest place in society. I was from St. Paul Public Schools where the students were socially promoted and traditional academic standards were, according to Canna, “Not strictly followed.”
The inner city schools were, in those days, some of the most progressive in the country, especially in St. Paul. The University Of Minnesota School Of Education was revered in the St. Paul school system, and its graduates were coveted in its classrooms. In those days, most of St. Paul’s schoolteachers were from the University of Minnesota. Canna’s staff came from private schools of high regard, in his estimation.
Canna’s opinion of us was also tainted because my dad worked for a “Communist organization,” the Farmers Union Central Exchange. It’s known today as Cennex Harvest States, a fortune 500 company. At this time, Senator Joe McCarthy was not yet history, nor were healed the wounds caused by the House Un-American Committee’s allegations. “Commies” were everywhere, including agricultural cooperatives that competed with “For profit” businesses.
The atmosphere in the early sixties, in Minnesota, was replete with fear and “Red baiting,” especially amongst the conservative right. This was also true of the meat packers of South St. Paul. While the meat packers union wasn’t a right wing conservative organization, it didn’t care for communists.
In this uneducated, blue-collar suburb, where unions were the saviors of the general population, the meat packing plants gave good jobs to Americans of Serbian, Croatian, Polish, and Italian heritage. The workers shared a culture of patriotism that was fostered by the union bosses. The communists had killed their sons in Korea, and anyone accused of being a “Commie” felt the sting of hatred and bias that was previously directed at people of other races. A lot of the union workers also hated blacks, homosexuals, Jews, and Asians. Some of them seemed to hate everyone, except for themselves of course. The reality was that they didn’t always get along real well with each other, either
My dad would say, “Thank God, I’m just ‘Pink’ because of my employment choice.” He worked for a farmer’s cooperative which concentrated the buying power of many farmers into a group that could buy large quantities of agricultural support products at attractive prices. Co-op was a dirty word in 1960, as a co-op was linked, by the uneducated, to the Russian collective farms that were part of a centralized economy of Communist Russia.
My dad would state with some disdain, “The reality is that the farmers union is not pink or red. Nothing could be further from the truth.” Yet, the general public of South Saint Paul saw the cooperative as a communist plot to subvert the “For profit” business community by cutting out part of the distribution system. Worse yet, the farm group cooperated on the sale and distribution of the field and dairy produce grown by the member farms. Dad would tell Mom, “The meatpackers think the Farmers Union Co-operative is just a step away from packing its own meat, and that would be a real threat to the union worker on the floor of the largest packing plants in the world, the home of Swift and Armors Meat Packing.”
Dad had the feeling that the gap of misunderstanding had more to do with the unions thinking they were better than everyone else than it had to do with any real threats that the co-op might pose. He once told me, “The Farmers Union members are crop farmers with no interest in being in the meat packing business. They are more interested in being in the oil business than competing with the well established, low profit meat businesses.” He would turn out to be right.
Ironically, in their own eyes, unions weren’t “Commie” organizations. Only cooperatives were “Commie” organizations. The close relationship between the unions and the Communist Party during the depression years was conveniently forgotten. A critical understanding of history, especially their own, was not important to the rank and file union workers. They maintained their high standard of living because they believed in “God and Country” and whatever the union bosses said. If the union bosses hated the Farmers Union Central Exchange and all it represented, then so did they.
The farmers for whom my father worked couldn’t have been further from being communists. They were independent “Sons of bitches” with nothing but a profit motive in mind. They gathered together to form a buying group for one reason: To increase their own profits. If this was communism, then General Electric must have been communist, also.
Well, ol’ Jeffery Canna picked up on the community theme of using the label of “Commies” for Farmers Union workers. Jeffery was also probably jealous of the fact that Farmers Union employed mostly white-collar workers in South St. Paul where the cooperative’s headquarters were. Canna was not well paid as a public servant, while Dad had been very well paid for an uneducated man. My dad spoke with reverence about the time he spent in Europe. He spoke about the time he spent in the army, and he stated many times, “I was given a unique set of skills. I obtained those skills, and an appreciation for leadership, in General Bradley’s World War II Headquarters in London.” Dad would go on to say, “I am able to move goods efficiently for large organizations, because I had done this for General Bradley’s Fifth Army in Europe. This is what I had done in ‘The War’ and am now doing for the Mid-west farmers.” The skill was in demand, and he was paid very well for what the U.S. Army had taught him.
I suspect that this “Paid very well” thing really angered Canna. Canna was college educated in an era when college graduates were rare and was earning very little for his efforts. Along comes this uneducated “Hick” and his brood of “Hoods” living and prospering in his hometown. Mom, however, had not yet figured this out on that cold morning in January as she waited to see Canna. We were to find out how deep that hatred ran, but it would take some time.
Yeah, that was us, the “Commie hoods” from St. Paul, come to put on “Airs” for all. Not only did Dad work for a communist co-op, he was married to an educated, elementary schoolteacher. She was an educated woman and a commie! I’m sure that my liberal mom, educated at the University of Minnesota, presented a threat to an over-the-hill, sixty-year-old principal who was seriously lacking in human relation skills. She was a threat, because Mom knew the education business and good educational practices.
Mom was a small, pretty lady, and well spoken, but on the other hand, she was a force not to be taken lightly. She was perfectly willing to stand up for what she believed was right. I’m sure that my scrappiness today comes from her. I had never seen her in action until that winter of 1960. I think that she had not had a reason to defend her values before this, but I was to find a person in Mom that I didn’t recognize. I’m sure glad I got to see that part of Mom. She taught me so much about life and passion during that cold winter.
I was placed in a class that was taught by a sixty-six-year-old German spinster, Miss Lanterland. Educated in 1920, she believed in the “Drill and kill” teaching technique. I didn’t get along with her. I didn’t like her, and she didn’t care. She never asked what I had done at the old school, never asked a personal question, and probably never even knew how old I was. She didn’t care; I didn’t care. I checked out; my body was there but my mind was elsewhere. I tested, teased, and talked when I wanted and never gave a rip as to what she wanted.
Miss Lanterland would say, “It’s one thing to have a child who is willful and dumb, but it’s quite a handful to have one that’s willful and smart.” I was smart, and because of her and Canna, I have been proving how smart I still am. I could always get the class to laugh at me. I could also entice others to misbehave, and I did.
Miss Lanterland would tell my mom, “He’s as mean as could be one minute, charming the next, and horrible after that. He doesn’t read worth a damn. He can’t spell, and he hates math.” I learned to hate that year; I mean, really hate, with all my heart. That was a lot for a nine year old to learn.
The poor behavior I exhibited didn’t last very long. No teacher, good or bad, will put up with that type of behavior. I was in the office more than in the classroom. It was nothing for me to be grabbed by the arm, dragged down the hall, and literally thrown into a chair in the principal’s office. I confirmed every label that ol’ Jeffery Canna applied to me. Canna told me, “You are a hood, destined for jail and then Hell.” I was also told in no uncertain terms, “Hell is waiting, and jail will be no better. Jail is just the jumping off place for Hell, and you are a sure bet for both.”
By the time I reached home on most days, I thought that jail and Hell were sounding pretty good. Of course, Dad didn’t believe a thing I said. Mom was more understanding but not very pleased. It took a lot to get Mom pissed off, but I was trying and it was working. I really thought she would send me back to that Como school in St. Paul where the teacher knew me, and, I was sure, loved me. If I could keep this up, we might even move back to our old house on Grotto Street. I believed this. I really did! I could fool myself, back then. Sometimes I wondered how different my life might have been if we had never moved. We did move, however, and that leads us to the rest of my story.
Chapter 2
Mom graduated from the University of Minnesota in 1942 after finishing her training in elementary education. This was a real feat for a depression-era child of a postman. During the war, however, Mom worked at a bank where she could earn more money than as a teacher. She waited for Dad to come home so they could start a family and start living again.
In 1946, Dad came home from World War II and went directly to work for the Farmers Union Central Exchange. Like a lot of other guys who made it home alive, Dad would say, “I’m one lucky son-of-a bitch.”
The U.S. Army taught him skills he could use in the peacetime, private sector which made up for his lack of a formal education.
Dad was legally blind if not wearing corrective lenses, making him unfit for combat, but he had still been capable of other safer duties. Better yet, he had made high scores on his army enlistment aptitude test. As a result, he spent his war years coordinating the shipment of war materials from the U.S. to the war zones. He was a Master Sergeant by the time he got out in 1946, and he used those skills again when he served in Korea in 1950. He loved the army, and the army loved him.
The Farmers Union loved him, as well. He had skills mostly possessed only by college graduates. They didn’t have to pay him as well as a college guy, therefore, they loved him.
Mom and Dad were married in 1946. My brother David was born in 1947, and I was born in 1949. Gail arrived in 1951, Diane in 1952, and Bruce came along in 1960, the same year we moved. The year I became the “Child from Hell.”
“What a mess,” my mother would say. “A new baby at home and a big baby in the fourth grade.” I didn’t help matters any for her. I wanted to go back to our house on Grotto Street, the old house. I devoted every effort, and every thought, to making life miserable at home as well as at school. As things became worse, the better the past looked to me.
This wasn’t done without my paying a price for it. Believe me! It came at great physical expense. I spent many hours doing hated chores at home, and I took my share of hits to the back of the head at school. At school, the worst of the physical violence was yet to come. It was Canna’s version of, “I’ll pick you up by the ear, drag you out of the room, grab an arm, and pick you up off the ground,” routine. These were the actual words he would use, and I remember them as both humiliating and painful. I was small enough so that almost anyone could grab my arm and pick me up off the floor. This seemed to be a favored discipline, since it left no marks but did separate the arm from its socket, and it also hurt like hell.
Even back then, when it was still legal to hit kids in school, the “Dr. Spock” child psychologist generation of parents and teachers believed that striking a child was not the correct thing to do. Canna must not have been reading the good Doctor Spock. The “No marks on the kid” thing worked well for him, since he could honestly inform my parents that he hadn’t hit me. This also made me look like a liar to my dad when I told him about the abuse I was receiving at school. Like a true con artist, Canna worked Mom and Dad by dividing them as effectively, and as often, as he could. It worked like a charm.
But the charm’s magic finally fizzled out, one day, as Canna dragged me down the hall with my feet barely touching the ground and repeating his litany of favorite phrases, such as, “I’ll pick you up by this ear and be careful not to tear it.” He would say this just loud enough for me to hear it. Then he would say, “Here comes the arm pull.” The final humiliation was the, “Get your ass in the office!”
This day, I’d had it. Before we got to the arm thing, I managed a well-placed kick to the old bastard’s balls. He caught all seventy pounds of my anger, causing him to lose his grip on me. He wrenched and doubled over, moaning, and I was sure I’d hurt him. I ran off like a shot, racing down the hall at full speed. I really thought that I could escape.
At nine years old, you just don’t get away. I had no more than escaped his reach when a passing teacher appeared out of nowhere and caught me. As she grabbed me, she struck me directly in my face with her open hand. It felt like I’d been hit in the face with a shovel. I was surprised, stunned, and plenty scared. She sure didn’t seem to care what happened to me when she delivered me back to Canna. “Here he is, sir,” was all she said.
Jeffery Canna was explosive in his anger. He punched me, shoved me, and finally, he lost all reason and became an enraged animal. When one of his assaults soundly connected, I was thrown to the floor. He drew back with his foot and kicked me in the side, as I was sprawled face down on the floor. I remember that I could smell the banana oil used to clean the wooden floors just seconds before I felt the kick. When his kick struck my body, he stopped. He knew the minute his shoe struck me that he had gone too far.
When he stopped, I saw real fear in the old man’s eyes for the first time. He might have believed that he had killed me, and I’m sure he could tell that he had severely injured me. I couldn’t feel anything, but I knew I was hurt, bad.
I know that I was suspended somewhere, because I didn’t know where I was, or worse yet, I didn’t know who I was. The violence and pain had created a kind of life force all its own, and within me, it had given birth to a powerful sense of impending doom. I didn’t understand it, since I had never experienced such violence. I remember the feeling because it was so vivid.
I felt an intense need to be vindicated, but it was the connection to other living things that felt strongest in me. I was suddenly aware of a connection to Mother Earth, to all living things, and a deep fear inside me. I cannot describe the kind of hatred that was capable of creating this kind of violence towards a helpless child, but I can still recall the chill of dread that I experienced that afternoon.
When Canna stopped his assault I somehow managed to get to my feet, and then I began to run. I must have gotten an adrenaline rush or something. Oddly enough, even as badly as I was hurt, I didn’t feel anything during the twenty or so feet I was able to cover before the world all went black.
I regained consciousness in Dr. Shannon’s office with Mom’s arms around me and with Dad standing behind her. In those days, patients would be first taken to a doctor’s office and then only to the hospital if necessary. When Canna realized that I wasn’t breathing, he called the police and they called Mom. She had the police take me to the doctor’s office. At the doctor’s office, she lifted me off the examination table and held my unconscious body in her arms. She really thought that I was dead.
Mom began barking orders at the police, “Get away from my son!”
The local cops, probably protecting Canna’s job, did anything that Mom asked. I doubt that they gave a damn what happened to a street kid from St. Paul, but they must have been protecting Canna at the same time. Things were different back then.
Dr. Shannon looked at Mom and said, “I found two broken ribs.” He also told her, “He’s badly bruised, and I don’t know if there are internal injuries.” Dr. Shannon was very worried and had no real way of knowing the extent of the beating. I wasn’t dead, but I was really beaten up. This was enough to ignite both Mom and Dad. I thought to myself, and then said, “Finally! We can go home to Grotto Street. I’m home free. I can go back to the teachers who liked me and back to my attic in the old house.”
I didn’t count on the level of anger about to visit me, however. Mom was mad as Hell, at me, at Canna, and at the world. She said, “Why did you disappoint me?” She also hit me with, “I knew you were unhappy, but I never expected you to be so disobedient.”
The loud discussions behind Mom and Dad’s bedroom door lasted for two days. They were both angry, but Mom was doing most of the yelling. I could hear Dad say, “I want to approach this mess with some degree of level-headedness.” But she said, “I want a conference! I want a confrontation!”
As always, Dad lost. He could win the money arguments, but Mom always won the kid arguments. I think this was probably why their marriage had worked so well for so many years. I’m sure she loved him, but she had a keen instinct about their individual strengths and how to use them. He loved her enough to know the limits of his control. He was also smart enough to know that his educated wife understood some things better than he did.
After I spent three great days at home with tomato soup, “I love Lucy” reruns, and lots of attention, it was time to get on with it. Mom made arrangements for me to return to school, and I had no choice. I finally understood that there was no going back to St. Paul and no returning to the world I loved, and that was that.
I knew she had a plan. She was still mad, and the people in her sights were about to find out just what this little lady with a mission could do. She was one mad she-bear with a wounded cub.
Chapter 3
In today’s world, Canna would have been fired. Back in the 1960s, however, he was not only tolerated by the public, but often revered by many as being the strict disciplinarian that it was necessary to be to effectively educate kids. The fact that he had hit a child didn’t surprise anyone, nor was the injury life threatening. Therefore, it was an acceptable act. These things occasionally happened in the life of a school principal while doing his job, and back then it was okay, as long as it didn’t become a habit. The school board received a report and life moved on for Canna.
I was going to be failed in the fourth grade, Canna had decided, yet I was going to have to finish the year; I just didn’t know it yet. This was decided without my mom’s knowledge or consent. In fact, she wasn’t even informed of this or any other decisions that Canna or the school board had made. All this was done in secret; lots of things were kept secret in those days.
Mom, however, had known for a long time that Canna didn’t live in a vacuum. She knew that he would have to deal with his act of violence in some way.
Mom intuitively knew this sixty-year-old principal. She told Dad, “As long as it is just a matter of disagreement about child management style, I will work as best I can with Canna.” She was disciplined and careful up to this point. She said to Dad, “The problem now is that this Canna has hit my son, and God knows that’s unacceptable.”
She went on to say to Dad, “Canna has also been disingenuous with me, committing the sin of omission. He has not been forthcoming about the use of force to gain compliance. Obtaining the desired behavior was his only mission. My son’s education was secondary to him, and it didn’t even enter his mind. My son was a problem, but violence should not be the answer.” She told Dad it was time to act.
The best one of Mom’s skills was her ability to see into the future with remarkable accuracy. She was uncanny at predicting human behavior. What she couldn’t do was create the right moment to act on her predictions. She would have to wait for that. She had to wait patiently for the circumstance to present itself that would allow an unexpected strike at the enemy.
At this point, it was a fight. She never said it, but Canna was now the object of her thoughts and deeds. All she needed now was an opening or just the appearance of a mistake on the part of Canna. She was now consumed by her need to gain a position from which she could negotiate an outcome she desired.
Mom didn’t like doing these things, and Dad wasn’t enough of a street fighter to know how. It was left up to Mom to take on Canna. January went by and in February, along with Washington’s, Dad’s birthday was celebrated. I remember wondering, Why hasn’t she done anything yet? I knew she was still mad. My ribs were healed and Canna was still riding hard on the “Brood of hoods” from St. Paul. Had Mom lost her nerve? All I know was that I was feeling defeated.
I behaved as well as I could. Life was easy when you checked out. I didn’t care about anything. I did as I was told or did nothing at all, and it seemed everything was fine. I was now just dumb. I overheard one of the teachers who might get me the following year asking Lanterland about me. Her reply still stings to this day. She described me as “DDS” to this teacher.
The teacher asked her what that meant.
Lanterland then describe me as, “Dumber than dog shit.”
I didn’t know the plan, or, for that matter, the details, but rest assured, Mom had a plan in place. I knew this, but time was running out. The school year was almost over. She was not getting the breaks she needed. Things just weren’t falling into place, and she was grasping at straws. Mom desperately needed Canna to make a mistake, even a small one.
I continued to do as little as I could, since I wasn’t going to do anything for those people that didn’t like me. I was checked out.
One day I came home with a test that had my regular ‘F’ on it. This test was what would have passed for a science test in those days. Isn’t it strange how when we set up a pattern, we then perform according to that pattern? The pattern is created by doing what is expected of us by our authority figures, according to the information we are receiving from them at the time. This was true in my school assignments because no one was looking at them, since they were always the same, a failure. Science was actually something I liked and was one of the few areas where I did well. This particular test was about biology. A classmate had brought her dog and a litter of pups to school. This was her contribution to our science lesson. The subject interested me, and I listened intently to the student who brought in the puppies. Puppies are a big deal in grade school.
As Mom read the biology test, she got a bit irritated.
I said, “Mom, I knew you would not like this test.”
She asked, “Why not, son?”
I told her, “Because, I knew the answers.”
“What do you mean?” she wondered.
“I could have done this one in my sleep, and do you know why, Mom?”
Mom looked at the red X marks written next to the line of numbers that symbolized the teacher’s careless dismissal of my efforts. She read the answers, then looked at me with surprise and said, “You did know the answers, didn’t you?”
“You betcha!” I answered.
God, was I proud! I had finally done something Mom approved of. My scribbled writing and unorganized answers were there but were unimportant to Miss Lanterland. Mom recognized that I had the right answers. I had not read the instructions, had not answered in the right spot on the page, and I had not followed the format that was expected.
“This test is an attempt at sex education?” Mom remarked with cold emotion. She was talking to herself.
“Mom, you taught all of us kids this stuff from the very first time I can to remember.”
“You betcha,” Mom stated, while mimicking me.
She read the questions very carefully. She looked at the multiple choices that were given. The true/false questions weren’t any better than the multiple choices. The final straw came with the matching. She looked very intently at the answers I had written in the open spaces, in the margins, on the sides, and along the bottom. The answers were not very legible, but they were there.
Had Miss Lanterland read the scribbling that I had written? The more Mom looked at the test, the bigger the smile on her face became. Part of her amusement was the joy she felt as a mother who realizes that her son was not as bad as she had let herself think, nor as bad as Miss Lanterland had said he was.
The more sinister part was the realization that she had the piece of the puzzle that would get her the upper hand in this game. If she just had enough time, she could get to the right people with the evidence.
If she could be cute, charming, and persuasive, and if her timing was perfect, she just might pull this off. I saw the hope in her desperate eyes. This was the chance that she just might get others to believe, legitimately, that her son was not lazy and dumb.
She saw the chance to prove this in a way that would not be confrontational, and might even be heard above the objections of a power-hungry, dictatorial principal. She hugged me, and with a confident wink that made me think that things might just get better, she said while nodding a yes, “We just might be all right.”
She knew intuitively that Lanterland, my teacher, was a ‘t’ crosser and an ‘i’ dotter. If Mom was right, my teacher’s compulsion to be right at all costs would be her downfall. She knew that she had to have irrefutable evidence that her kid was trying and succeeding. She knew that she could teach this child herself and extract revenge at the same time. For the first time in this chain of events, she realized that it didn’t require a fight, but that she could resolve the differences with a positive approach for a positive outcome. She had a vision, but could she sell it? For that, she needed more proof.
She had started the planning of this drama. She made a request. Mom asked for my assignments to be written out by Miss Lanterland and sent home. She then asked in writing for Miss Lanterland’s assistance in the reviewing and monitoring of all the assignments I had to do. She requested in her best handwriting and in the “King’s Own English” that each assignment be detailed in writing so she could follow along. The note was a masterful augment for Mom’s involvement in the education of her child. She then stopped writing and put the letter in her best envelope, being very careful to fold the note she had written exactly into thirds. On the envelope, she wrote in her best block printing:
TO MISS LANTERLAND.
As soon as this had been completed, she called Canna, knowing all along that he would not take her call. She left this message with his secretary, “Ask Mr. Canna to please talk with P’s teacher, and to ask her to pass along all P’s assignments, per my written request. Please, be detailed, as I sometimes get confused, and please, have her do this in writing.”
The next day, Canna leaned back in his oak chair and spoke to Miss Lanterland, “I thought I made it clear that every reasonable request was to be honored.” He was especially cooperative. “I thought that because I had hurt this boy, you understood that we best be helpful.”
He had to be helpful in case he was reported to the school board by Mom. He was sure this was going to happen. The ol’ boy, Canna, said, “Miss Lanterland, if I can head off some criticism by being helpful, it couldn’t hurt. I’ll let her have that concession, this time.”
Mom had found a wedge, a tool she could use. This was the first time that Canna had even listened to her request, much less granted the request. She thought that with this success she could move the balance of justice a little further in her son’s direction.
Mom prepared lengthy instructions each day, fabricated from the assignments of the day before. This went on for a month. Each letter asked for greater levels of detail, stopping just short of the ridiculous.
Mom was acting in my best interests in her letters to the teacher, yet each letter became more and more demanding. The things she asked for were justifiable, but costly in terms of Lanterland’s time and energy.
Miss Lanterland was doing everything she could to comply, until she got fed up and went nuts with frustration. She stormed in Canna’s office and yelled at him, “I am not going to be that woman’s nigger any longer!” The emotional outburst was classic ol’ spinster, schoolteacher meltdown. She yelled first, and then shook papers at him. She showed him the “F” I had received, never once stopping to show him the answers written in the margins, written upside down, or written on the back. She just shook the papers at him, until, finally, the weeping and crying started.
Canna gave in and said, “I’ll call the bitch and tell her to lay off with the notes and requests.”
Mom was waiting for the call. It didn’t take as long to come as she thought it would. Canna said to her, “Well, you’ve had all the attention we can afford to give you and your boy. We are going to have to stop answering your letters. Miss Lanterland is doing all she can to help, and your son is failing anyway. She has other students in that room; your son isn’t the only child that needs help.”
“Oh, that’s interesting,” Mom was on her best behavior.
“What’s interesting about it?” Canna asked. “We have tried to help, but it doesn’t work.”
“I thought it was working wonders,” Mom said.
“Well, it’s not, and I have the papers and tests to prove it,” Canna fired his answer at her.
“I have the same tests that you have, since we copied them at my husband’s office on the new Xerox copier. They are complete with the answers written by my son. We have every test, every written worksheet, and everything that was requested, all written down and completed with Miss Lanterland’s written instructions. I have corrected them myself.”
Mom was on a roll, “I have come to a different conclusion. He is doing just fine. In fact, some of his answers are quite good. Haven’t you read the papers?” she queried.
“I’ll get back to you,” Canna said in an angry tone. Then, he hung up.
Mom smiled at me and said, “I think we are doing okay, so far.” She was pleased with herself. Just a few more assignments and she would have all the proof she needed, the proof that her son was completing the assignments and answering the questions correctly. They might not all be perfect answers, but there were enough correct answers to achieve a passing grade.
At this moment, I thought for the first time that things might be all right. I had given up thinking I would be able to go back to the old house on Grotto Street. I guess Mom had diverted my attention to the game of chess she was now playing and had sucked me in, as I was the center of attention. Hope was returning.
Mom had created a sneak learner. I still don’t know if the point was to get me involved in the learning process by making me an accomplice to the letters and the intrigue, or if she really wanted me to “Get it” educationally. You know what, it doesn’t matter. I learned a lot in those days when we were writing letters. If I could respond to my assignments in a way that was genuine, then Mom was pleased. Pleasing Mom was more important than pleasing those strangers who hated me.
The motivation didn’t matter anymore. I was all right. I was not just all right; I was great, as I watched my mother work hard to accomplish her goals. Add the hard work to the fascination of the game, for real stakes with real outcomes, and you had me interested. I watched Mom that winter and all the way into spring, working hard to create a learning machine (Me). This was her gift. She had created a son, and then she had given him a tool. The tool was not just self-respect, but also a way to organize the world on my own terms. More important was the idea that my way of organizing the world was mine, and there was nothing wrong with that.
I was to learn that life was not always what it seemed, and what seemed to be was often something else. We can do one thing and get results that were not expected, and that’s okay. We can take advantage of many things that happen in this world, if we are allowed to act according to our own thoughts. Man, was I having fun. Mom’s attention was focused, my attention was focused, and time flew by.
Mom told me after a long, unexpected telephone call form Canna that came shortly before summer vacation, “You flunked the fourth grade.” We did not see that one coming. She said, “It’s all right; it will all be okay. I will go with you on the last day of school when it will be official.”
I now believe that if we’d had a little more time she would have pulled off a small miracle. I believe this, as I know it to be true. This is forty years later, and the truth holds up over time. This was Mom’s way of teaching me what was important and what wasn’t. She taught, and I learned.
I walked out of Canna’s office by myself. I had lost my temper in Canna’s office and was told to leave by my mother. I had yelled at Canna, “You old bastard!” but before I could get any further, Mom sent me packing.
I walked past the secretary’s desk and into the hallway in front of the Principal’s office, on that last day of school. I noticed the bird’s eye, maple floors. I remember the smell of the banana oil used to shine the floors. Every time I smell Banana oil, today, that day rushes into my memory with a shiver.
I walked down the creaking wooden stairs to the main floor. I walked through the big, wooden double doors that led to the outside doors and across the rubber mat between the inside and outside doors. I remember the smells, the weather, and the colors of that old school. I remember every detail of that day forty years ago. I moved my injured soul out onto the concrete stoop in the summer sun, and I stood there.
Mom was still inside fighting with Canna. I could hear her yelling, and I knew she was not going to win this one. Oh, God, did I know the outcome. No one cared that I had learned anything. No one cared that I had overcome a huge problem. Well, Mom did, but no one else cared, especially Canna who was going to get his way.
She had sent me out, because she had sensed my anger welling up. She had sent me outside where I wouldn’t do anything I would regret. I wished he would just break my ribs again, so I wouldn’t hurt so bad inside, in my head and my heart. I knew that Mom was fighting a losing battle, and so did she.
I wanted to really hurt that “Ol’ bastard” for hurting Mom. After all, it hurt Mom more than me. I loved Mom, and I just wanted to tell her. My wishes didn’t mean shit. I had caused all this pain for nothing; how worthless can one small boy be?
I stood in the summer sun for what seemed like forever. Mom finally came out, and she hugged me. She was crying, and I was crying. I went home with Mom that day. I knew nothing would ever be the same, and no one would ever know what I knew, nor would I ever let anyone know what I knew.
I was done crying. I swore that I would never let anyone know how bright I was, and yet, it would be the only thing that I would care about for the rest of my life. This was the day that a “Sneak learner” was born; a second birth had taken place. It came from my mother’s will and nurturing, and finally, from her pain.
Chapter 4
“Jeffery Canna Lives”
In 1990, I had completed a career in the construction industry. I had done well by the standards of having been born on Grotto Street. I had owned and then sold a profitable construction company. Hence, I had spent the next year fishing, building projects around the house, and for a time, trying my hand as a day trader on the stock exchange.
I was rich at forty and knew that I was not going to risk my good fortune on building a new business. I had done that once, and I had won. That win, along with the help of a tornado taking a piece of property and leaving a big insurance settlement behind, was my ticket to really being rich. The insurance settlement had gone into the stock market, free of encumbrances, and all I had to do was allow it to grow without touching it.
Now, all I needed was a steady income with good health insurance. I needed something to do that wouldn’t risk the “Nest egg” I had built.
One day in 1990, I got a call from a friend, Bob, at St. Paul Technical College. Bob got me on the phone and asked, “Why haven’t you hired any graduates from my construction program for a while?”
I told Bob, “I’m not hiring anyone, because I have retired from the construction business.”
He said, “You’d better stop and see me at school.”
A few days later, I did, and he put me in front of his classroom of pipe fitters-to-be and said, “If you guys want to know how to get rich in the construction trades, then this is the guy to talk to.” As he left the room, he said to me, “You’ve got it, teach them something about the construction industry.” At the prompting of their questions, I gave them quite an earful, and they listened to me. I was hooked, and so began my teaching career.
I taught for two years at the Technical/Vocational School and was happy. I would never have left if I had not been approached by the University of Minnesota Technical Education Department. They wanted me to teach in the construction trades area.
I had received a Masters in Business Administration in night school. My need for expertise in computer technology had driven me back to school.
I had completed a B.A. in 1973, as a draft dodger during the Viet Nam years. I was able to get a ‘C’ average, and still work forty hours a week to stay alive. It sounds like a sneaky thing to do, but it was legal and it kept me out of the draft. Finally, in 1973, I drew a high enough draft number to escape the draft, but I had already graduated anyway.
The Masters Degree made me unique in the construction industry. It also made me attractive to the University of Minnesota as an instructor. I loved the University of Minnesota.
The state cut the funding for industrial education in 1995, and my job was history. I had, however, become licensed in High School Industrial Education, so I joined the staff at Northwest Schools.
A year later I was teaching at a middle school, making wooden ducks with sixth graders. What a ball. I was in love with every single one of those darling students, even the “Bad ones” were fun. I heard my name more times than I care to tell anyone. “Mr. P, what do I do next? Mr. P, how do I do this? Mr. P, help me.” On and on it went. I was a very happy camper.
As the year was drawing to a close, I was summoned to the principal’s office, and the ugly sound of change was present in that conversation, “You are going to school this summer to learn how to run a Synergistic Lab,” I heard this lovely woman who had been my principal say. I had taught at the U. of M. for two years where I was exposed to a Synergistic Lab, so I knew what it was.
I replied, “I’m not impressed. Teaching in a room with cubicles that look like early IBM decorating is not my way of hooking kids on the technical arts. Putting them in a cubical and showing them a video is not the way to hook kids on the idea that they could create objects with their will, hands, and most important of all, their hearts. I think this Synergistic Lab will be the death of young souls. It was devised by old men who wanted to organize children into would-be worker bees that would occupy cubicles for the rest of their lives. I’m an old ‘Hippie’ that believes every soul was placed on this earth to create something.”
I continued to argue, “I’ll be disappointed, and I beg for part of the program to remain as it is.” So, I’d said my piece. I had alienated her with my outspokenness.
But, I wasn’t going to change anybody’s mind. The Synergistic Corporation already had the school board hot-wired. They had done their job well and I was too late in the game.
I wondered, What the Hell does a forty-five-year-old rich guy know about how real life works?
I was not even consulted when the final decision was made. The die had been cast. With their rush to become the “Synergistic, Cubical School of the Future,” I found myself making inquires into a position at one of the district’s high schools. It seemed that the district had started to build a new high school. In this new high school was a plan for a high tech computer lab with the latest drafting software.
I thought that new, computer aided drafting software was right up my alley, so I bid on the job. I was a Teachers’ Union member with some seniority, although I had not been tenured in the district yet. I needed one more year of experience before I was tenured in this district. This meant that I should stay put for one more year and get my tenure.
I was not worried about the money, I was not worried about loosing my job, and, like the rest of my life, challenge and risk were comfortable on me. I went for the new position and got it. Later, I found out that no one else wanted the job since the learning curve on the software was steep. Also, I didn’t know what the other teachers in the district knew, and it was about the principal I was about to go to work for.
The school year ended, the summer came, and then it was soon behind me. We were looking August in the eye. It was time for me to get back to the business of teaching.
On a beautiful, Minnesota summer day, I got up and went to the bagel shop where I enjoyed coffee and a cinnamon raisin bagel. What a day, at seventy-five degrees, sunny, bright, warm, and full of promise. I drove to the old Northwest High School, since it was being used for the staging area for the administration until the new high school was finished.
I needed keys to the new lab because the new high school was near completion. I needed to get into the space and get set up. I wanted to get it all just right for the first day of school.
I parked in the lot of the old Northwest High School and walked up to the front of this school that had been built in the early 1900s. After walking up the concrete steps to an outside landing, I was standing in front of a pair of double wooden doors. I walked into the old Northwest High through the double doors, across the vestibule, through another set of wooden, double doors and up the wooden, creaking stairs to the top. I stopped for a second on the stairs with the most uncomfortable feeling. There was scent of banana oil in the air. The oil must have been used in the past on the old, wood floors. At the top of the stairs was a wooden door with the word ‘Principal’ in gold block letters with a black border. I opened the door to the office and there was a secretaries’ desk in front of a wooden office door with frosted glass. The glass had the name ‘Dr. Fritz, Principal’ painted in large, block letters.
I thought, Well, this is just some small anxiety. Get the keys and go to your new room.
Into the principal’s office I went, past the front counter that separated the office into two sections. I went to the secretaries’ desk in front of the office and next to the waiting area. The waiting area was lined with straight-backed, wooden chairs that had seated many wayward students while they waited for their turn to get their just deserts. These chairs had also known the worries of many parents that were summoned to the school. Here, in this office, I arrived at Judy’s desk, the principal’s secretary.
Judy was a good sixty-years-old, and she had been in this office for thirty years. She looked at me and asked, “Can I help you?”
“Yes, I’m Mr. P, the new technology instructor; can I get a set of keys to my new room?”
Judy put down the folder she was filing and said, “I will tell Dr. Fritz that you’re here, and that you need to see him.”
“You don’t understand; I don’t need to see anyone,” I insisted. “I just need the keys.”
She replied with conviction, “You need to see Dr. Fritz, understand? Now take a seat and wait until I call you.” She went into Dr. Fritz’s office, came back, and didn’t say a word. She didn’t even look at me.
I did as I had been told. An hour later, I got up to leave without the keys and started for the door. Judy asked, “Where are you going?”
I told her, “I’m leaving.” Now I was mad. Judy looked at me and said, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll wait.”
I sat down, and a half-hour later the phone rang. Judy answered it and then said to me, “Dr. Fritz will see you now.”
This was my new boss. Who in God’s name in the education business would not let you have a set of keys, especially when you had been with the district prior to changing schools? This wasn’t a job interview; I already worked for the district. I walked into a formal room with a great, big, wooden desk. A man stood up from behind the desk and said, “What do you want? I’m busy building a new school.”
I responded with, “I need the keys to the computer lab. I’m Mr. P, the new instructor.”
“You will have to come back after you have made an appointment to get the keys. I’m busy building a new school.” He shoved his arm out, and, with a jerk, exposed a Rolex watch, looked at it, and said, “Get out of here, and make no mistake about how things are done at Northwest.”
I turned to walk out of the office, past the front counter without stopping to make an appointment with Judy, and out into the old Northwest High hallway. I looked at the wooden, birds-eye maple floors and smelled the banana oil. Then I walked down the creaking, wooden stairs, out the double doors, onto the concrete stoop, and into the summer sunshine.
As I stood there asking myself what had just happened, suddenly, it hit me —— “Jeffery Canna lives.”
Chapter 5
It had been rumored in the school district that the last thing in this world Dr. Fritz wanted in his school was an almost fifty-something teacher working for him. His preference for teachers was in young, single, non-tenured females, and the more vulnerable they were, the better. He especially liked young, female teachers, who, for whatever reason, had been dismissed by other districts and were disparate for a job.
What he didn’t like were teachers who were well established in their area of expertise and backed by the teachers’ contract. Teachers who were independent minded and rich, he did not need. In fact, he hated the teachers union and their contract. He hated the rules, and he hated the fact that a contract limited his scope of influence.
“That’s a stinking teachers’ contract, with all its rules and due process for teachers. Worse yet, the contract favors tenured teachers,” I can remember him saying to me.
These teachers would establish their own self-esteem, independent of his approval or disapproval. The game was about control. Dr. Fritz wanted as much as he could get, and he didn’t care how he got it.
“This is my school; this is my time. I have earned the right,” according to him, “to run my school as I see fit, with whoever I choose to have teaching here.”
He had to put up with a small group of “Old hands” that he’d inherited when he had been appointed principal. However, they were dwindling in numbers. Time alone would heal that insult to him, as these “Old hands” would soon retire.
I had not discovered all this in the 1995-96 school year. I had been focused on the technology that I would be teaching. I was laser-focused on that new computer aided drafting lab. It never occurred to me that Dr. Fritz was any different than any other principal. Anyway, I was forty-six, established, and had been happily married to the same woman for twenty-plus years. I had the “Magic bullet” of teaching tenure at the end of the year. I felt I was protected, as the union had made me an officer of the union. Under federal law, no officer of a union could be fired when serving in a union position. A good friend at the middle school had seen to it that when I joined Dr. Fritz’s staff, I was made an officer of the union. I did not realize at the time why Dick, the Union President, had done this. I do now.
Dr. Fritz would have to catch me in a felony or find me in a compromised sex scandal to get me fired, and I knew it. I was established in the district with a good track record, so what could Fritz do? When I took the position, I was not concerned with his behavior because I was protected by the contract. Or, so I thought.
Shortly before the kids arrived at school that fall, Dr. Fritz summoned me to his office. I had received one of his infamous “C-Me” notes. The note would be placed in your mailbox and it would say in bold, black sharpie felt pen, “C-Me.” Sometimes it would be in red, but always signed in an unreadable scribble or scratch, with his name as bold as could be. The note, as I was to learn in just a few minutes, was a challenge.
I knocked on his door and asked, “Can I please come into your office?” I had very consciously said, “Please.” I was aware that our first meeting had not gone well.
My request was met with a stare, a disarming smile, and then an invitation to sit down in the chair which was set at a 45-degree angle to his desk, a great big oak desk.
The only conversation we’d had was in his old office, and, up to this point, conversation had been terse at best. The first meeting had been a disaster. Why, now, would he be warm, friendly, and inviting? All I could figure was he wanted something.
He started with small talk, “Tell me about your family?” After I told him a few personal details, he asked me to explain my background. I did, and then he asked, “Why are you teaching?” I explained why I was teaching. All this could have been sincere, but I was not comfortable and he knew it. This seemed to please him.
Then from nowhere came a question that blindsided me, “Do you understand what insubordination is?” I don’t even remember how he got to this question, but all of a sudden, I was defending myself. He had a point in mind here, and I was really wishing he would make it and let me go since I was becoming angry. Finally he got to what he was after, “You must understand that insubordination is an offense you can be fired for,” Fritz stated this as casually as if he were discussing the weather.
I wondered, How did we get here? It wasn’t even the first day of school yet, and I haven’t refused anything he wants.
“I will document every act of insubordination you commit,” again, with the flat tone and the casual attitude. What does Fritz want?
“What insubordination?” I asked.
“If I get eight to ten incidents of insubordination, I will fire you,” Fritz was goading me.
How did we get from speaking of family and friends to him firing me? I was mad now, hopping mad; I was damned mad. Just as I was about to explode in a burst of anger, I stopped myself and remembered that I had a right to union representation in any situation that a reprimand was involved.
I looked Dr. Fritz in the eye. I calmed myself, took a deep breath, and said, as I would many times in the future, “Dr. Fritz, this conversation is no longer constructive.”
I paused again, breathing even more deeply. I took deep, deep breaths while exhaling slowly and counting the seconds that it took to exhale. I had not let him know anything about who I really was or what I really thought. I was being true to my convictions. As I started to get up, he said, in a loud screaming voice, “Sit down! This conversation is over when I say it is, and not one minute sooner! If you don’t sit down and shut up, I will write you up for insubordination, right now!”
I wasn’t ten years old anymore, and I certainly knew what I could do and what he could do, and this wasn’t it. I had worked for some real “Assholes” in my life, but he was the worst I had ever encountered.
I stood up and said in as calm a voice as possible, “I wish union representation.”
He yelled at me as loudly as he could, “You’ll leave when I tell you!”
I stood up, turned, and walked out. I don’t remember what it was he was yelling and screaming at me as I left. I just remember him yelling and screaming.
I walked directly to the union rep’s room. Denny, an “Old hand,” looked at me, as I was beet red, and said, “You just left Dr. Fritz’s office, didn’t you?”
“Yes, I did.”
“I could tell where you have been by the look on your face. I can also tell you he wants someone gone. I just didn’t think it would be you. He likes to get you mad so you say things you will regret, and if he gets lucky, you will say something stupid that he can use against you in the future. From now on, you don’t go into that office without me or the other union rep. Got it?”
“Yes, I got it.”
I left the room and walked into the brand new, terrazzo-floored hall of the new Northwest High. I pushed open the fire doors that separate the halls for fire protection. I smelled the new paint and I began to shake. My hands were also shaking and I was mad, frustrated, and ten years old again, with a failing sense of self-esteem and a childhood anger that I thought had been beaten into submission. But there it was; the boy who had failed the fourth grade was right here in this almost fifty-year-old body.
Chapter 6
“The Old Hand Speaks”
The outcome of my visit to the office was predictable, Denny and Sue, the union reps, visited Dr. Fritz and asked for a reprimand in writing. They wanted Dr. Fritz to level a charge in writing, and they knew he wouldn’t provide them with any written documentation that might be used to embarrass him. Of course, Dr. Fritz refused. He knew the incident would go nowhere, and anyway, he wanted nothing in writing that might be used against him in court or in front of the school board.
Denny got back to me the following day. He came to my room, sat down alongside my desk, and told me, “Never go into that office again without union representation.”
I objected by stating what he already knew. If I had to work in a high school, even a big one, it demanded a certain amount of interaction with the principal that can’t be avoided. I told him, “I can’t stay below the radar forever.”
I tried to think of the situations that I had to interact with the principal, “If a student is a problem beyond the disciplinary reach of the teacher, to mitigate behavior, a meeting with the principal is necessary.” This was one example that I used.
A teachers’ annual goals meeting is mandated by the union contract. This is the meeting where the teacher shares with the building principal the objectives to be achieved for the year. This is a holdover from the management-by-objectives fad that took over the business climate twenty years ago. This, like all the fads that have come and gone, leaves a mark on the school system. We get these management procedures in place, and then the system has no way of removing them from the union contract. It was one more example that I mentioned to Denny of mandatory principal/teacher contact.
Denny said, “Don’t use the office for anything. If I have a student with a behavior problem, I handle it myself, since we have no support in the principal’s office anyway. I have seen Dr. Fritz use students to implicate a teacher in scandals before.”
“The need to work with a principal demands some contact,” I argued. I admit that I thought I could keep a real low profile and avoid Dr. Fritz as much as possible, yet I knew that there would be a certain amount of interaction that I could not avoid. Goals meetings were an example that I gave Denny. “Get a union rep to go with you,” was his solution. “Never be alone with him,” was his advice. “Make sure that whoever is with you is on your side,” he admonished.
“But we’re choosing sides. What’s next, bodyguards to accompany me to class?” I wanted to say more, but I didn’t say a word. I was making a disaster of the situation, all of which I dismissed as a product of my overactive imagination.
Denny looked at me... a long time silent, “You aren’t the first to have trouble with this guy, Fritz. We, the union, have a long history with him. He has an “A” team, and then there are the rest of you. You will learn that if you aren’t picked and screened by him, he doesn’t want you to work here. In fact, he will work like hell to get rid of you, anyway he can.”
Denny went on to tell me, “Dr. Fritz was molded by an administration above him that wanted to hear nothing, see nothing, and mostly, know nothing. They wanted teacher compliance, as this helped to divide staff, pitting each teacher against the other. This teacher unrest was vital to keeping contract wage settlements at a minimum.”
“Worse yet,” Denny went on, “Dr. Fritz agreed with this strategy and was promoted up on the ‘Hill’ (The District Center) for his wily ability to carry out the process. He is the poster boy for teacher compliance.
As long as he didn’t share his methods with those who could testify in a court, and as long as he gave them, the superintendent and upper management, plausible deniability, then he was a hero. In turn, the administration sold him to the community as the man who makes the busses run on time. Busy people, trained by a mass media and being products, themselves, of a school system that worked the same way for them, are easy to convince that a strict disciplinarian and control freak is the answer to an orderly school.”
Denny was allowing his own frustration to bubble to the surface. He stopped himself, regretful of the length his disclosure had gone. He wondered out loud, “I’d better stop before you go to Fritz and share my contempt for him.” He was winking at me with that, to determine if I was a loyal union guy he could share secrets with, or someone who would sell him down the river.
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