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Little Miss Teacher

Lesson 1: Guys are Pervs

“I can see your nipples.” His words, low and
gruff, took a moment to register with me.

Did I just hear what I think I heard?
I glanced sideways at the gangly teenage boy standing next to me,
my student Dave. Far from lecherous, he appeared, like many kids
his age, simply apathetic: eyes staring vacantly ahead, body
slouching, hands in the pockets of his way too baggy jeans. He
must’ve said something else.

Whatever it was, I ignored the comment and
continued with the task at hand, which was showing Dave his grade.
I cleared my throat. “Well, Dave, you earned a twenty percent on
your Of Mice and Men quiz, and you neglected to turn in any
of your writing assignments. That’s why you’re failing.”

I turned to my student expectantly. Even as a
brand new teacher, I’d learned from student teaching how
illogically some students think when it comes to their performance
in school. Despite how much work they may not complete,
despite how many tests they may fail, they almost inevitably
seem to blame me when they end up not passing. Like I’m out
to get them or something. It’s always a huge surprise that
they’re not getting A’s for their occasional attendance and
once-in-a-blue-moon, half-assed attempts at essays.

Unlike many of his peers, Dave neither cried
nor complained when I told him the unfortunate truth. Instead,
slightly louder this time so that I really couldn’t mistake what he
said, he muttered, “I can see your nipples.” He still stared
straight ahead, though; even if I had been sitting at my computer
topless, which I was most certainly not, he would have
needed exceptional peripheral vision.

How does one respond to a comment like
that? I clearly knew this was untrue, as I was wearing (in my
humble opinion) a tasteful pantsuit. I had a flashback of myself
standing in front of the mirror that morning, admiring my
appearance: My long, straight, light brown hair looked sleek
against my slim black suit, a present to myself after graduation
day. Even though I was no supermodel, I felt taller and thinner
when I wore it; it was my instant confidence boost. I had
considered wearing a green camisole to play up the color in my
hazel eyes, but I opted against it, wanting to wear a dangly
necklace that looked better against skin than fabric.

Okay, maybe I should have worn the damn
camisole, since the suit was a little low cut in the front,
but there was no possible way that what this sleazy teenager
said was accurate. At the very most, he might have glimpsed a
smidgen of my bra from his angle, as he was standing next to the
computer where I was sitting, but he could not see my
nipples, dammit!

After justifying to myself that I was,
indeed, not a totally obscene, Mary Kay Letourneau-type, the
question remained: How should I handle his totally inappropriate
comments? I mean, he said it twice. To me, his
teacher. I had noticed male eyes hovering too far from my
own when I addressed them before, but no student had ever actually
said something so blatantly sexual in nature to me before. Yuck. It
just felt gross. But should I make a big deal about it? Should I
write him up for inappropriate comments? Did I really want
to call his mother and repeat what he had said? What if she started
questioning me about my wardrobe choices? If I wrote Dave
up, I’d also have to talk to the dean of discipline, the creepy Mr.
Gunderson, all about it. He’d probably start eying me up the same
way as Dave to see if it was true. Maybe I should just handle it
myself this time and wait to do something else if it happened
again…

Jeez. They sure didn’t tell me how to handle
this kind of thing in college. I could probably identify and
explain every example of figurative language an author could throw
at me, but I totally lacked the necessary tools for figuring out
what to do about a horny teenager. Knowing in my heart that I
wasn’t at all making the right decision, I made my move.

“Dave, it’s time to start taking your studies
more seriously. Don’t let any distractions get in your way,” I said
diplomatically, in a voice deeper and less feminine than my normal
one. Stoically, I stood up, effectively (I hoped) blocking whatever
view of my cleavage he may have had. Dave, straight out of a teen
rehab clinic, might have still been hallucinating, but I made a
mental note for next time not to skip the camisole.

***

Friday afternoon. Ahh, the euphoria of the
last bell ringing and the kids scampering out of the classroom to
catch their buses… that sound, however loud, annoying, and shrill
to any normal person, was truly music to my ears. I felt free! A
wave of relief engulfed me as I simultaneously felt guilty for my
tremendous happiness at not having to deal with students for
the next few days. I liked teenagers, I really did; I wouldn’t be
in my profession otherwise. But constantly correcting behavior and
motivating the most unmotivated kids to try to succeed can
just be so darn taxing on the soul. Still, I had actually survived
my fifth week of teaching, and that felt pretty awesome. I half
dragged, half danced my way to the teachers’ lounge to grab a
well-deserved cup of bad (but, nonetheless, free) coffee, such was
my bizarre combination of exhaustion and exultation. If I had been
wearing a tie, I would have loosened it to further signify that the
workday, no, the workweek, had finally ended.

“Hey, Candi,” a voice drawled as I wearily
pressed the button that would bring me my fifth or sixth
stomach-churning caffeine jolt of the day. I cringed at the
unwarranted shortening of my name, and I could just tell he ended
it with an i, rather than a more sophisticated y. Why
was it that girls whose names ended in i were so often
slutty? I mean, did their parents know what their fate would be
once they came to a certain age? Just as these thoughts ran through
my annoyed mind, I reminded myself that my own mother’s name, Mimi,
ended in an i. Oops; okay, the stereotype definitely
did not fit there. Anyway, my pursuer continued: “How’s it
going?”

“Candace,” I corrected in what I hoped
was a semi-friendly manner, despite my misgivings about being
called a word reserved for chocolates and other high-calorie
treats, trying to hold back my disdain. I swear, I’d told this guy
like five times already that I didn’t like any nicknames. I
surveyed my moniker-butcher: In his late twenties, with shaggy,
dark hair and a good build, Jake Deeds made all the high school
girls swoon, but he just wasn’t my type. Too lascivious; only a few
weeks at the school and I’d already heard rumors of him having
affairs with teachers and students. Hopefully not at the
same time. Eww. Still in my supposedly nipple-baring suit, I
instinctively wanted to cross my arms over my chest to divert
Jake’s eyes from anything other than my face. Unfortunately, my
hands were occupied with the necessary task of procuring coffee.
“It’s going fine,” I finally answered, a little too coldly.

Jake appraised me with a slow glance, and I
guess I didn’t have to worry about not crossing my arms, since this
self-proclaimed Superman seemed to have X-ray vision. If he hadn’t
been so unappealing to me, I might have worried whether or not I’d
matched my bra and underwear as I had gotten dressed that morning.
“You look like a Candi to me,” he said, proving right then and
there that he didn’t really care about what struggles I might be
having in the classroom, and I bet he definitely didn’t check on
the progress of the other newbie, an awkward-looking, but very
sweet, algebra teacher. “’Candace’ is too serious for a fun-looking
girl like you.”

Is this lame-ass actually trying to flirt
with me by purposely calling me a nickname I don’t like? I
wondered. “I’m actually a pretty serious woman,” I replied in what
I hoped could be described as a formidable tone, emphasizing the
word woman. Sure, I was straight out of college as of May,
but come on! This was the workplace, not a bar. Didn’t this guy
ever hear of sexual harassment? It was bad enough that I’d already
gotten that from one of my students. Mentally, I made a note not to
let any future comments like that slide; otherwise, I might allow a
kid like Dave to turn into a grown up like Jake, a guy who felt
entitled to make sexist comments to women. I knew I didn’t tackle
that situation correctly. Mistake number 312 so far in my brief
teaching career…

“Have a good weekend,” I said woodenly, not
meaning it. I was perturbed; I wanted to end the conversation and
get back to enjoying the freedom of my Friday afternoon with a full
weekend in between teenagers and me.

“Some of us are going to happy hour,” Jake
called hopefully, but I kept walking, not turning around to make
him think he had a shot in hell with me. I could feel his eyes
assessing my butt as I walked away. Right then and there, I made
the decision not to wear that suit to work again.

“Candace.” As I power-walked away from Jake
thinking about what a pervert he was, I barely heard her voice.
Slowing, I matched pace with the head of the English department, a
tall, middle-aged African American woman whose elegant voice and
style of dressing complemented her regal personality.

“Hi, Brenda,” I said, forcing a smile. She
had been really supportive of me so far, and I didn’t want to take
it out on her that Jake was an oversexed asshole. I struggled to
think of something else to say; although Brenda had been nothing
but nice to me so far, I always worried that I’d expose myself as
someone unworthy of having been hired. Not that I really thought I
was pitiful as an English teacher, but I always worried I’d appear
stupid somehow by making a grammatical error or something to my
superior.

“Congratulations on another week under your
belt,” she said, filling the silence. She smiled genuinely,
revealing two rows of perfectly straight, white teeth that shone
vividly against the contrast of her dark skin. “Is everything going
okay since the last time we talked?”

Nervously, I twirled a piece of my hair
between my fingers, then stopped, remembering what a girly and
unsophisticated habit this was. Before the end of my first week,
Brenda had caught me in my classroom after school in tears. I had
vowed to myself, especially after one kid had told me how he always
used to make his teacher from the previous year cry, that I’d never
let myself appear so vulnerable in front of my kids. I’d held it in
all day, but, after the bell rang at 2:00, I had to close the door
and let it all out in a Niagara Falls-type fashion. Since then,
Brenda had been sure to check in on me periodically to make sure I
wasn’t a complete basket case.

I knew Brenda was just trying to be nice and
helpful, but it embarrassed me to recall how she had caught me
there, looking like a little girl and not a professional. “Yeah,
it’s going great!” I replied with false alacrity.

Brenda’s arched eyebrows forced me to revise
my degree of truthfulness. “Well, it’s been a struggle, but I feel
like I’m learning my way around the classroom, and I really like
the curriculum I’m teaching.” Mostly true; some of it still
confused the hell out of me, like the reasoning behind me having to
teach something called verbals to low-level ninth graders when I
never even had to learn what they were in all of my high school
and college honors courses. I still had a couple months left
before I had to figure all that out. But, I loved American
literature, and the curriculum I was teaching contained plenty of
my favorite authors’ works.

“Good,” she said simply, her eyes probing
into me as if to determine whether or not I was really, truly okay.
I wanted to strengthen her confidence in me; I didn’t want her to
think I was going to quit like the ninth-grade English teacher I
had heard about from last year, the one who cried every day,
partially as a result of one of my current lovely students who was
now repeating the course with me. Apparently, if I were to believe
stories from both staff and students, this girl had left the room
during the middle of a particularly difficult class and hadn’t ever
come back. She even sent her mom in the next day to collect her
belongings. Obviously, I didn’t want anyone, least of all my
department head, thinking I’d suffer the same fate: R.I.P. Candace
Turner, another first-year English teacher who didn’t make it. I
would not let this epitaph end up in the graveyard of failed
teachers.



“Brenda,” I started slowly, still thinking
how weird it was to call her by her first name instead of Mrs.
Lane, like her students did, and they were technically only a few
years younger than me, when Brenda must have been in her fifties,
“I really appreciate all the advice and help you’ve given me. I
feel like I’m starting to figure out how things work around here,
and how to deal with students better.” I smiled, hoping to project
the confidence I somewhat felt.

It must have worked, for her look of concern
vanished. “I’m glad. Just let me know whenever you need help.”

After thanking her meaningfully, we said
goodbye. Stopping in my classroom, I grabbed my messenger bag full
of papers to grade and walked happily out of the building. I
glanced back at the stately brick building, at the gilded letters
spelling out Tubman High School. “Bye, work,” I said quietly,
always one to bid adieu to people, animals, and even inanimate
objects. “I’ll see you soon.” Too soon.


Lesson 2: Even Teachers Need to Let their
Hair Down Once in a While

“He said what? What did you do?”
Megan, my roommate and best friend since high school, gawked at me
as we shared the bathroom mirror to reapply our makeup. She always
enjoyed my tales of craziness from work; her own day-to-day life as
a low-level marketing assistant seemed to consist mostly of sitting
in a cubicle, filing papers, and answering e-mails. It both humored
and scared me to think of the contrast between our jobs; right out
of college, Megan would have to work her way up to any real level
of responsibility, but, as a brand new teacher, I had to
jump right in and educate actual teenagers with minimal
screw-ups, just like a veteran. Parents won’t give you time to get
accustomed to your job; they want the best for their children
whether it’s a teacher’s first year or twentieth, and I guess I
can’t blame them.

“What could I do? I pretended I didn’t hear
him, kind of,” I answered, not revealing the agonizing
second-guessing game I always played with myself after making a bad
decision. Mischievously elbowing her out of the way a little so I
could see, I applied another coat of lipstick and blotted before
continuing to recount my decidedly non-nipple baring
encounter with my student. “Teenage boys are perverts by nature. I
guess I just need to be more careful with what I wear.”

“Oh yeah, like it’s your fault. It’s not like
you were wearing a Miss Reese outfit or something.” She paused,
mascara wand immobilized, as she remembered the trashiest teacher
from our own high school. “Do you remember how she used to sit on
her desk with her legs spread? That was so freaking disgusting. And
do you remember hearing about her doing it with Brian Franklin on
the class trip to Canada?”

“Eww,” I said, giving myself premature
wrinkles as I furrowed my brow. From my ever-expanding mental photo
album, I pulled out an image of the middle-aged, slightly
overweight, bleached blonde in one of her standard outfits: a
tight, low cut top (for easy view of her often braless,
pendulum-swinging breasts) and pants that might have looked good
twenty pounds and ten years ago. Miss Reese wasn’t too bad as a
trigonometry teacher, but the woman had desperately needed a
boyfriend old enough to buy her a drink at a bar. “We can’t say for
certain what happened on that trip,” I added puritanically.

“Well, Brian said that’s what happened, and I
don’t see any reason for him to lie about that. I mean, if
he was going to lie about sleeping with someone, he’d have picked
someone better, like you or me!” Megan said. She ran a final squirt
of frizz control into her curly dark hair. “Anyway, my friend, you
look like you need a drink, and I know I sure as hell do.
Let’s go.”

It was surprising how easily I could still
fit remnants of college life into my new existence as a
professional. Work, work, work during the week (and always part of
the weekend), but Megan and I always managed time to get together
with some friends on a Friday or Saturday night to remind us that
we were still young. I had been too tired the night before to go
out, so I had opted for pizza and a movie instead, but I was all
about letting my hair down, dancing, and having fun on a Saturday
night. Grabbing a tiny, black sequined purse, I slipped into my
highest black heels and locked up the apartment.

***

“Why do we always come here?” Megan
whined, just loud enough for me to hear over the pounding music.
Was it heavy metal night or something? “Shouldn’t we start going to
grown up bars now? I just don’t do Metallica anymore!”

“Shut up, you love it here! Cheap beer and
cute guys, what more do you want?” I hollered back with a big,
cheesy grin on my face. I didn’t want to make the effort of leaving
and looking for somewhere else to go; after all, we had already
arranged for a cab to pick us up there. Still, I did see her
point, despite my feigned enthusiasm. Even though I was only a few
months out of being a college kid myself, I definitely noticed the
separation between them and us. At twenty-two and a
half, I felt somehow distinctly older and more wizened than the
twenty-one year olds (and younger kids with good fake I.D.s)
crowding the place. Nevertheless, there was a specific reason I
had, once again, told Megan I wanted to go back to Murph’s for our
night out. And I certainly didn’t want to leave before discovering
if the reason for my appearance was even there or not. Self
consciously, I smoothed my hair and sucked in my stomach a little
just in case. I had to convince Megan to stay, at least for a
little while.

“Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to sit down
and have a conversation?” she muttered grumpily, but I knew she
couldn’t be too serious about her disdain, since she was already
sidling her petite self up to the bar to get us our first drinks of
the night. Despite her small stature, Megan, with her dark hair and
exotic looks, was always quick to get the attention of a bartender,
provided he was male. She could also be extremely pushy and
impatient, two qualities I’m allowed to say about her after knowing
her so long, and I didn’t mind these attributes one bit when they
worked in my favor.

I let Megan get the beers and tried to look
like I was having a good time standing by myself away from the
formation of a potential mosh pit. I surveyed the crowd
surreptitiously: drunks, punks, skanky girls, sorority chicks, some
young business-looking guys… not anything I was looking for. I
vaguely wondered if there were any undercover teachers besides
me.

“Cheers,” Megan said, taking a long gulp from
her pint glass before handing me mine. “God, I love weekends.”

“Cheers,” I answered, and was about to take
my first sip when some drunken jerk, rejected from the pseudo mosh
pit, crashed into me, drenching me with my own full beer.

“Dude, I’m like, so sorry,” he said,
red-faced from alcohol consumption, and it might have been sincere,
but I didn’t care. The asshole had managed to get every last drop
of that drink on me. It had splashed my hair and face, plastered my
sexy black shirt to me in an unflattering way, and soaked the
remainder right in the crotch of my jeans, making me look like I
couldn’t handle the long bathroom line. As if I wasn’t annoyed and
humiliated enough, the jackass grabbed some greasy napkins from a
table and starting pawing at my chest!

“Just stop!” I screeched at him, flinging his
hands away from me while holding my empty glass. “Get away from
me!” The troglodyte shrugged his shoulders and took off.
Ordinarily, I would have demanded that he get me a new drink to
make up for his mistake, but I just wanted him to get lost.

“Guess I’ll go back to the bar and try
again,” Megan said, “but maybe we should find a classier place
after that.”

“I don’t know if they’ll let me in a
classier place now,” I grumbled, holding my wet shirt away from my
skin. “Maybe we should just go home.” As Megan went back to the
bar, I stood there feeling cold and sorry for myself. So much for
making that extra effort in trying to look and smell nice for a
night out; I looked like a wet rat and stank like a brewery.

“Candace?” It was a question, not a
statement, but my heart soared when I heard his voice. Turning
around to face the man of my dreams, I momentarily forgot my anger
and discomfort. Unfortunately, my appearance didn’t magically
change along with my mood. Charlie Thomas took in my haggard,
rather than ravishing, exterior, and asked, “What happened?”

Just my luck; he showed up then rather
than two minutes earlier when I still looked cute. I tried to play
it off. “Oh, hi, Charlie. Some jerkwad just spilled my beer all
over me, but Megan’s getting me a new one.” I smiled too broadly.
As if on cue, I locked eyes with my best friend, who was still
waiting at the bar. Had I just detected an eye roll when she saw me
talking to him? I struggled to think of something to say while
simultaneously wishing the beer-spiller had done a better job of
drying me off. Why was it that I had the guts to (mostly) stand up
to a bunch of foul-mouthed ninth graders every day but I had no
idea what to do when I was looking at the nicest, sweetest, most
handsome guy? “So, what’s up? I didn’t know you were still in town
after graduation.” A total lie, but a conversation starter all the
same.

Charlie smiled, his aquamarine (yes, I had
spent a lot of time thinking about this, and aquamarine was the
most representative color) eyes sparkling down at me even in the
dimly lit bar. “Well, it’s kind of a funny story,” he started, and
I listened eagerly even though I had heard it second-hand from
several different people by that point. A friend of a friend had
spotted him at Murph’s about a month earlier, and the story came
back to me, which is why I kept dragging Megan here. Charlie
reached his well-muscled arm up and scratched his short, dirty
blond hair thoughtfully as he narrated. “I went back to Maine after
graduation, ‘cause I had a job all lined up. Computers, you know? I
got a U-Haul and moved all my stuff back, and I even got my own
place, which broke my mom’s heart. Signed a lease, set up my
utilities, started the routine of going to work, and two weeks in
my boss tells me the firm was relocating to Pennsylvania! My work’s
twenty minutes away from where we went to school. Can you believe
it?”

“Wow, pretty crazy,” I said, holding back my
enthusiasm for obvious reasons. What I really was thinking was,
Thank you, God, for reuniting me with Charlie! I will
start going to church again, honest! Thank you, Charlie’s boss,
for deciding to come here! Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Thomas, for
falling in love, getting it on, and giving Charlie to the
world! But, of course, what actually came out of my mouth was:
“It kind of sucks that you had to go through the whole process of
moving when you were just going to wind up back here.”

“Actually, it kind of worked out alright this
way,” Charlie said thoughtfully, taking a swig of his pint of
Yuengling. (I knew what he was drinking, just like I knew his
birthday, parents’ first names, and G.P.A.; a girl can find out a
lot about a guy over four years of college, especially if she works
in the registrar’s office). “It was good to get away from all this
for a while.” He gestured to the mosh pit and then over to an area
where two girls were grinding on each other while a bunch of guys
watched, drooling. “I loved my life in college, but it’s good to
get up early every day and go to work, and to finally learn to
cook, and live in a place that doesn’t smell like a keg party. I
feel like I’ve grown up a lot, you know?”

I nodded, smiling. Charlie was so much like
me, it was kind of scary. I felt like I’d matured a lot in the past
few months, too. Still, something he said struck a sour chord with
me. “But, you’re happy to be back, right? You’re sticking around
for a while, aren’t you?” I tried not to sound too desperate, which
was no easy feat. When it came to Charlie, “desperate” was my
middle name.

“Yeah, you bet! I actually like my job, like
it a lot. I think I can really do something with this company, you
know? It feels so… meaningful.” Charlie smiled at me and I just
couldn’t believe we were having such an intense conversation. The
last time I saw him had been at a graduation party and he was
leaving for Maine the next day. Now, I was celebrating, so
the events are pretty hazy in my mind, but I seemed to recall that
we had a really cool talk and we even shared a moment where I
thought he might kiss me. We had the intimate conversation, the
close talking where we really looked into each other’s eyes… a kiss
would have made the night perfect. But it didn’t materialize. I
felt kind of empty after that like I never really got my chance
with him. After four years together at a college small enough where
it seemed like everybody knew everybody, we had shared classes,
laughs, parties, and plenty of flirtatious conversations. Still,
we’d never done anything about it, and then he’d moved away,
forever, I thought. And now he was back at our old college bar!

Just when I was about to launch into telling
Charlie about how momentous my own life had become, what with
educating the youth of America and all, Megan showed up with my
beer. Normally, the combination of my best friend and beer is a
pretty happy occasion, but this occurred at the wrong time.

“Hey, Charlie, I heard you were back in
town,” Megan said unenthusiastically. So much for the story of me
not knowing anything.

“Hey, Megan. It’s good to see you.” Charlie
smiled sincerely, showing those pearly whites. There was an awkward
moment of silence; after all, Megan had just interrupted a pretty
intimate conversation. “Well, ladies, I have some buddies I’m
meeting here, so I’d better go find them. Some guys from the soccer
team are back in town for the weekend, and they’ll be pretty pissed
if they don’t find me, since they won’t have anywhere nice to stay.
Hopefully we’ll all bump into each other soon, okay?” He looked
right into my eyes as he said this, proving that these words were
really just meant for me.

“Good seeing you, Charlie! Bye!” I wished I
could think of something more intelligent, more meaningful
(to use his word) to say, but that was what came out of my mouth. I
took a happy, refreshing sip of my beer and tried not to stare as
he was swallowed into the crowd.


Lesson 3: Everything that
Can Go Wrong Will Go
Wrong

Monday morning already; the weekend was gone
in a flash. Drunken Saturday rolled into laundry and
lesson-planning Sunday, and my alarm was blaring away at 5:00 a.m.
the next day before I knew it. Even with the knowledge that the
week would scamper by quickly, with all the work I had to do and
never anywhere near enough time to do it, getting from point A to
point B always seemed like an insurmountable challenge.

As I was musing to myself about this on a
sunny October morning, my students were taking their first big-time
test of the year. Though they had taken quizzes and had plenty of
other assessments, this was their 100 point unit test on Of Mice
and Men, and it could raise or lower their grades significantly
depending upon how they performed. I knew some of them didn’t give
a rat’s ass, but enough of them had expressed their concern about
this since the first marking period was rapidly drawing to a
close.

I had pulled out all the stops to prepare
them, telling them how to study and what to study, plus I created a
review game that took entirely too long to prepare with all the
different colored construction paper I used to write questions of
varying levels of difficulty. I had spent way too long at
home on the computer attempting to come up with fair questions to
judge if they had learned the material.

Now, though, I sat at my desk, enjoying the
fruits of my labor. Although the assessment had taken forever to
create and would take far longer to grade, with all the essay
questions, the brief amount of time during which I could peacefully
relax in a quiet classroom felt wonderful. But this was only the
calm before the storm. The way it works is this: When they’re
actually taking the test, everything’s cool; it’s only after some
of the kids finish that there will be problems, because those who
are finished will want to talk, and that distracts the kids who are
still test-taking. I’d learned all this from student teaching and
from the quizzes I’d already given. Still, I would relish my peace
while it existed.

Day-dreaming and watching my students appear
to work busily, I was jarred from my tranquility by a horribly
obnoxious sound: the fire alarm. WAAAAH-WAAAAH-WAAAAH.
Dammit!

“Miss Turner, what do we do?” a kid named
Kyle asked frantically, his mouth gaping as he waited for my
response. A nerdy-looking but still adorable kid, Kyle was one of
my best students; he was always one I could count on to actually
complete his reading assignments at home, so he was always ready
and willing to participate in literary discussions. In contrast,
many of his classmates preferred to lie drooling (okay, usually not
literally, but at least metaphorically) on their desks in blissful
ignorance.

“Um,” was all I managed. All of my
carefully-constructed test questions… I started panicking. What
if this fire drill lasts too long and there’s not enough time for
the kids to take the test? What if they all talk about the test
while we’re outside? Dammit, dammit, son of a bitch! Why did this
have to happen today?

“Students,” I began in my loud teacher-voice,
having to strain against the blaring siren and the rising chatter
of the teenagers as they realized the gravity of this
get-out-of-test-free opportunity, “please give me your test and
proceed through the door to the exit. Line up on the track. Do not
take the test with you.” I watched dumbly as they (thankfully)
heeded my orders and filed out of the classroom. I struggled to
collect the tests and answer sheets, realizing it would take an
annoyingly long amount of time to redistribute everything when we
returned to the classroom.

After the kids left, I hurried to unlock my
classroom closet to grab my purse and light jacket, since I had
noticed quite a nip in the autumn air on my way in that morning.
Just in case there really was an emergency, I didn’t want to
be without my purse; there was always the possibility that we
wouldn’t be allowed back in the building, and I didn’t want to be
stuck without my wallet or car keys. I didn’t know this from my own
experience yet, but I’d heard from a more seasoned teacher that
these things had a nasty habit of occurring when you were least
prepared.

“Hey,” I said to Vivian, the Spanish teacher
whose room was across the hall from mine. Vivian was throwing on
her own coat and leaving her classroom; my students were already
far out of my sight, but I had to assume they had exited the
building. I knew I was supposed to stay with them and keep them
together, but come on; that was nearly impossible.

“How’s it going?” Vivian replied in her
friendly way with a big smile, speaking louder than normal over the
incessant, unforgiving blast of the alarm. “I love it when we get a
few free minutes from our students! Maybe we’ll get to catch up on
some gossip!” Vivian, who looked as if she were in her early
thirties but with whom I shared an easy banter, always had some
interesting tidbits about various staff members and/or students we
knew.

I sighed as we walked into the bright
sunlight, wishing I hadn’t left my shades in the car. “It’s bad
timing for me today,” I said morosely. “I’m giving my first big
test, and my kids are probably all talking about the answers! What
do I do?” Even as I said the words to Vivian, I was looking around
for my students. I spotted some of them quickly; already, cell
phones were out and baseball caps were on. They weren’t supposed to
have either in school, but I guess we weren’t technically in
school anymore, so I resisted the temptation to yell at them. They
probably wouldn’t hear me, or listen to me, anyway; I still was
working on improving the volume of my teacher-voice.

Vivian laughed, her full, rose-stained lips
parting widely. “Oh my God, Candace! You can’t worry about these
things! Sometimes students are going to do what they do, and we
can’t control it. Just let it go!” she chided in her lilting voice,
a tinge of the south in her accent. Though she had only lived in
Tennessee until her teenage years, I heard it creep out
periodically. I envied her levity; she didn’t seem out of sorts at
all by this break in routine, unlike me. “You’ll get the hang of
it, I promise. Whenever something like this happens, you just need
to relax and enjoy the sunshine and fresh air.” To prove her point,
she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, though the stench of
the nearby dumpster must have gotten to her, for her mouth turned
down before she broke into a fit of giggles.

“So much for the fresh air,” I remarked,
laughing. Standing next to Vivian, who had always treated me with
genuine warmth, even on the first day of in-service training when I
embarrassingly got lost in the building, I felt some of my tension
melting away. “So what do you have for me?” I eagerly awaited
lapping up the fresh information. Even though I didn’t know too
many of my colleagues very well, I at least knew everyone’s faces,
and I did, after all, work in a high school. I wouldn’t put myself
above gossip; I just never knew any unless Vivian told me.

“Well,” she began, her eyes narrowing as I
saw her scan both faculty members and students alike. “You can’t
tell anyone. This is big time.”

I opened my mouth in protest. We went through
this routine every time Vivian had an especially good tidbit of
information. “I hardly know anyone! Who am I going to
tell?”

“Okay, chica. Guess who’s pregnant?” Her eyes
were alive with mischief, waiting for my reaction.

“Student or faculty?” I asked, enjoying the
comfortable formula of Vivian’s rumor-mongering. I think it made
her feel less guilty about talking behind people’s backs if she
prefaced her revelations with her “don’t tell anyone” disclaimer
and her Q and A method of sharing. It was her feeling that, if she
made me guess, she wasn’t actually telling me anything. That
was her logic, anyway.

“Student,” she whispered, leaning closer,
“someone everyone knows.” I absent-mindedly wondered if any other
faculty members, many of whom were actively monitoring the large
groups of students clustered outside, happened to notice the two of
us, who were most obviously not chaperoning anyone but
ourselves. Oh, well; I decided to leave it to the others to manage
crowd control. If Vivian, a veteran teacher, wasn’t worrying about
it, I wouldn’t either.

Automatically, the fact she was talking about
a student made it slightly less interesting, but I played along.
“All right, give me some clues. Grade? Race? And what do you mean
everyone knows her? Is she bad or good?” This last question was
necessary: In a public high school of about two thousand kids,
teachers only knew the students they didn’t teach if they fell in
one of these two categories. First, there were the kids everyone
knew because they roamed the halls, spewed profanities, got in
fights, and ended up on the suspension list every other day;
clearly, these were the kids who made our lives miserable and had
definitely made me question my choice in profession more than once
after just a few weeks of being an educator. Then, there were the
names we all knew because the students won academic or athletic
awards, or else they were involved in those extra-curricular
activities that allowed them to distinguish themselves from the
masses. Unfortunately for me, not too many of my own students fell
into this second category; they fit into the first.

“Senior, white, and good,” Vivian replied,
licking her lips as if this information were truly a tasty
morsel.

I furrowed my brows together, thinking. It
wasn’t one of my students based on these criteria, so how else
would I know the girl? “Not the senior class president? The one who
got that big award? The one who’s applying to all the Ivy League
schools?”

“You’ve got it, baby. Can you believe it? So
much for being little miss perfect. And I heard it from a good
source, one of my senior honors students.” I tried to picture
Vivian, sophisticated-looking in her expensive clothes and with a
reputation for being professional, drawing out secrets from her
students. As if reading my thoughts, Vivian added primly, “I wasn’t
participating in the conversation, of course. I just
happened to overhear what some of the kids were saying.”

“Wow,” was all I said, thinking about the
poor girl and how her life would change and her future would be
completely altered. I tried to imagine how my own very religious
parents would have reacted if I had gotten pregnant in high school…
or college, for that matter, or even now out of wedlock.
“That sucks.”

“Well, you play with fire, you’re gonna get
burned. Plus, she’s kind of a pretentious brat.” She didn’t
elaborate, making me wonder if even the cool and collected Vivian
had days when the kids got to her. I guess I didn’t know her well
enough for her to confide about that to me. There must have been
something else going on below the surface for friendly Vivian to
get a perverse kick out of some poor girl’s unplanned pregnancy. As
much as I liked Vivian, this shocked me. Sure, I didn’t mind
indulging in the occasional tidbit of gossip about the slutty
science teacher who slept with the dorky tech guy, but this was the
kind of gossip I didn’t like to be a part of. I just felt bad for
the girl, putting myself in her shoes. But who was I to judge
Vivian? She was just about the only person I’d met at work whom I
could classify as a friend.

“All right, we can go back in!” Mr. Fields
called, interrupting my thoughts. An older assistant principal, he
rarely seemed to venture out of his office. I silently hoped that
my moral quandary hadn’t broadcasted itself on my face for Vivian
to see.

***

After what seemed like an eternity, I had
collected all of my students; some of them had taken some rather
circuitous methods of finding their way back to the classroom. They
were seated, and, with regard to our now shortened class period, I
had swiftly passed out all of their papers. The grumbles of, “Come
on, do we really have to finish the test?” and “Miss Turner, we
can’t take the test NOW!” had finally abated, and placidity had
returned.

“Miss Turner, Miss Turner, Miss TURNER!” So
much for that. I quickly found the source of the commotion and
increasing volume. It was Sharla, a petite and usually quiet girl
who sat in the back of the classroom.

“What?” I said with a little too much edge in
my voice, annoyed at the disturbance.

“There is a nasty-ass MOUSE!” she replied
back with attitude in her own voice, braids swinging and finger
pointing. “Right there!”

Before I knew it, Sharla was standing up on
her chair, and my formerly settled students were anything but.
Sadly fitting gender stereotypes, some of the girls started
shrieking and following Sharla’s lead, and most of the boys were
whooping and having a blast. A quick eye-scan apprised me that
absolutely no one was worried about the test anymore; no one but
me, anyway.

“Settle down!” I called to no avail, as
clearly no one was listening to me. “It’s just a mouse! It’s not
going to hurt anyone.” I tried to keep my voice calm; I wasn’t
worried about the mouse, really, but all the chaos of my class was
stressing me out. I felt the beads of sweat break out on my brow.
Now what? I needed everyone to get focused back on the test,
and I needed them to do it now. Knowing my luck, this would
be just the time for an administrator to walk by my classroom and
think I’m totally incompetent at my job.

“It’s just a mouse that’s heading straight
for you!” someone cried. I don’t even know who said it, because,
before I knew it and much to my shame, I was pulling a Sharla.

“Where?!” I screamed back, my voice
embarrassingly sounding like I’d been sucking helium and not coffee
at my desk, having climbed onto my own desk with my head unaware of
my body’s actions.

No one replied; they were too busy laughing
at the spectacle I was making of myself. There I was, standing
higher than everyone, having practically jumped on top of my desk,
not even my chair, all because of this tiny, undoubtedly frightened
rodent. I felt my face flame as I slowly and gingerly climbed down,
wary of not flashing anyone since I was wearing a skirt. Like I
needed that humiliation on top of everything else.

“Miss Tuner, what should we do with it?” It
was Kyle who asked, and his voice was gentle. Instead of laughing
like everyone else, he still looked to me, respectfully, for a
solution. I felt a wave of gratitude towards him. Too bad I didn’t
know what to tell him!

“Yo, Miss Turner, I’ll catch it!” Jason
volunteered. A shady-looking kid with his signature uniform of a
“fresh white T” and jeans every day, I wouldn’t have trusted Jason
with much, but what choice did I have? “Ya got something I can
use?”

I brainstormed frantically. What can I use
for a mouse trap? This was something that wasn’t included in my
little classroom kit of Band Aids, latex gloves, and tissues. “How
about a box?” I quickly pulled one off my shelf, dumped the
contents (which happened to be a ton of sorted index cards
containing student information- oops), and threw it to Jason, who
caught it and set to work.
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